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Abstract 
J. L. Austin's three-prong distinction between locutionary, illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts is discussed in ternis of D. Davidson's theory of action. 
Perlocutionary acts refer to the relation between the utterance and its causal efFects 
on the addressee. In contrast, illocutionary and locutionary acts are alternative 
descriptions of the utterance. The possibility of conceiving of locutionary acts as 
expressing propositions under a certain mode of présentation is discussed. Différent 
ways to define illocutionary acts without encroaching on the locutionary or 
perlocutionary territory are considered. 

. . . he oftener commands us than endeavors to persuade. 
Moby Dick, H. Melville 

1. Introduction 

Austin's (1975) notions o(perlocutionary acts, illocutionary acts, and — perhaps 
to a lesser extent — locutionary acts belong to the most ubiquitous terms of 
art in pragmatics. Yet, the locutionary/iUocutionary/perlocutionary distinction 
can be easily blurred with ail the insidious theoretical conséquences such 
confusions entail. In this article, I shall not attempt an historical exegesis; 
rather, I shall try to show how thèse distinctions can be thought of today, 
and why they remain important for linguistic theorising. 

Austin's work is also the beginning of the contemporary study of the 
illocutionary status of utterances. But, of course, the topic of illocutionary 
acts is vast and deserves at least one essay on its own, and my aim here is 
not to review différent ways thèse can be defined. I shall focus instead on 
the question how the locutionary, the illocutionary and the perlocutionary 
aspects of language use should be distinguished, and why thèse boundaries 
reaUy matter. An intuitive understanding of what an illocutionary act (or 
a speech act) is should sufEce to kick off. Very roughly, illocutionary acts 
are acts we do by ut ter ing sentences; below we shall attempt to see what 
this means more precisely. Assertions, guesses, orders, requests, suggestions, 
questions, threats, promises, offers, baptisms, bids, etc. are among many 
examples of illocutionary acts. 
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In order to understand the subject matter of this essay properly, it is also 
important to get clear about the theoretical commitments the locut ionary/ 
niocut ionary/per locut ionary t r ichotomy calls for f rom the standpoint of 
the philosophy of action. This is the aim of the next section where it is 
argued that Davidson's (2001) theory of action provides the right sort of 
background. Section 3 explores the idea that perlocutionary acts should 
be seen as descriptions of the link between the utterance and some of its 
causal efFects. Section 4 is an attempt to shed some light on the not ion 
of the locutionary act. In Section 5, I shaU présent différent directions 
along which the illocutionary level of meaning could be analysed wi thout 
encroaching upon the locutionary or the perlocutionary territory. 

2. Austin's Levels of Meaning and Davidson's Philosophy of Action 

As emphasised recendy by Sbisà (2007), Austin's distinctions can profitably 
be viewed as an analysis of levels of meaning in terms of the philosophy of 
action. More precisely, there is a strong, but seldom appreciated, connection 
be tween Austin's views on language use and Davidson's (2001) theory of 
action.' Davidson's ontology includes, in addition to individuals and objects, 
events, which are conceived of as unrepeatable particulars. T h e variables 
assigned to events act as arguments for action predicates. CruciaUy, action 
predicates come in two différent ways. 

First, a single event can receive several alternative descriptions; in such 
cases, the same variable e stands as an argument for several différent 
predicates. The stock example here is voting by a show of hands. At a basic, 
'bodily' level, the corresponding event can be described as raising one's 
hand; the logical f o r m would be something Uke (1). 

(1) Raise-hand{x, e) 

In (1) X stands for the agent, and e for the event.^ But the same event e 
can also be described as voting: the logical fo rm being now (2). 

(2) Vote{x, é) 

N o t e that the avaHabUity of the description in (2) dépends on institutional 
or conventional facts; if I raise my arm in the middle of a supermarket, 
most probably (2) will not be an accurate description of what happens — I 
do raise my arm, but I do not vote. We can say that, in certain circumstances, 
I can vote by way of raising my arm, that is by way of provoking the event 
e (see Searle 2001: 51-2) . 

Second, some action predicates actually describe two causally hnked 
events. Consider the murder of Archduke Ferdinand (AF) by Gavrilo 
Princip (GP). Gavrilo Princip's action can be described as (3), and the 
death of the Archduke as (4). 
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(3) Pull the trigger{GI', e) 
(4) D/e(AF, e') 

Yet, there is no single event corresponding to the murder of the Archduke; 
the underlying logical f o r m of Gavrilo Princip killed the Archduke is rather 
something along the Hnes of (5). 

