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            SPEECH ACT THEORY 

   Marina   Sbis à     

       1. Where does speech act theory come from? 

 Many problems that we now consider as proper to speech act theory have already 

been formulated or at least hinted at on other occasions during the history of 

Western philosophy and linguistics. Philosophers have been concerned with the 

relation between the meaning of words, the expression of a proposition, and the act 

of assertion. Aristotle distinguished between the meaning of words and the asser-

tiveness of declarative sentences ( Per í  Hermeneias  16b 26–30). Philosophers of 

language, rhetoricians and linguists have been aware of the variety of uses or func-

tions of language. The Greek sophist Protagoras was probably the fi rst to classify 

modes of discourse which roughly corresponded to kinds of speech acts; the theory 

of language of the Stoics, which was to become very infl uential for the develop-

ment of grammatical studies, distinguished judgements, which alone are true or 

false, from wh-questions, polar questions, imperatives and expressions of wish, 

correlating their function with their grammatical form. 

 In the 20th century, the interest for the functions of language has devel-

oped into a broad range of semiotic, linguistic and sociolinguistic writings. The 

speaker’s active role, too, has been taken into consideration by some proposals 

partly converging with those of speech act theory, such as the theory of language 

of the German psychologist and linguist Karl B ü hler (who even used the term 

 Sprechakt , and affi rmed that speech is action; see  B ü hler 1934 ), and the theory of 

  é nonciation  (uttering) of the French linguist Emile Benveniste (who explored the 
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relation between language as a system and its use by a human subject; see  Benveniste 

1966 ). 

 The trend in the philosophy of language and in pragmatic research which is 

commonly called speech act theory, is characterized by two main ideas. One is that 

a distinction has to be drawn between the meaning expressed by an utterance and 

the way in which the utterance is used (i.e. its ‘force’) and the other is that utter-

ances of every kind (assertions included) can be considered as acts. Speech act 

theory did not derive from the above-mentioned analogous conceptions, but has 

developed within analytical philosophy, and its background is to be found in the 

work of philosophers such as Frege, Wittgenstein, J. L. Austin and H. P. Grice. 

  1.1 Frege and the assertion sign 

 In his  Begriffschrift  (an attempt at formulating a new symbolic language for the 

representation of concepts), the German logician and philosopher of mathematics 

Gottlob Frege proposed two separate symbols for the proposition and for the judge-

ment that the proposition is true, i.e. the assertive force assigned to the proposition 

( Frege 1897 ). He maintained that the mere consideration of a proposition is dif-

ferent from its assertion: a thought can be conceived without a truth value being 

assigned to it, as happens, e.g., in questions ( Frege 1918 ).  

  1.2 Wittgenstein and the uses of language 

 The Fregean distinction between proposition and assertion was not meant to chal-

lenge the tendency of philosophers to limit their consideration of language to asser-

tive language. In the 1920s and the 1930s, neo-empiricism confi rmed and even 

emphasized this tendency. 

 As a reaction to the view of language proposed by neo-empiricism, and by 

himself in the  Tractatus  ( Wittgenstein 1922 ), the Austrian philosopher Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, teaching at Cambridge in the 1930s, developed a perspective on lan-

guage very attentive to its various heterogeneous and rule-governed uses. He no 

longer conceded a central role to the assertive use of language but emphasized 

instead the link between language games and socio-cultural practices or ‘forms of 

life’ ( Wittgenstein 1953 ,  1958 ,  1969 ).  
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  1.3 Austin and the performative utterance 

 In the 1940s, John L. Austin, an Oxford philosopher engaged in the analysis of 

ordinary language, noticed a particular kind of utterance that he called the ‘perfor-

mative utterance’. Such utterances take the form of declarative sentences and, when 

issued under appropriate circumstances, are not reports or descriptions, but perfor-

mances of an act ( Austin 1946 ). Examples of performative utterances are:

   (1) I name this ship ‘Queen Elizabeth’.  

  (2) I promise that I’ll come tomorrow.    

 Performative utterances are characterized by a use of the 1st person present 

indicative active, which is asymmetrical with respect to other persons and tenses of 

the indicative mood of the same verb, since these would constitute mere descriptions 

or reports. Verbs that can be used performatively are called performative verbs. 

