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Prerequisites: It is expected that students are familiar with the introductory units on pragmatics and 

discourse analysis, and with modules on ‘Speech Act Theory I and II’. 

Objectives: The module aims to help learners to analyse how speech acts work in texts or other 

instances of communication, on the basis of speech act theory and theory of indirect speech acts. 

Keywords: utterance, illocutionary force, perlocution, proposition, functional, interpersonal, 
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1.0.  Introduction: Speech Acts In Communication 

Speech acts are the very stuff of communication. Every sentence, and indeed, even a single word 

when used as a single unit, is an utterance, and therefore a speech act or, as we have understood, an 

illocutionary act. It can be either direct or indirect, but will have an illocutionary force. It will also have a 

perlocutionary effect – that is, an effect on the hearer.  The degree to which speech acts are felicitous 

(having intended effects) will determine the effectiveness of communication. 

As we have seen in the earlier discussion of speech acts, there is a relationship between sentence 

meaning (or propositional meaning) and utterance meaning (pragmatic meaning). Sentence meaning can 

be one thing and the illocutionary force can be different from that. Or sentence meaning can contain 

elements important for the interpretation of the speech act. For instance, the meaning of one word in a 

sentence conveying a particular idea can be significant in assessing the kind of speech act which is being 

performed, if speaker and hearer have common presuppositions. In the utterance `Have you got a light?’ 

there is a presupposition that a `light’ stands for a matchstick or lighter, that it is working, and that the 

hearer should offer it, if he/she has it. For this, the hearer should know the specifc lexical meaning of 

`light’ in this context. The speech act is not only questioning in accordance with the interrogative 

sentence structure (yes/no), but also of ordering, as in `Give me a light’. 

We must also remember that there speech acts occur within certain contexts of utterance.  Speech 

acts are crucial within functional approaches to language description, as the force of an utterance is its 

actionable component, a part of its interpersonal meaning,  that is, what language is being used to do. 

There are a wide variety of contexts and activities in which people use language – called `activity types’ 

(Brown and Levinson 1983). Activity type is the broad frame under which particular interactions occur. 

Let us take the case of advertisements. To analyse and describe the speech acts in advertisements, 

we have to place them in the activity type `commercial’, that is it involves buying and selling. It includes 

many acts: attracting attention, stimulating interest,  supplying conviction,  arousing a want or desire, 

inviting action, realized through a variety of illocutionary acts – directing, (e.g. `Look at this’, `buy this’), 

declaring (`This is really good/useful’), informing (`These are the features’), etc. The components of the 

speech situation, or the `context of utterance’ can be broken up as: 
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Addresser: someone who knows about the product or uses it 

Addressee: someone who is going to be a user of the product 

Context: The immediate context is the need, or demand, for the product.  The background is the 

presupposition that the addressee needs the product but does not know about it and so needs to be 

told about it and how valuable or necessary it is. (Thus the addressee’s ignorance or lack is 

presupposed). 

The direct speech act – or force - inan advertising context is often directive, put in imperative form in a 

sequence: `See this-----’, `buy this-----.’ Showing is an act crucial to advertising, so stating and declaring 

are important indirect illocutionary acts involved. In fact, the solicitation to buy the product is done 

mostly through indirect speech acts – not as a straightforward imperative to buy, but through other acts 

such as questioning etc. The indirect illocutions do not negate the direct one, but reinforce it. As 

Fairclough explains: `some analyses of speech acts distinguish between direct and indirect force… 

(however) something with the direct force of a question may also have any of the other forces listed as 

its indirect force’. 

2.0 Ambivalence and Multivalenceof speech acts in communication 

As discussed above, one utterance can have more than one force.  This is related to the intentions 

of the speaker. The speaker may intend the hearer to register both forces of the utterance, but may leave  

the possibility of denying any offensive intention. For example, if speaker says: `You look really good 

now that you have lost all that weight’ it may be taken as `complimenting’, though it also has a 

disparaging intent which can be denied. This can be called ambivalence of  speech acts in communication. 

A distinction also needs to be made between `addresser’ and `speaker’ (Thomas 1995).  So if I 

say `Can you keep quiet please?’ to someone, I am the addresser and the speaker. But if I say `I have to 

ask you to be quiet’, I am relaying a message from a higher authority. This is the manner of most official 

notices e.g. `Parking is not permitted here’.  The speaker thus gets distanced from the message, as a 

passive transmitter e.g. `You are not supposed to use this kind of language’. Many `wise sayings’ and 

common aphorisms have this distinction.  Similarly, there can also be several addressees. Consider the 

following example: 
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Mother: It’s time for you to leave for work, son. 