(5) Pulling the trigger{GP, e) A Die(AF, e') A Cause{e, e') 
(see Davidson 2001; 299-301) . 

Unl ike voting by show of hands, the performance of an action like the 
murder of Archduke Ferdinand does not dépend on some institutional or 
conventional factors; what is required, instead, is that a certain causal 
relation obtains. We can thus say that Gavrilo Princip killed the Archduke 
by means of puUing the trigger (Searle 2001: 51—2). 

U n d e r a Davidsonian view, the accuracy of describing an utterance as 
a locutionary, iUocutionary and perlocutionary act dépends on the availability 
of a certain description either of this utterance or of the causal Hnk 
between the utterance and some of its causal effects. In the next section, 
we shall see that the opposition between doing something by way of an 
utterance and doing something by means of an utterance helps us to 
distinguish perlocutionary acts f rom locutionary and iUocutionary acts.' 

3. Perlocutionary Acts and Causal Effects 

According to Austin (1975: 107), 'perlocutionary act[s] always include 
some conséquences' ; perlocutionary acts are 'what we br ing about or 
achieve by saying something' (Austin 1975: 109). In the terms distinguished 
above, perlocutionary acts should thus be understood as causal relations 
be tween two events, the cause being the product ion of an utterance by 
the speaker. 

It is wor th emphasising f rom the outset that an utterance can have 
perlocutionary, namely, causal, effects independendy of its iUocutionary 
force. For instance, the product ion of some sounds — a phonetic act (Austin 
1975: 92) - can have perlocutionary effects independently of its linguistic 
meaning, its locutionary status and its iUocutionary force (Davis 1979). 
For instance, even without understanding what I said, you can understand, 
by the tone of my voice, that I am angry; the way I p ronounce certain 
sounds can trigger in you the beHef that I am not a native speaker of 
EngHsh etc. 

In some circumstances, the phonet ic act may have a structure that 
conforms to a natural language; in such a case, by way of producing a 
phonet ic act, the speaker will also per form what Austin (1975: 92-3) caUs 
a phatic act. It is easy enough to imagine a context where an utterance has 
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causal effects because of its linguistic structure, that is, qua a phatic act. 
For instance, dur ing World War II, there were plenty of circumstances 
where (over)hearing a sentence in German caused fear independendy of 
what was said; being fr ightened was, in such cases, a perlocutionary effect. 

An utterance can also have causal effects because of the propositional 
content it conveys. As wiU be clear f rom the next section, this means that 
it can have perlocutionary effects because of its locutionary status. For 
instance, suppose you blush, or feel embarrassed every t ime Mary is 
ment ioned; any utterance whose propositional content you grasp and 
wh ich includes Mary (whatever the way she's being referred to) would 
then p roduce this perlocut ionary effect on you independent ly of its 
iUocutionary force. 

A n d finally, an ut terance can tr igger causal effects because of its 
iUocutionary force: 

You may, for example, deter me [ . . . ] fi"om doing something by informing 
me, perhaps guilelessly yet opportunely, what the conséquences of doing it 
would in fact be; [ . . . ] you may convince me [ . . . ] that she is an adulteress 
by asking her whether it was not her handkerchief which was in X's bedroom, 
or by stating it was hers. (Austin 1975: 111) 

To be sure, the speaker does not necessarily intend to produce every 
perlocutionary effect her utterance turns out to have. A given utterance 
has infînitely many potential effects on the addressee (Austin 1975: 106). 
Following Bach and Harnish (1979: 16-17) , we can assume that the effects 
of perlocutionary intentions f o r m a subset of ail perlocutionary effects. In 
other words, whe ther a perlocutionary effect is intentional or not has no 
bearing on the speakers performance of the corresponding perlocutionary act. 