 Austin was familiar with Frege’s thought and was acquainted with the main 

outlines of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. He himself had a polemical attitude 

both towards the traditional fetishism of assertive language, and towards the recent 

Wittgensteinian tendency to dissolve meaning into innumerable uses. Against this 

background, between 1950 and 1955 he developed his conception of the performa-

tive utterance into a fi rst formulation of speech act theory. In the new framework 

( Austin 1962 ), it is pointed out that the linguistic form characteristic of performa-

tive utterances can be used for the explicit performance of assertive speech acts 

(‘I state that…’); moreover, it is argued that both performative utterances and the 

descriptions or reports (so-called constative utterances) they were formerly con-

trasted with, are affected by parallel phenomena related to sincerity, commitment, 

and presupposition, thus showing their common underlying structure.  

  1.4 Grice and speaker meaning 

 The ordinary language philosopher Paul Grice greatly contributed to the subsequent 

development of speech act theory with his conception of speaker meaning (1957), 

an attempt to defi ne meaning with reference to the intentions of the speaker in the 

making of an utterance. According to Grice, speaker’s meaning is prior to sentence 

meaning and it consists in the intention of the speaker to produce an effect in the 
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hearer by means of the hearer’s recognition of the intention to produce that effect. 

This account of speaker meaning has been held to apply, with modifi cations, also 

to the force of speech acts. 

 Later on, Grice formulated the notion of conversational implicature (1975), 

used in speech act theory in order to explain the understanding of speech acts by 

hearers not on the basis of semantic conventions, but of inferences.   

  2. Utterances as acts 

 Speech act theory is tenable in so far as it is possible, and sensible, to view utter-

ances as acts. An utterance is the production (oral or in writing) of a token of a 

linguistic structure which may or may not correspond to a complete sentence. An 

act, generally speaking, is something that we ‘do’: a piece of active (vs. passive) 

behavior by an agent. 

 In speech act theory, by viewing utterances as acts, we consider the produc-

tion of words or of sentences as the performance of speech acts, and we posit the 

speech act as the unit of linguistic communication. 

 It is a task of speech act theory to explain in which senses and under which 

conditions uttering something can be doing something, thus providing a conceptual 

framework for describing and understanding the various kinds of linguistic action. 

 We shall briefl y consider here the main concepts involved in J. L. Austin’s 

fi rst formulation of speech act theory, and in the subsequent infl uential version 

of speech act theory proposed by the American philosopher of language, John 

R. Searle. 

  2.1 Austin’s distinction of locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts 

 J. L. Austin affi rmed that the real object which the theory of language has to 

elucidate is “the total speech act in the total speech situation” ( Austin 1962: 148 ). 

As part of such an elucidation, he proposed to draw distinctions between different 

facets of a speech act: different senses in which to say something is to do 

something. 
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  2.1.1 The complexities of saying 

 Firstly, we can describe a speech act as a locutionary act, i.e., an act of saying. But 

the locutionary act has itself various facets. According to  Austin (1962: 92–98) , 

saying something is:

    to perform a phonetic act, i.e. the act of uttering certain sounds;  

    to perform a phatic act, i.e. the act of uttering sounds of certain types, 

conforming to and as conforming to certain rules (certain words, in a 

certain construction, with a certain intonation);  

    to perform a rhetic act: the act of using the words uttered with a certain 

meaning.    

 When we report someone’s locutionary act, we either focus on the phatic act and 

just quote the uttered words (the so-called ‘direct speech’), or we focus on the rhetic 

act and use the so-called ‘indirect speech’ (which reports meaning but does not 

quote the uttered words in the form in which they were uttered).  

  2.1.2 The three kinds of effects of the illocutionary act 

 Secondly, we can describe or report someone’s speech act by using verbs such as 

‘order’, ‘advise’, ‘promise’, ‘state’, ‘ask’, ‘thank’, ‘protest’. Thus, we focus on the 

way in which the speaker has used his/her utterance, or more precisely, on the act 

s/he has performed in saying what s/he said, i.e. the illocutionary act. The fact that a 

speaker, in issuing a certain utterance, performs a certain illocutionary act involves 

what Austin calls the illocutionary force of the utterance, as opposed to its locution-

ary meaning (1962: 98–100). 

