








texts with suggestions and promises of products that will effect successful and easy� 

weight loss. Whenan advertiser feels it is necessary to suggest things for which no� 

factual substantiation exists, implication is a safe means of accomplishing his or her� 

advertising goals. It is safe, because as Grice (1975) notes, what was implied can be� 

cancelled by the speaker/writer at any time. Advertisers must be well aware of this� 

cancellability.� 

If a reader, who lost only three pounds, confronts a weight-loss advertiser with� 

the fact that he or she did not "get results in just 2 short weeks" (52), the advertisers� 

can respond that the advertiser only claimed results, but did not state what the results� 

would be. The reader got "results," but unfortunately, not the results the reader had� 

hoped for. The advertiser cannot be liable therefore for disappointed expectations� 

when those expectations have been so vaguely described. Thus, it seems, that these� 

weight-loss advertisers use implication because it provides a shield behind which they� 

can protect themselves.� 

WasConversational Implicature Created?� 

Whena participant in a conversation fails to fulfill or violates a maxim,� 

implicature may result. The most obvious violation occurs , when a speaker� 

intentionally flouts a maxim. Grice (1975) states that a speaker "may flout a maxim;� 

that is, he may BLATANTLYfail to fulfill it" (p. 49). Whensuch flouting occurs,� 

the addressee, assuming that the speaker is cooperating, realizes that some meaning� 

other than the conventional meaning was intended. It is a type of situation "that� 

characteristically gives rise to a conversational implicature." (p. 49). However, in the� 
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case of weight-loss advertisements, the writers seldom resort to a blatant flouting of
 

eonversational maxims. The violations of Grice's maxims seen in these advertisements
 

are almost exclusively subtle or quiet in nature. ­

Cooper(1982)argues that "only when speakers and writers...overtlv[my
 

emphasis]and cooperatively violate the maxims do implicatures occur,and speakers
 

and writers are taken to be commmiieating something indirectly"(p. 117). Cooper's
 

approaeh would suggest that perhaps no implicature is created in these weight-loss
 

advertisements. Yet when Grice(1975)discusses the violation of a maxim and its
 

relationship to conversational implicature, he does not rely solely on the blatant form
 

of violations but also states that a speaker or writer "may quietly and unostentatiously
 

violate a maxim"(p. 49). The following example involves a quiet violation of a
 

maxim.
 

A, Did Joe go to the library?
 
B. He left 15 minutes ago.
 

[Joe told B not to tell A that he was going to a local tavern
 
instead of the library]
 

In this example,B has quietly violated the maxim which requires that a person
 

make his or her contribution as informative as is required. Here in this situation,B
 

should have added that in addition to leaving 15 minutes ago, Joe went to the
 

tavern. Yet B has created an implicature by implying that Joe went to the library.
 

In the ease of weight-loss advertisements, a quiet implicature can occur when
 

a maxim is violated by doing something as subtle as being more informative than is
 

required. The advertisers have not let the readers know that they,the advertisers, are
 

giving the readers more information than is needed in the advertising situation.
 



When one studies these advertising claims, it becomes obvious that these
 

weight-loss advertisers do violate the maxims. But there seems to be nothing in the
 

texts, graphics, or layouts to alert the casual reader that these maxims have been
 

violated. More than likely the advertisers are well aware that the casual readers will
 

not be aware of the maxim violations. The typical consumer environment often exists
 

under "conditions of less than full attention, with little motivation to study the
 

message, and with demandsfrom other stimuli"(Kennamer, 1988, p. 145). The only
 

time a maxim is blatantly violated in these ads is when it appears in headlines that use
 

ambiguity to catch the readers' attention, such as the headline "Chew To Lose"(74).
 

If the advertisers do not alert their readers, what can one reckon from such
 

continual and repeated maxim violations? Grice states that those who "quietly and
 

unostentatiously VIOLATE a maxim" may be considered to have misled tlie hearer.
 

