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1.0.  Introduction: Indirect Speech Acts 

In the previous unit, we have seen that every utterance of a sentence is the performance of a 

speech act. While every sentence has a structure and a meaning that is conveyed by that structure, 

every speech act has certain conditions in which it is understood. Thus we distinguish between Sentence 

meaning (S) and utterance meaning (U). Whenever there is a direct relationship between the sentence 

structure and the function, we have a direct speech act. In this case, S and U are the same. For example, 

an interrogative structure used to ask a question is a direct speech act. 

However, an interrogative structure used to make a request or a statement is an indirect speech 

act. In other words, U is different from S. Here, there is no correspondence between form and function.  

As Searle (1979) explains it:  

Indirect speech acts are cases in which one illocutionary act is performed indirectly by  way of 

performing a direct one.  

 

It is simply that an indirect speech act refers to an utterance in which one says one thing and 

means something else. In a direct manner of speaking, one sentence has one sentence meaning and one 

utterance meaning. For example, I may say `It is very hot’.  This is a declarative sentence, telling us about 

the weather. Its utterance meaning is the same as the sentence meaning, that is, declaring that it is very 

hot. One can say that there is a performative here, `I declare that it it is very hot’. However, if I am in a 

room, and in that room there is a fan, which is switched off, the same sentence said to someone can 

have another utterance meaning. That could be not just declaring, but also indirectly requesting the 

person to switch on the fan. The request can be made directly by saying `I request you to switch on the 

fan’, or indirectly by saying `It is very hot’. The second instance will be called an indirect speech act. Here 

the sentence meaning (declaring) is different from the utterance meaning (requesting). 

As seen above, the same sentence can have a different utterance meaning, or different 

sentences can have the same utterance meaning. The sentence structure itself does not indicate that 
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another meaning has to be understood. The logical sense of the sentence is one kind of meaning, but 

the `illocutionary force’ of the sentence taken as an utterance goes in another direction. 

It also happens that with some utterances we ignore the sentence structure and understand the 

utterance regardless of sentence structure.  For example, I may make a request to you in this way: `Can 

you pass the salt?’ This will be interpreted by you as a request to pass the salt, but not that I am asking 

you a question whether you have the ability to pass the salt or not. (One use of `can’ as a modal 

expresses ability). One reason why the hearer will not understand it as a question of ability to pass the 

salt, as the sentence form indicates, but as a request, is that the form `Can you….?’ has become 

conventionalized in English. We usually say `Can you…?’ to make requests in conventional situations 

such as dining together, where a request to pass the salt is seen as customary and polite in that 

situation. If the same question is used in a situation where information about a person’s ability is 

actually required, it will be understood as a direct question, e.g. `Can you swim?’  Thus, while the direct 

speech act is indicated in the literal sense, the indirect speech act is otherthan the literal sense of the 

sentence. In the case of the above example, we can put it as follows: 

Can you pass the salt? ----------- Direct: enquiry of ability 

                                     ----------- Indirect: request 

This conventionalized use of language in indirect speech acts is language specific. In Hindi, we 

cannot say `kyaaapnamak de sakte ho?’ without sounding odd. We might use a direct speech act such as 

`namak de do’ (`give the salt’) which is imperative form having the function of request.  The point to 

remember here is that many indirect speech acts are so conventionalized in a language that the 

sentence structure has less importance, and the meaning is understood without direct reference to the 

form of the sentence. 

Take the instance of a sentence that a person is asked in a bank: 

Speaker: Do you want to sign on this form? 

Hearer takes the form and signs. 
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 The hearer understands this sentence not as a question about his willingness to sign, despite its 

interrogative form, but as an instruction to sign.   

Animation: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, the familiar sentence `Smoking kills’ is a declarative sentence, but conveys the 

undisputed illocutionary force of a warning, which makes it an indirect speech act. 

 

2.0 Implied meaning and indeterminacy of indirect speech acts  

The discussion above tells us that the same thing can be said in different ways! In the following 

example having the same content, i.e. it is about shutting the door,we can see that the 

straightforward meaning of the first example relates to the imperative structure of the sentence, 

with the direct force of ordering someone to shut the door. This makes it a direct speech act, as the 

sentence form and the force correspond ( imperative=ordering). In the second instance, the 

sentence structure is an interrogative, but the force is not that of questioning as the structure might 

lead us to believe.  It is a request to shut the door, which is similar to the first example, except that it 

has another feature, that is, politeness. This is an indirect speech act as the sentence form does not 

correspond to the force. In the third instance, the sentence is interrogative in form, while the force 

is that of a very polite request.  In the next instance, the sentence form is declarative,  and the last 

one is declarative, while the force in both is that of  indirectlyrequesting or ordering someone to 
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shut the door.  Further, there can be more indirect ways, such as the interrogative which may also 

have a force of complaint in addition to requesting (both indirect ways of requesting someone to 

shut the door). 