 How can the speaker, in performing a locutionary act, perform also and at 

the same time an illocutionary act? Illocutionary acts are performed according to 

conventions and therefore have to satisfy a number of conventional felicity condi-

tions: there has to be an accepted conventional procedure for performing the act, 

the participants and the circumstances have to be appropriate for the invocation of 

the procedure, the procedure has to be carried out correctly and completely, par-

ticipants are expected to have appropriate inner states and attitudes, and to behave 

subsequently in an appropriate way ( Austin 1962: 14–15, 138–139 ). The procedure 

for performing the act is in some cases wholly linguistic (e.g. stating, requesting, 
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advising, promising), while in other cases it can include extralinguistic behavior (as 

in protesting, swearing, voting, naming, appointing). 

  Austin (1962: 116–117)  distinguished three kinds of effects of the illocution-

ary act:

   1. the securing of uptake: this effect amounts to bringing about the 

understanding of the meaning and of the force of the locution and unless 

it is achieved, the illocutionary act is not actually carried out;  

  2. the production of a conventional effect: the act brings about a state of 

affairs in a way different from bringing about a change in the natural 

course of events (e.g., the act of naming a ship ‘Queen Elizabeth’ makes 

it the case that this is the ship’s name, and that referring to it by any other 

name will be out of order, but these are not changes in the natural course 

of events);   

  3. the inviting of a response or sequel: the act invites a certain kind of 

subsequent behavior; if the invitation is accepted, a certain further act by 

some of the participants will follow.    

 Verbs or verbal expressions designing illocutionary acts can be used performatively 

in the 1st person singular present indicative active, in order to perform the corre-

sponding illocutionary act in an explicit way.  

  2.1.3 The distinction between illocution and perlocution 

 Thirdly, saying something has consequences on the feelings, thoughts, or actions of 

the participants. These consequences can be considered as something that has been 

brought about by the speaker, and we may then say that the speaker, by saying what 

s/he said, has performed a further kind of act, the perlocutionary act (e.g., convinc-

ing, persuading, alerting, getting someone to do something) ( Austin 1962: 101 ). 

 The performance of a perlocutionary act does not depend on the satisfaction 

of conventional conditions, but on the actual achievement of a certain goal or (since 

a perlocutionary act can also be performed unintentionally) on the speech act’s hav-

ing actually caused certain extralinguistic consequences ( Austin 1962: 107 ). For this 

very reason, verbs designing perlocutionary acts cannot be used performatively. 

 The distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts is not 

always easy. There are verbs that seem to designate acts which are performed in 
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speaking (e.g. ‘insult’), but that are not used performatively (at least in contempo-

rary English-speaking Western cultures). There are also uses of language such as 

showing emotion or insinuating that do not fi t comfortably either of the kinds of 

acts distinguished by Austin.   

  2.2 Searle’s notion of the speech act as illocutionary act 

 J. R. Searle strongly affi rmed a view of speaking as a rule-governed form of behav-

ior, the basic unit of which, the speech act, consists in the production of a sentence 

token under certain conditions. In this view, widely adopted by other philosophers 

and linguists, the illocutionary act coincides with the complete speech act ( Searle 

1969: 23 ), and its characteristic linguistic form is the complete sentence. 

 The illocutionary act has an illocutionary point or purpose ( Searle 1979: 

2–3 ), corresponding to the speaker’s intention that the utterance is to count as a 

certain kind of act, i.e. a representation of something, an attempt to get the hearer 

to do something, and so on. The illocutionary point is the most central feature 

of illocutionary force, but does not coincide with it, since forces having the same 

illocutionary point can differ in other features. 

 The illocutionary act has an effect on the hearer, the illocutionary effect, 

which consists in the hearer understanding the utterance of the speaker ( Searle 

1969: 47 ). This effect corresponds to the fi rst of the three kinds of effects of the 

illocutionary act distinguished by Austin, the securing of uptake (cf. also  Strawson 

1964 ). 