(1975, p. 49). Cooper(1975)believes that "those who hide their violation(and are
 

caught) are taken to be liars and disbelieved; those who violate maxims so as to
 

obstruct communication are taken to have reasons for their rmcooperativeness"
 

(p. 117). Kennamer(1988)in discussing advertising agrees,"a purposeful violation of
 

the Cooperative Principle by a message sender, without the knowledge of the receiver,
 

constitutes deception on the part of the sender"(p. 148). Since these weight-loss
 

advertisers do not blatantly call attention to their maxim violations, it must be
 

concluded that their use of implication functions chiefly as a means of deceiving
 

and/or misleading the readers of these advertisements.
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Before closing this section,I would like to offer several suggestions for further
 

research in this area. In conducting the present research study,I found the literature
 

addressing this topic to be all but nonexistent. Assuming that the advertisers are not
 

facing a clash with another maxim and are not clearly opting out of the conversation,
 

there appears to be no literature addressing the issue of whether one must always
 

assume that the advertisers (or anyone else for that matter) are being misleading and/or
 

deceptive. Grice(1975)does not seem to suggest any,and indeed,there may be none.
 

More scholarship is thus needed in this area.
 

Concluding Remarks
 

After having examined the data presented in this study, I believe that the data
 

show that these weight-loss advertisers use implication. They create implication by
 

violating the maxims upon which the Cooperative Principle of conversation is built.
 

Casual readers of these ads may believe that the advertisers are being cooperative in
 

their communication since these advertisers do not alert the readers that they are being
 

anything other than cooperative. Yet it has been shown that these advertisers violate
 

the maxims. They distract the readers' attention with superfluous verbiage. At times
 

they make statements that are all but untrue. At other times they hide the
 

insufficiency of their claims behind obscure or ambiguous language. The weight-loss
 

advertisers give the readers little in the way of objective, factual information. Instead
 

they hide behind irrelevant and unimportant claims. When advertisers have little "to
 

say factually about an item, the more it must be advertised in order to make up for
 

that deficiency"(Preston, 1994, p. 81).
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The advertisers,in their quest for sales, instead rely upon implication to carry
 

their messages. Implication is safe because it can be cancelled. Advertisers can
 

cancel the implication by replying to consumers and regulatory agencies that the
 

advertisers' meaning was misunderstood.
 

As consumers long exposed to advertising, we should not be so easily
 

deceived, but still we are. Kennamer(1988)reminds us that we,at timesj Meceive
 

ourselves" when we encounter advertising (p. 148). We do so "by making inferences
 

as to the meanings of messages that are not warranted by the actual information
 

provided. Wejump to conclusions on limited information, we fill in gaps in
 

information, and we expand information beyond what is given"(p.148). Yet he goes
 

on to argiie, that though Wcdo deceive ourselves,"we may be 'set up'by advertisers
 

who create messages of a forth and content that rnake it likely that wb will draw
 

specific, possibly misleading,conclusions about the products involved"(p. 148).
 

In this cqse, the weight-loss products appear as a magic elixir promising us
 

much more than just a means of losing weight. The elixir also offers promises of:
 

1)beauty ("I tried Trim-Me and in just two \yeeks lost 14 pounds and never felt or
 

looked so good") 2)social acceptance,("The world treats you differently when you're
 

fat...not just the social world, but the business world. My whole world has changed
 

since getting those 88 pounds off") and 3)love,("after I'd lost 67 poimds my husband
 

and I were getting ready to go out to dinner. As I brushed by hjm in the living room,
 

he caught my arm and kissed me"). For those who struggle with unwanted pounds,
 

such promises can be irresistible.
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Much of what is claimed in these advertisements is nothing but a smoke sereen
 

created by implication. When the air clears, the readers may find that there was
 

nothing after all. And thus,someone reading these weight-loss advertisements might
 

conclude that these advertisers, in their quest for sales, are dancing on the edge of
 

truth.
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