Son: O.K. I’m off! 

Father: Have a good day. 

Here, the mother’s speech act is declaring that it’s time (direct speech act),  directing the son to 

comply (indirect speech act) and the addressee is the son, who responds to show that he has understood 

the force of the mother’s utterance. The other hearer, the father, has not been addressed, but has also 

heard and understood the message and made an utterance of wishing the son. This often happens in 

communication, and can be called multivalence.  Sometimes, the speaker addresses one hearer, but 

actually intends another person to `overhear’ e.g. in the presence of a person who is eating in a 

particularly sloppy way, a speaker says to a companion: `Some people really don’t have any manners!’  

There are many such indirect ways in which speech acts are performed, in many contexts of 

communication. These indirect ways generate implicature (see previous unit) and are instrumental in 

creating effects of sarcasm, humour etc. In literary works, we find that there is a multiplicity of speakers, 

and accordingly, a multiplicity of hearers (This distinguishes these types of communication from 

advertising texts, which have more clearly definedtargets in terms of age, gender, class etc. Though many 

hearers may find the advertisement appealing, in terms of performative effectiveness i.e. the addressee 

going out to buy the product, a particular group or type is implicated. Wealth of the addressee, for 

instance, is implicated in advertisements for expensive cars, diamonds etc) But characters within a play, 

for instance, would be addressing both each other and the audience(s).  The addressees (readers, hearers) 

of literary works,  are multifarious – they could be anyone, spatially and temporally distant or near, or 

there may be specific indications regarding hearers within a text.  The range of possible hearers may vary, 

from specific class being addressed, as in the Marxist slogan; `Workers of the world, unite. You have 

nothing to lose but your chains’, to a general `Reader, I married him’ (Jane Eyre).  Within poetry, 

speakers have addressed hearers who can’t possibly be expected to reply: wind, birds, animals, gods etc. 

In `The Tiger’ by William Blake, an address is made to the tiger in the form of questioning: `What 

immortal hand or eye/Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?’  No-one expects the tiger to give an answer.  

But this speech act of questioning has a purpose. It is a `wh’ question only in its sentence structure.  

Otherwise, it is closer to a rhetorical question. But even the force of rhetorical questioning, where the 

answer is known to be `no’ e.g. `Can there be anything more wonderful than a tiger?’ is only one of the 

forces generated here. The weight of the questioning indicates that there must be an answer, but that 
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cannot perhaps be known, it is thus `epistemic questioning’. It has the force of raising a mystery, 

indicating the existence of some deeper knowledge.  Rhetorical questions, on the other hand, are so called 

because they have a force of asserting a proposition through negating it, rather than requesting 

information. It can be analysed as follows: 

1. The speaker expresses an attitude or belief or knowledge towards a proposition.   

2. The speaker presupposes that his/her belief is shared by the hearer and posits agreement 

between the interactants. 

3. The declarative sentence form is such that the expected answer is `no’. 

4. The indirect force is of asserting and the direct force of declaring come together to increase 

the emphasis on the utterance, which is why it is termed `rhetorical’. 

 

Searle characterizes the speech act of questioning as a directive, and, in so far as a question 

requires addressor and addressee, it is a request to which the hearer has the power to answer. But in 

poetry, the addresser –addressee (where addressee is the implied reader) are not in direct contact, the 

latter is not required to answer. The asker also does not know the present state of knowledge of the hearer. 

Thus the normal felicity conditions for questioning are not applicable here.  Sometimes the speaker asks 

questions of himself/herself, implying an intent to answer them.  The hearer is projected as a confidante, 

sharing the thoughts and intents of the speaker, This happens in dramatic soliloquies. Thus, `To be or not 

to be: that is the question.Whether it’s nobler in the mind to suffer/the slings and arrows of outrageous 

fortune/Or to take arms against a sea of troubles…?’ It is implied that the reader/hearer may have a 

similar question. 

There are many complex and varied instances of speech acts in literature and in everyday 

interactions. In the section below, a few such examples are taken up for analysis. 

3.Analysis of examples  

1.Advertisement of Kissan Tomato Ketchup: Main statement:`How can this be doing your health any 

good?’ 

 

Animation 
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 Remaining part of the ad: 

         `In fact it is. Kissan Tom Tom Ketchup is packed with Lycopene goodness. Lycopene is a natural 

substance that acts like an internal bodyguard and strengthens the body’s natural defences.  