 It should also be noted that while Austin wanted to distinguish force from 

meaning, Searle deals with force as an aspect of meaning. 

  2.2.1 Illocutionary force and propositional content 

 In uttering a sentence and in thereby performing an illocutionary act, a speaker also 

performs two other distinct kinds of acts:

    an utterance act, i.e. the uttering of words;  

    a propositional act, i.e. expressing a proposition.    

 The propositional act consists, like the illocutionary act, in the uttering of 

words in sentences in certain contexts, under certain conditions and with certain 
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intentions ( Searle 1969: 25 ); however, it cannot occur alone, but only in performing 

some illocutionary act. Just as a complete sentence contains referring and predicat-

ing expressions, an illocutionary act contains the expression of a proposition. Thus, 

the illocutionary act has both a force and a propositional content. 

 The distinction of illocutionary force and propositional content within the 

illocutionary act (or complete speech act) is represented by  Searle (1969: 31)  by 

means of the formula F(p).  

  2.2.2 Felicity conditions as rules 

 The felicity conditions on illocutionary acts are formulated by  Searle (1969: 54–71)  

as necessary and suffi cient conditions for their performance. They include: essential 

conditions, which say what kind of illocutionary act the utterance is to count as; 

propositional content conditions, which specify what kind of propositional content 

the speech act is to have; preparatory conditions, which specify contextual require-

ments (especially regarding the speaker’s and the hearer’s epistemic and volitional 

states), and sincerity conditions, specifying which psychological state of the speaker 

will be expressed by the speech act. 

 From the felicity conditions on illocutionary acts, a set of semantic rules for 

the use of illocutionary force-indicating devices can be extracted. Such devices 

will be appropriately used only if the felicity conditions of the illocutionary act, the 

force of which they indicate, are satisfi ed. 

 The satisfaction of felicity conditions and the speaker’s use of the linguistic 

devices that indicate the related illocutionary force, under normal communication 

conditions, enable the speaker to achieve the illocutionary effect, i.e. to communi-

cate the force of the utterance to the hearer.  

  2.2.3 Intention and perlocution 

 Searle accepted the Austinian notion of the perlocutionary act (1969: 25). 

Perlocution, however, is not considered by him as an aspect of the complete speech 

act, but as an additional element. The intention of achieving a perlocutionary effect 

is not essential to the illocutionary act. Even where there generally is a correlated 

perlocutionary effect, the speaker may say something and mean it without in fact 

intending to produce that effect (1969: 46), e.g. when making a statement without 

caring whether the audience believes it or not. Moreover, while some illocutionary 
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acts are defi nable just with reference to their intended perlocutionary effects (e.g. 

requests), others are not (1969: 71).    

  3. Main problems in speech act theory 

 A number of further problems have arisen in the conceptual framework created by 

the notions briefl y described above, partly concerning the internal organization of 

the theory, partly regarding how the theory itself can contribute to certain preexis-

tent problems of language and language use. 

  3.1 Illocutionary force-indicating devices 

 Illocutionary acts have to be understood by hearers. Therefore, there must be ways 

in which speakers make explicit, or at least indicate, the illocutionary force of their 

speech acts. 

 It has been generally maintained by speech act theorists that illocutionary 

force is made fully explicit when an explicit performative formula (i.e. a performa-

tive verb in the 1st person present indicative active) is used. On the basis of this 

accepted conviction (cf.  Austin 1962 :  61 , 71), three main questions have become 

relevant:

     how do performative utterances really work?  

    how is the illocutionary force of speech acts indicated, when no explicit 

performative formula is used?  

    how are explicit and inexplicit ways of performing the same illocutionary 

act related to each other?    

 Answers to the fi rst question have been proposed in the literature, mostly philo-

sophical, that discusses the performative utterance, whether it has a truth-value or 

not, and the relation between successfulness and truth (cf.  Warnock 1973 ;  Bach & 

Harnish 1979: 203–208 ;  Recanati 1981 ;  Leech 1983: 174–197 ;  Searle 1989 ). 