Utterance                                                              Sentence Form               Speech Act        

Shut the door.                                                         Imperative                            Order 

Can you shut the door?                                           Interrogative                       Request 

Would you mind shutting the door?                       Interrogative             polite Request 

That door is open.                                                   Declarative               order/ Request 

Why do people always leave the door open?         Interrogative             complaint/request 

There’s a cold breeze coming into the room.          Declarative              order/request 

 This example helps us to see that there is a range of sentences by which meaning can be directly 

or indirectly conveyed – there is a cline of indirectnessranging from the most direct to the most indirect 

utterance meaning. In the above examples, we see that all the sentences except the last have the word 

`door’ in them, which contains the semantics related to an object such as a door – that is something to 

be opened or shut. The last example is the most indirect in this case, as it does not even have the 

mention of the word `door’ or of shutting or opening. It refers to an entirely different state of affairs, yet 

it can have the same force of requesting someone to shut the door, relating to the implied meaning that 

`if there is a cold breeze in the room, it would be better to shut the door’. 

 This tells us that implied meanings are a result of a gap between the sentence form 

/propositional content of the sentence which we call the sense, and the actual force of the sentence.  An 

utterance may thus have a force that is directly related to the sentence form, as well as a force which is 

indirect. Indeed there may be more than one force, indirectly expressed, as in the example above `why 

do people always leave the door open?’ which can be understood as a complaint about someone’s lapse 
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in leaving the door open and at the same time a request to close the door. One force may lead to 

another in this way: 

` By asking this question, I am complaining about people leaving the door open. I do notexpect you to 

repeat that mistake. Therefore, I am requesting you to shut the door’. 

 Clearly, this shows multiplicity of indirect speech acts. In some cases, a range of meanings can 

be generated by a single utterance. For instance, the utterance `the ice over there is very thin’ can be an 

act of observation about the ice, or a warning to stop someone from stepping on it, or a suggestion to 

someone who needs to dig a hole in the ice to get fish. Similarly, an utterance such as `can we move the 

fridge from here?’ spoken by a tenant to a landlady can be interpreted as asking for permission, but 

spoken by the landlady to the tenant, it can be taken as a request for doing the action. 

Indeterminacy of indirect speech acts may arise when the hearer may not understand the 

indirect force. As mentioned above, some utterances are conventionally understood as having a 

particular force, such as the case of a request to pass the salt (in English), and are not understood as 

indeterminate by the hearer.  Other, non-conventionalized utterances having indirect force may pose a 

problem of understanding for the hearer as the force is not tied down to an explicit performative verb as 

it is in a direct speech act. However, we can see that there is a presumption that the speaker has in 

uttering an indirect speech act that the hearer will understand, and this presumption would depend 

upon the shared knowledge of speaker and hearer, the actual situation or context of utterance, 

including the role/ relationship of speaker and hearer as well as the real world conditions in which the 

act is performed.Context can be understood, as explained by Leech, as `any background knowledge 

assumed to be shared by speaker and hearer which contributes to the interpretation of what a speaker 

means by a given utterance.’  

Further, a basic assumption underlying the performance of speech acts remains a sense of the 

willingness or intention of speakers and hearers to engage in communication, which the philosopher 

Grice has called the `cooperative principle’.  This principle guides communication, as the interactants 

assume that whatever is being said is informative in the right quantity, is truthful, clear and relevant. If 

this assumption is violated, the interactants, still following the cooperative principle, will reach an 
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implied meaning, as both stated meaning and implied meaning are a part of communication. Thus, the 

meaning of the utterance is often understood by implicature. The force of an indirect speech act can be 

understood as an implicature as it is not established in what is directly stated. Implicature, as Grice 

explains it, arises precisely because the speech act is not as expected, and it is assumed by the hearer 

that if this is so, there must be another, implied meaning.  Indirect speech acts are thus the ways in 

which speakers generate implied meanings. 

The question is: why should speakers utter indirect speech acts if meaning can be more easily 

understood by uttering direct ones? In the examples above, wouldn’t the purpose be achieved in the 

first instance by the imperative having the force of ordering,rather than indirectly through a variety of 

other forms – declarative, interrogative etc? 

 One of the reasons for uttering indirect speech acts is politeness.  An interrogative has a direct 

force of questioning, and can be taken as requesting rather than ordering, which brings down the force 

in a direct imperative.Thus we can see a relationship between indirect speech acts and politeness. The 

more indirectly a request is made, the more it tends to be polite, because indirect requests maximize 

the degree of option to the hearer, whereas a direct request would be an imposition on the hearer.  The 

indirect request `can you….?’ allows the hearer the possible option of not performing the intended 

action, although, since the request is indirect and therefore polite, it is more likely that the hearer will 

do as requested. 

