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Résumé

Recent empirical works on the linguistic abilities of Large Language Models (LLMs) are
said to be demonstrating the capabilities of LLMs to detect implicit meaning in conversa-
tions,
notably with Gricean conversational implicatures. From those empirical results, many au-
thors
claim that LLMs understand the pragmatic aspects of our language. Drawing on a careful
analysis of Gricean conversational implicatures as well as recent works in the epistemology
of
understanding and philosophy of AI, I question this claim and offer a reflection on what it
would take for LLMs to succeed in those pragmatic tasks.
I first make a quick review of LLMs’ architecture, supervised learning, prompting techniques
and reinforcement learning with human feedback (RLHF), as well as the overall working
of Grice (1957, 1975)’s theory for conversational implicatures. I present Kim, Taylor, and
Kang
(2023)’s paper in which the authors confront the ability of different LLMs to detect implicit
utterances in conversational scripts to those of a human panel. LLMs get overall better
scores which makes the authors claim that LLMs understand conversational implicatures. I
also mention studies from Ruis et al. (2023), Qui et al. (2023) and Bojic et al. (2023) with
similar results and conclusion.
I then challenge the claim that LLMs understand conversational implicatures using recent
studies in the epistemology of understanding, mainly from Pritchard (2009). I argue that
LLMs lack the intersubjective component of speech required for conversational implicatures.
Finally, I review current debates in the philosophy of AI (Millière 2024a, 2024b) and argue
that training LLMs with a
single reward function is insufficient for systems with goal-directed behavior, which is needed
for implicit speech.
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