 As to the second question, various kinds of illocutionary indicators were 

already noticed by  Austin (1962: 73–76) . His list included mood and modal verbs, 



© 2006. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

10 Marina Sbisà

intonation, adverbs, connectives, and extra-linguistic gestures or contextual features 

accompanying the utterance. Searle emphasized the role of linguistic illocutionary 

indicators and the possibility to substitute explicit forms for implicit ones (cf. 1969: 

68). Though it is often taken for granted that the main illocutionary indicator is 

mood (or sentence type) (cf.  Lyons 1977: 745–748 ), the development of empiri-

cal linguistic research about the ways in which the various illocutionary acts are 

performed in different languages has begun to throw some light on a wider range 

of illocutionary indicators. While it is usually assumed that in each sentence there 

is one and only one illocutionary indicator, and that such indicators do not have 

a semantic content of their own, it has been argued that also expressions having 

semantic content can act as illocutionary indicators ( Green 2000 ) and that indica-

tion of force may draw on combinations of features ( Sbis à  2001 ). 

 As to the third question, the most famous answer to it has been the so-called 

‘performative hypothesis’, claiming that in the deep structure of any sentence 

there is a higher explicit performative (Ross 1970). This hypothesis, defended in 

the framework of generative semantics, raised a great deal of criticism and was 

abandoned (cf.  Gazdar 1979: 15–35 ). Recent research is concerned with scales 

from most direct to most indirect ways for performing illocutionary acts (see 

 Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989: 18 ), in which the performative formula is not 

assigned primacy.  

  3.2 The classifi cation of illocutionary acts 

 When we speak of the classifi cation of illocutionary acts we consider illocutionary 

acts as types (as opposed to tokens): we are looking for kinds, or groups, of types. 

In principle, a classifi cation of illocutionary acts (act types) does not necessarily 

correspond to a classifi cation of sentences. However, the kinds of sentences used 

for performing the various kinds of illocutionary acts, as well as the kinds of verbs 

used for performing illocutionary acts explicitly, were often taken into consider-

ation as relevant to the classifi cation of the latter. 

 According to Austin, there are at least as many illocutionary acts (act types) 

as there are verbs that can be used performatively. Thus, Austin based his classifi -

cation of illocutionary acts on a list of verbs that he took to be performatives. His 

classes are fuzzy sets allowing for overlaps, and are characterized by the intuitive 
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descriptions of some salient features of the procedures in which their prototypical 

members consist (1962: 151–163). 

 Searle aimed at a neater subdivision of illocutionary acts into classes. As 

criteria of classifi cation, he selected three dimensions of the illocutionary act:

     the point or purpose of the act, expressed in its essential condition;  

    the direction of fi t, i.e., whether the words (or more precisely, their 

truth-conditional meaning or propositional content) have to match the 

world, or the world has to match the words;  

    the expressed psychological states, i.e. the speaker’s attitudes with respect 

to the propositional content, which satisfy the sincerity condition of the 

illocutionary act (1979: 2–5).    

 He also linked each of his classes to a standard deep structure of the sentences used 

(1979: 20–27). 

 Other attempts at classifi cation can be considered as reformulations or refi ne-

ments either of Austin’s classifi cation or of Searle’s ( Vendler 1972 ;  Wunderlich 

1976 ;  Bach & Harnish 1979 ;  Sbis à  1984 ). Some proposals are attentive to linguis-

tic facts such as speech act verbs ( Ballmer & Brennenstuhl (1981) , sentence types 

( Croft 1994 ), modal verbs ( Zaefferer 2001 ). Weigand has elaborated a classifi cation 

in terms of dialogic action games (see  Weigand 1994 ). Searle’s classifi cation of 

illocutionary acts has been by far the most infl uential one and has often been taken 

as a basis for the further investigation of particular areas. Recently, some attention 

has been paid to Austinian categories, such as that of exercitives, in connection with 

socially relevant issues (see e.g.  McGowan 2003 , Sbis à  in press). (For a critique of 

classifi cation attempts in general, see  Verschueren 1983  and  1985 .)  

  3.3 Modes of understanding 

 Are illocutionary forces understood by virtue of the semantics of their linguistic 

indicators or by means of pragmatically invited inferences? 