Another reason for the utterance of indirect speech acts is to achieve a particular effect on the 

hearer, and/or emphasize something. In the example `Smoking kills’ the indirect speech act is a warning, 

such as `If you smoke, you will die’, and related to it, the imperative `Don’t smoke’.  But the declarative 

is used as a preferred form as the warning (which has a conditional clause in itand is longer in its 

sentence form) seems weaker,  as compared to the short two-word sentence, ( `smoking’ is the agent, 

and `kill’ is the verb) which has immediate impact.  We might even conclude from considering this 

example, that grammatical form does have a role to play in choosing whether something had to be 

uttered directly or indirectly, in terms of its impact on the hearer. Another instance is that of an 

interrogative structure that has a force of stating e.g. `Can the sun rise in the west?’ which cannot be 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Pragmatics And Discourse Analysis 

 
Module      : Speech Act Theory-II 

 

 

 

seen as questioning, but as stating `such a thing cannot happen’. This is called a rhetorical question, as it 

does not have the force of questioning. But as the grammatical form is interrogative, it presents a 

different way of making a statement, helping to emphasize and draw attention to that statement, and 

hence fulfilling a rhetorical function. 

Some indirect speech acts are explained in the discussion of examples below.  

 

3.Discussion of examples  

i. `Waiter, there’s a fly in my soup’. 

Animation 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion:  This is a declarative sentence. The direct force is that of observing/ pointing out something.  

The indirect force is: a) complaining, as a fly is not a desirable thing to have in the soup, and the waiter is 

being addressed as recipient of the complaint.  b) ordering the waiter to remove the soup. Since there are 

indirect speech acts being performed,  the utterance could have the response to the direct force ( pointing 

out the fly, where waiter responds:`indeed there is’), or to the indirect force (waiter responds to the 

complaint by apologizing, and to the order by removing the soup).  This is the expected completion of the 

communicative act involving speaker, hearer and context of utterance, understood as fairly 

conventionalized in a restaurant scenario, where a customer orders, or complains, and a waiter complies. 

The direct speech act is only a first step, and the hearer cannot respond only to the sense of the sentence, 

but has to respond to the indirect speech act. 

ii. `I must ask you to leave.’ 
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Discussion: The utterance has a direct force of request, clarified by the explicit verb `ask’. The use of the 

modal `must’ conveys an obligation of the speaker. This conceals the indirect force of ordering, not 

requesting in this utterance. 

iii. `Shouldn’t you phone your mother?’ 

Discussion: the utterance is in interrogative form. But its indirect force is not of questioning. It has several 

interpretations: it is suggesting (politely), it is reminding (politely) and ordering (`phone your mother!’)   

iv`Do you take me for a fool?’ 

Discussion: 

v. `Have you heard, there’s been an air crash near the city?’ 

Discussion: The sentence form is interrogative. The indirect speech act being performed is that of 

informing not that of asking. The amount of information given in the sentence itself is an indicator of the 

indirect force of informing as it has a lot of content. 

vi`Accept my profound condolences.’ 

Discussion: This utterance is in imperative form, with a corresponding sense, but no-one is likely to 

interpret it as a command or an order. It can be interpreted as a request to accept condolences, but as it 

does not request any action from the hearer, it has the force of stating (expressive of feeling).  It is an 

instance of conventionalized indirect utterances, such as felicitations, etc. 

Vii `Can’t you stop talking?’ 

Discussion: The direct sense conveyed by the sentence form is interrogative, but the indirect speech act 

being performed has the force of commanding i.e. `Stop talking’. Putting it in interrogative form does 

little to increase the politeness, however.  Politeness may be seen more in an utterance such as `Will you 

please stop talking?’ or an even more indirect speech act such as `I need some silence, please’. 

Viii `Tell me your name’. 

Discussion:  This utterance has an imperative structure. It also has a direct force of command, However, it 

also has the indirect force of requesting, though not very polite. Politeness could be increased by adding 

`please’ while retaining the imperative form. On the other hand, `Could you tell me your name?’ is in 

interrogative, not in imperative form, but it has both the force of requesting and commanding (politely). It 

is a fairly conventionalized utterance. 

4. Summary 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Pragmatics And Discourse Analysis 

 
Module      : Speech Act Theory-II 

 

 

 

Sense, which comes from the grammatical form and propositional content of an utterance, is to be 

distinguished from force. In indirect speech acts, there is a force which is separate from the sense. If an 

interrogative is used to make a statement, or make a request, it is an indirect speech act. If a declarative is 

used to make a request, this too is an indirect speech act. Many indirect speech acts are conventionalized 

or set ways of saying something in the same way as many direct speech acts also have conventionalized 

performatives.  In indirect speech acts, the actual performative verb is not visible. Yet hearers can 

interpret the force rightly, as it is a convention to say something in a particular way. Other motivations for 

using indirect speech acts are politeness, emphasis, or generation of implicature.  Context is important in 

the successful performance and interpretation of indirect speech acts. 

5.0. Storyboard 

The first illustration shows a lady sitting at a desk marked `Bank’. A customer stands in front of her. The 

speech balloon of the lady says `Would you like to sign on this form?’ The customer has a speech balloon 

with a question mark in it. 

The second illustration shows a person in suit and tie sitting at a restaurant table. He is pointing at a dish 

which has soup and a fly in it. He looks angry. The speech balloon says `Waiter, there’s a fly in the soup’.  

The other person, in a white waiter’s jacket, standing near the table. He too looks at the dish of soup. 

The speech balloon from him says `Indeed there is, sir.’ 

 


