
Introduction

Linguistic communication crucially involves meaning: Speakers intend their
addressees to understand just what they mean to convey to them. But what exactly is
that? Meaning is no longer viewed as a uniform type of phenomenon. Some meaning
dichotomies which have been proposed in the literature are: semantic vs. pragmatic
meanings, ‘what is said’ vs. ‘what is implicated’, particularized vs. generalized
(default) conversational implicatures, and literal vs. nonliteral meanings. It is the
researcher’s task to argue which of these (or other) meanings are actually relevant to
communicators. This is the goal behind each of the papers in this Special Issue on
literal, minimal, and salient meanings.
Note, however, that the list of meaning distinctions above does not exhaust all

possibilities. There are numerous criteria for classifying meanings into different types.
Some meanings are (more) explicit, some are (more) implicit. Some are asserted, some
are presupposed. Some meanings are conceptual, others are procedural. Some are
obligatory, while others seem (more) optional. Some pertain to truth conditions,
others do not. Some are literal (nonfigurative), others are figurative. Some are con-
text-invariant and context-insensitive, but most combine the linguistic meaning with
contextual inferencing. Some meanings are (more) consciously available to us, oth-
ers are relatively not. Some meanings are central, others are peripheral. Some
meanings are frequent and/or prototypical, others are rare. Some meanings are
easily and/or quickly retrieved, others take time and require extra (or more complex)
processing. The list could go on. While the above distinctions are real enough, it is
still an open question which (if any) of these distinctions are also significant. Do
some of these dichotomies converge?
When we propose specific meaning types, we must not only define that meaning

distinction, but also argue why we believe that such a meaning distinction is func-
tional in communication (taken most broadly). There may be a few rather than one
perspective one can adopt when identifying a functional meaning level. One could
try to characterize the competence/ies involved in understanding, for example, lin-
guistic vs. pragmatic/extralinguistic meanings. Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995) thus
attribute much importance to the difference between decoding (linguistic meaning)
and inferring (extralinguistic meaning, see also Ariel, 1998). Alternatively, one could
characterize meanings as products in various ways. For centuries, literary critics have
distinguished between literal (nonfigurative) meanings and figurative ones (see also
Lakoff, 1987). Erteschik-Shir and Lappin (1979) have proposed to distinguish
between Dominant and nonDominant information semantically conveyed, and Ariel
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(2002, in press) proposes that some, but not all, meanings constitute privileged
interactional interpretations.
One could also characterize meaning by reference to the processing involved.

Some meanings may be psycholinguistically necessary for generating the final inter-
pretation, e.g., literal and salient meanings. Thus, Gibbs (1984 and onwards) argues
that speakers do not initially access the literal interpretation where a figurative one is
sought, while Giora (1997 and onwards) argues that salient meanings are always
activated initially. Neurolinguistically, Zurif (1980) has argued that the storage of
content (conceptual) lexical items differs from that of function (procedural) lexical
items. Finally, one could analyze which meanings are logically necessary/unneces-
sary, e.g., literal meaning, explicature. While Dascal (1987) argues that novel non-
literal meanings must be derivative of literal ones, Récanati (1995) argues that for
some figurative meanings, speakers do not have to compute the (propositional) lit-
eral meaning first Grice (1975 see also Recanati, 1995) argued that conversational
implicatures must be generated on the basis of ‘what is said’ hence the logical (and
perhaps psychological) priority of ‘what is said’.
Given these different legitimate perspectives on meaning, it is only reasonable that

different levels/dichotomies of meaning are relevant for different goals (either inter-
locutors’ or researchers’). Indeed, the researchers represented here set out from dif-
ferent rationales for assuming the type(s) of meanings they argue for. This rationale
can be logical/philosophical (Berg), it can be linguistic (Ariel, Vicente, Israel), and it
can be psycholinguistic (Bezuidenhout and Cutting, Gibbs, Giora).
Berg’s is the only article that defends the classically defined literal meaning. Berg

argues that while enriched meanings (which he terms loose semantic or actually,
pragmatic meanings) are significant for speakers and amenable to consciousness, we
still need to define what he calls a general content acontextual meaning—the classi-
cal literal meaning, which allows reference and ambiguity resolutions nonetheless.
The linguists are mostly concerned with the linguistically specified meaning. Ariel

argues that the concept behind the classically defined literal meaning is untenable in
general, because it includes conflicting requirements, which cannot be satisfied by
one and the same concept. Specifically, it cannot define linguistic meaning, because
some of the requirements are clearly extralinguistic (the inferential processes of
reference and ambiguity resolutions). Ariel proposes instead that there are (at least)
three different respects in which a meaning can be considered minimal, each reflect-
ing one aspect of the original motivation behind literal meaning: Linguistic, psy-
cholinguistic, and interactional meanings. Vicente similarly assumes a level of purely
linguistic meaning, and argues against Bach’s (1994) assumptions about the linguis-
tic (or rather, minimal) meanings of specific expressions. She proceeds to argue that
substituting Bach’s linguistic analyses with her proposed linguistic meanings (radi-
cally underdeterminate, in the spirit of relevance theory) renders unnecessary Bach’s
proposal for two kinds of pragmatically enriched meaning levels (1. ‘what is said’/
literal meaning, 2. impliciture), both in addition to a level of implicatures. Both Ariel
and Vicente then reject the classical literal meaning.
Israel shows that literal meaning is not necessarily conveyed even when proposi-

tions are modified by the linguistic expression literally. Israel traces the historical
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development of the usage and meaning of literally. He shows how extensions of the
original sense (‘nonfigurative’) occur in small steps by way of conversational impli-
catures. Reflexive uses were introduced first. Later, speakers started using literally to
mark that they mean exactly what they say (because what they say may sound
incredible). This usage paved the way for modifying figurative language by literally as
well, since speakers may wish to emphasize their serious commitment to what they say
even if what they say is figuratively expressed. It seems therefore that speakers do not
have much use for literal (i.e., ‘nonfigurative’) meaning. They find the contextually
associated interpretations of literally, ‘direct, plain and true’ more functional.
The psycholinguists’ goal is to identify a psycholinguistically relevant minimal

meaning. Bezuidenhout and Cutting, Gibbs, and Giora all reject the classically
defined literal meaning for this role. Their conclusions, however, are not identical.
Bezuidenhout and Cutting examine the role of minimal meanings (according to one
theory, Bach’s, 1994) in actual processing. They also examine the status of so-called
generalized conversational implicatures, which are nonminimal meanings according
to Griceans (i.e., not part of ‘what is said’), but are part of ‘what is said’ according
to relevance theoreticians. The experimental results reported show that some non-
minimal interpretations are immediately accessed, but Bezuidenhout and Cutting
caution against a general conclusion to that effect, because for different sentences,
different interpretations (either minimal or enriched) are more dominant, and hence
more accessible.
Gibbs reviews the experimental literature on the processing of literal and non-

literal interpretations and concludes that the complete literal meaning of a sentence
is not a prerequisite for the derivation of a nonliteral interpretation. In fact, he is not
convinced that even word-level literal meanings are necessarily generated initially.
Instead of distinguishing between literal and nonliteral interpretations, Gibbs pro-
poses we distinguish between ‘what is said’ and ‘what is implicated’, with generalized
conversational implicatures constituting part of ‘what is said’, rather than ‘what is
implicated’. Giora too argues that the literal/nonliteral distinction is not the crucial
one. What determines ease and order of accessing is the degree of salience associated
with the lexical entry. Salient meanings are obligatorily accessed initially, and these
may be either literal or figurative.
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