 Illocutionary force occupies an ambiguous position between semantics and 

pragmatics. It could be considered as a purely semantic phenomenon, wholly depen-

dent on the codifi ed meaning of words, only if it were possible to assign illocution-

ary forces to speech acts on the sole basis of the linguistic indicating device (or set 
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of indicating devices). But this is not the case. The presence of clear-cut indicators 

in the uttered sentence does not by itself determine the actual, serious and felici-

tous performance of the speech act (cf.  Davidson 1979 ). Is then illocutionary force 

wholly pragmatic? This solution would involve a minimization of the contribution 

of linguistic illocutionary indicators to the understanding of illocutionary force. 

 However, the proposal has also been made to admit of different modes of 

understanding for the so-called ‘direct’ and respectively ‘indirect’ speech acts. 

While direct speech acts display appropriate illocutionary indicators, indirect 

speech acts are performed in uttering sentences which do not contain indicators of 

their intended force, so that the hearer has to understand such force by inference 

( Searle 1975 ). Strategies for performing and understanding indirect speech acts 

have been related to politeness phenomena ( Brown & Levinson 1987 ) and to differ-

ent socio-cultural environments ( Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper eds. 1989 ). 

 It should be noted that the notion of an indirect speech act relies on Grice’s 

theory of implicature and is therefore liable to be rejected by those who do not 

accept that theory. Indirect speech acts may then be traced back again to some kind 

of convention, script or schema.  

  3.4 Speech acts and truth 

 There is a tendency in philosophy to draw a distinction between assertive or descrip-

tive language on the one hand, and all the uses of language that are not true or false 

on the other. There is another tendency, in philosophy and in particular in logic, 

to consider sentences as having truth values quite apart from their actually being 

uttered in a context. 

 Speech act theory proposes a different perspective, according to which asser-

tions are speech acts just as well as orders, promises, apologies, appointments, 

and no sentence as such can be said to be either true or false. The issue of truth or 

falsity can arise only when a sentence is used in performing an assertive speech act. 

However, this perspective is not without problems. 

 First of all, is speech act felicity a precondition for the truth/falsity assess-

ment (as  Austin 1962  and  Strawson 1950  put it) or is it a mere matter of appropri-

ateness, while the truth/falsity assessment independently relies on truth-conditions 

(as  Grice 1975  would say)? Secondly, what exactly is it that we are calling true/

false: the whole assertive speech act, or a locutionary or propositional component 
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of it? Although the debate about these topics in philosophy cannot be considered 

as settled once and for all, one widely shared view is that what is deemed true or 

false is the propositional content of an assertive speech act ( Searle 1968 ,  Strawson 

1973 ). Contextualist developments of this view have stressed that the proposition to 

be evaluated is not determined by the sentence uttered alone, but depends on many 

types of information provided by the situational or the cognitive context (see e.g. 

 Travis 2000 ; for criticism,  Cappelen and Lepore 2005 ). 

 A further, related problem is whether there are assessments of non-assertive 

speech acts related to the correspondence to facts and thus parallel to the truth/

falsity assessment. According to Austin, there are ways in which we relate non-

assertive speech acts to facts in an “objective assessment of the accomplished 

utterance”; e.g., a piece of advice can be good or bad ( Austin 1962:141-42 ).  Searle 

(1976)  tackled the issue in a different way by distinguishing the two main “direc-

tions of fi t”, from world to words and from words to world: in the case (for exam-

ple) of an order, what corresponds to the truth of an assertive is obedience.  

  3.5 Universality vs. the linguistic and cultural relativity of speech acts 

 In Austin’s perspective, illocutionary acts are made possible by the existence of 

socially accepted conventional procedures. They should therefore be considered as 

subject to historical and cultural variation. In Searle’s perspective, there is a small 

number of basic illocutionary types (1969: 64, 1979: 29), that can be considered as 

“natural kinds of uses of language” ( Searle & Vanderveken 1985: 179 ). There is, 

therefore, a claim to universality at least with respect to illocutionary points, while 

the ways for expressing these in language may vary. Some linguistic anthropolo-

gists have challenged even the idea that the Searlean conception of the speech act, 

based on speaker intentions, may be applied to non-Western cultures in a general 

way ( Rosaldo 1982 ,  Duranti 1988 ).  Brown & Levinson (1978)  made the issue shift 

from kinds of speech acts to kinds of strategies for performing them, proposing to 

explain the cross-cultural similarities of these by reference to an universal abstract 

model of polite usage. 