Worldwide research shows that Tomato ketchup has more than 100% Lycopene than normal 

tomatoes. So, whatever the snack, enjoy it with Kissan Tom Tom. Just lagao, kuchbhikhao. 

Addressor: The manufacturer of the ketchup. (through advertiser) 

Addressee (s): The general public, potential buyers, presupposition being a)that people care about their 

health, and b) they like to eat fried snacks which are not good for health. The text plays upon this 

contradiction and proceeds to answer it. 

The first sentence is an instance of the use of questioning in multiple ways. Its meaning can be analysed 

as follows: 

a. Is this good for your health? 

b. Rhetorical: meaning `this cannot be good for your health’. 

c. It can be good for your health, but how? 

The next sentence gives the answer in the form of a definite statement. The next sentencedeclares the 

presence of Lycopene in the ketchup. Then, the informative utterances tell the addressees what it is. As 

with types of public information, `facts’ and `research’ are cited. 

The last two utterances have directive force. One is in English, the other is in Hindi, with parallelism 

`lagao/khao’(spread /eat) 
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It is interesting to observe that the communication starts with indirect questioning, but moves on to 

direct acts of informing etc, and narrows down to specifically directing the addressees. In terms of 

emotive effects, it goes through stages of arousing curiosity (through posing a question), satisfying it by 

supplying information about health, and encouraging, providing reassurance, `enabling’ addressees to 

both eat whatever they like and have good health. 

2. Police sergeant to Jerry Shoesmith in P.G. Wodehouse’s novel Frozen Assets. The sergeant is asking 

Jerry, who has lost his key, about the kind of key it is, and the part of the key, the `key bit’. 

-`Now, can you tell me if your key-bit is grooved?’ 

-`No’. 

-`Aha!’ he cried. `Now we are getting somewhere. It is not grooved?’ 

-`I don’t know. You asked me if I could tell you if my key bit is grooved, and I’m telling you that I can’t tell 

you…’ 

  

Addresser (within the narrative): Sergeant 

Addressee ( ”): Jerry Shoesmith 

Context of the story (addressee and narrator: P.G. Wodehouse, addressee: reader.) Jerry has lost his 

wallet and key, and has reported to the Sergeant.  

In this interaction, the Sergeant asks a question to know if Jerry’s key-bit is grooved.  His `Can you tell 

me…’ is what Leech has characterized as `anticipatory illocution’ and the second illocution is the actual 

question `Is your key-bit grooved?’ He assumes that Jerry’s answer in the negative is an answer to this 

second illocution. But Jerry interprets the `anticipatory illocution’ as the real one. He then states that his 

answer was that he cannot give the information that the sergeant asked, not that his key-bit is not 

grooved.  This is often the case in humorous writing, where taking words or phrases at their face value 

without considering their logical significance, can be quite funny. 
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3.  `And the Lord spoke unto Moses, go unto the Pharaoh and say unto him, Thus saith the Lord, and 

Moses saith, Let my people go.’ The Holy Bible 

Addresser: The authority behind the sacred text is the narrator 

Addressee: Readers of the text 

Second Addresser with the narrative: The Lord. 

Second Addressee: Moses 

Third Addresser: Moses 

Third addressee: Pharaoh 

There are a number of speech acts here.The message is relayed, first as a narrative, a representative act. 

The second is a directive to Moses,  to perform another speech act, i.e. speak to the Pharaoh. The final 

directive is embedded within the second, and it has accumulated force, gathered from the force of the 

authority established in the previous act (the Lord) and thus has a rhetorical effect of emphasis. Such a 

force of authority is often seen in religious discourse. 

4. Summary 

In this unit, we have considered various ways in which speech acts are performed in communicative 

contexts. We notice that one utterance can have more than one illocutionary force simultaneously. 

Moreover,  communication is quite complex and there can be differences between addressors and 

speakers/writers, addressees and hearers/readers in any given context of utterance.  It is the activity 

type in which particular speech acts occur that the specific interpretation of pragmatic meaning can take 

place. Some such types have been considered, as for example, advertisements and literary texts.  In 

these contexts, ambivalence and multivalence of speech acts is found to occur, and can result in 

misinterpretation, or effects such as humour and irony.  

5.0. Storyboard 
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The animation should show a samosa, with a liberal sprinkling of tomato ketchup on it, with a bottle of 

ketchup placed on the side. It should preferably be in colour, to emphasise the red colour of ketchup. 

See sentence 1 in 6.2 below. Picture should show a person dressed in expensive clothes, about to get 

into an aeroplane, with a mountain in the background, a woman skiing. 

 