 The development of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural pragmatics will throw 

new light on these issues on the basis of empirical data. As  Verschueren (1989: 8)  

has proposed with regard to his research on basic linguistic action verbs (consid-

ered as lexicalized refl ections of the conceptualization of linguistic action), nothing 
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should be considered a universal until conclusive evidence stemming from wide-

ranging comparative research has been obtained. A different position, highly sen-

sitive to cultural differences, but trying to describe them by means of intuitively 

chosen semantic universals, is that of  Wierzbicka (1991) .   

  4. Trends of development in speech act theory 

 The debate about the above-mentioned issues, if considered in its historical 

development, shows two main, partly converging trends. Their consideration will 

illustrate how, notwithstanding the overall stability of the employed terminology, 

aims and background conceptions have considerably shifted between the 1970s and 

the 1990s. 

  4.1 From the conventionality of performatives to the naturality of inferences 

 Austin maintained that illocutionary acts, as well as the performative utterances 

that perform them explicitly, are conventional. Under the infl uence of Grice’s 

analysis of speaker meaning in terms of intentions (1957), speaker intention began 

to take the foreground in leading analyses of the illocutionary act ( Searle 1964 , 

 1969: 42–50 ;  Strawson 1964 ). At the same time, the conventionality of illocution-

ary acts, apart from clearly ritual performatives, was traced back to the linguistic 

conventionality of illocutionary force indicating devices ( Strawson 1964 ). 

 But not all speech acts depend on linguistic conventions regarding their illo-

cutionary force, and as soon as this fact was noticed, the need arose to modify 

the theory in order to account for it. Searle did not change his core account of 

speech acts, but supplemented it with a theory of indirect speech acts ( Searle 1975 ), 

according to which, when the force suggested by the illocutionary indicators is 

inappropriate or irrelevant, the real force of the utterance is inferred by the hearer, 

with a procedure drawing on the notion of conversational implicature ( Grice 1975 ), 

on the basis of the felicity conditions of illocutionary acts and of shared knowledge 

about the context. 

 The inferential model proved very powerful: it became soon apparent that 

there were no clear boundaries to the realm of inferences, and more and more 

aspects of the hearer’s understanding of the speech act were assigned to it. Further 

steps along this way are made by  Bach & Harnish (1979) , and by  Sperber & Wilson 
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(1986) , where the illocutionary force of a speech act is one among the various infer-

ences hearers draw from the speaker’s utterance. 

 In the inferential model of the speech act, attention focuses not on the acts 

performed by the speaker according to certain conventions or rules, but on the hear-

er’s cognitive activity, aimed at reconstructing the speaker’s intentions (including 

the speech act’s illocutionary point), and on the speaker’s cognitive activity of plan-

ning his/her own linguistic behavior. Cognitive inferential activity is viewed not as 

a matter of social norms, but as belonging naturally to the human mind.  

  4.2 From interpersonal action to the intentionality of the speaker’s mind 

 The social and relational features of illocutionary acts were prominent in Austin’s 

description of illocutionary acts and have retained some importance also in Searle’s 

theory. However,  Searle (1976)  does not use social variables such as the speaker’s 

degree or kind of authority in his classifi cation of illocutionary acts. This choice 

stems from a tendency to consider social and relational features as marginal with 

respect to the speech act’s core structure. 

 The speaker’s intention in performing the speech act or ‘illocutionary point’ 

has become the speech act’s central feature and the speech act’s illocutionary effect 

has been equated with the communication to the hearer of a certain complex inten-

tion of the speaker. This makes the very notion of an effect of the illocutionary act 

fade away: what is studied are no longer kinds of effects such as obliging the hearer 

or committing the speaker, but the kinds of intention that a speaker may have and 

communicate. Since intention is only one element of action, though an important 

one, this amounts to a shift of focus from action (and social interaction) to the mind. 

It is not a coincidence that Searle himself has turned from the philosophy of lan-

guage to the philosophy of mind. In his book on  Intentionality  (1983), he not only 

elaborates upon the analogy between speech act types and attitude types, but also 

tackles intentionality as a general feature of the mind. It is interest in intentional-

ity in this sense, i.e. aboutness, that has led speech act theorists to pay more and 

more attention to the contentfulness of speech acts (see e.g.  Alston 2000 ). On the 

other hand, many scholars interested in the analysis of the social and relational fea-

tures of speech acts have found it convenient to resort to approaches different from 

speech act theory, such as ethnomethodology or conversation analysis. 

 An early attempt towards regaining a conception of the speech act as action, 

as such producing a result, was made by  Gazdar (1981 ), who proposed to redefi ne 
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the illocutionary effect in terms of context change. His proposal did not prove suf-

fi ciently infl uential to compete with the trend just described. However, the gradual 

development of approaches to discourse semantics relying on context change or 

involving a ‘scorekeeping’ model of conversation has made it possible to study 

speech acts not so much in terms of intentions and other attitudes, as within a 

dynamic semantic framework (see  Geis 1995 ,  Green 2000 ,  Asher and Lascarides 

2001 ).  

  4.3 Some collateral endeavors 

 Throughout its history, speech act theory has inspired research or debates within 

frameworks somewhat different from its own. 

 Thus, speech act theory has been used in the theory of argumentation (see  van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004 ). Speech act notions have been applied in Artifi cial 

Intelligence research on natural language (see e.g.  Cohen, Morgan & Pollack eds. 

1990 ). As to research on social interaction, notwithstanding hesitations as regards 

the viability of a speech act analysis of actual conversation (see e.g. Levinson 1983: 

278-83), some proposals have been put forward in which reinterpretations of the 

speech act theoretical framework are adapted to this task (e.g.  Geis 1995 ,  Sbis à  

2002 ). Conversational ‘mitigation’, i.e. the adaptation and fi ne-tuning of speech 

acts for various relational aims, originally studied in the framework of research on 

politeness, has been investigated in terms of degrees of intensity of the speech act or 

of features of its illocutionary force ( Holmes 1984 ,  Katriel and Dascal 1989 ,  Caffi  

1999 ,  Sbis à  2001 ). 

 Some aspects of speech act theory have been discussed in the framework 

of philosophical conceptions of rationality and social life by the German philoso-

phers K. O. Apel and J. Habermas (cf.  Habermas 1981 ;  Apel 1991 ). In particular, 

Habermas’s characterization of communicative actions as having ‘universal valid-

ity claims’ is partly inspired by the idea of the speech act as having felicity condi-

tions, proposed by speech act theory.   

  5. Open issues and possibilities of further development 

 Some of the original problems of speech act theory are still open to discus-

sion, together with the new issues that have stemmed from them. We have no 
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generally accepted account of the way in which illocutionary indicators function 

and of their relation to other pragmatic markers. We have an infl uential classifi ca-

tion of illocutionary points, which is still not a valid tool by itself for describing the 

complexities of actual verbal interaction. We have inferential accounts of speech 

act understanding that have become more and more infl uential, but seem to miss 

the action (or actions) performed in issuing the utterance. The context-bound nature 

of speech acts (including assertions) is widely acknowledged, but challenges to the 

role of truth conditions with respect to content are refrained from. The discussion of 

such issues and their ramifi cations is, however, still relevant to the interdisciplinary 

study of human interaction in its social, cultural and linguistic dimensions. 

 For all those who fi nd it interesting to consider speech as action, and at the 

same time are willing to make a distinction between meaning and force, there is 

still much work to be done both in the direction of theory and in that of application 

to research about particular languages or to the analysis of actual discourse and 

interaction. It is to be stressed that attempts to put speech act theory to use are of 

great importance for its development, since they test theoretical conceptions and 

methodological categories by putting them to work, and force the theory to evolve 

by confronting it with unforeseen phenomena.  
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