T h e important point is that as long as an event is caused by an utterance, 
it can be described as a perlocutionary effect, and the causal relation as a 
perlocutionary act (see DoiTiimcy 2008). However, this claim must be 
quahfied if we wish to exclude from the class of perlocutionary effects some 
purely physical conséquences of the utterance, for instance, the product ion 
of a stream of air; the relevant effects must then be restricted to human 
persons. Arguably, perlocutionary effects should also be restricted to the 
effects that obtain because the affected person perceives the utterance as 
a phonetic, phatic, locutionary a n d / o r iUocutionary act; imagine that, in 
producing an utterance, I fr ighten a bhnd and deaf person because she 
perceives a stream of air on her face — one is reluctant to classify such an 
effect as a perlocutionary effect of my utterance (Davis 1979). A n d even 
then, the intuitions can become fuzzy w h e n it cornes to the admissibUity 
of certain causal relations into the class of the perlocutionary acts performed 
by means of the utterance. For instance, I can wake you up just by 
shouting Don't sleep or by clapping my hands. Should we classify the 
former, but not the latter case as a perlocutionary act (see Sadock 1974: 
153; Bach and Harnish 1979: 153; Gu 1993)? 

© 2008 The Author Langusge and Linguistics Compass 2/6 (2008): 1189-1202, 10.111 l / i . l749-818x.2008.00093.x 
Journal Compilat ion © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd 



Locutionary, lllocutionary, Perlocutionary 1193 

Gu (1993) objects to the causal analysis of perlocutionary acts on the 
following grounds. Some of the perlocutionary effects are themselves 
actions of the hearer's. For instance, by telHng you that you should leave 
room, I persuade you to leave the room. Now, persuading you to leave the 
r o o m is clearly a perlocutionary act; by producing a certain Ulocutionary 
act - telling you to leave the room I provoke a certain response - you 
leave the room. But, objects Gu, as this response is an action of yours, 
h o w can I, qua the speaker, claim agency for persuading you to leave the 
room? Recall that perlocutionary acts are performed by means of producing 
a certain utterance. In other words, there must be a causal relation between 
two events. But nothing hinges on whether the second event can be 
described as an action of the hearer's or not. Gu's mistake is a gênerai one: 
w h e n two events are causally related, the availabiHty of a single actional 
description dépends on the possibility to describe the first event as an 
action, not on the impossibihty of providing an actional description of the 
second one. Gavrilo Princip's pulling the trigger caused World War I; this 
is so because we can say that Gavrilo Princip's bodily movement provoked 
World War I - and the events constituting a war are actions. 

To sum up, there are two difEculties wi th the not ion of perlocutionary 
acts; an apparent one and a real one. T h e first is that perlocutionary acts 
seem to be causal effects of other actions — phonetic, phatic, locutionary 
or lllocutionary acts. In order to avoid the confusion here, it is sufEcient 
to endorse the Davidsonian view that perlocutionary acts, as many other 
action predicates, describe a causal relation between events and not a 
relation between their actional descriptions (see Domin icy 2008). T h e 
second difiSculty is to restrict the per locut ionary acts to a relevant class 
of effects. 

Perlocutionary acts are the only acts that the speaker performs by means 
of her utterance. We have already seen that, in some contexts, a phonet ic 
act can be a way to produce a phatic act. In the next section, we shall see 
how a phatic act can, in turn, constitute a locutionary act. 

4. From Phatic to Locutionary Acts 

As a phatic act, the utterance is still deprived of any speaker meaning — a 
standard example of a phatic act is the recitation of some sentences in a 
foreign language — but has a syntactic structure, whose components can be 
assigned semantic values. According to one dominan t view, such an 
interprétation does not necessarily deliver a complète proposition (most 
notably Recanat i 1989, 2004; Bach 1994; Carston 2002; Soames 2005). 
For instance, in the absence of a contextually suppHed class of comparison, 
it is impossible to assign truth-condit ions to (6), that is, to détermine the 
proposition expressed — we cannot détermine the proposition expressed by 
(6) unless we know, from the context, whether John is tall for an 8-year-old 
boy, for a basket-ball player, for an American, etc. 
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(6) John is tall. 

But there is a second position, dubbed 'semantic minimalism', which 
maintains that the compositional assignment of semantic values to the 
syntactic f o r m suffices to yield the propositional content of any weU-formed 
sentence (Soames 2002; Cappelen and Lepore 2005). For instance, the 
proposition expressed by (6) would be that Johnny is tall, per iod, no 
matter of what this means exacdy (for critical discussions, see, for example, 
Bach 2006; Mon tminy 2006; MacFarlane 2007; Kissine 2007b; Recanat i 
2007). Whi le the debate is stUl raging, which approach proves ultimately 
to be successful matters litde for our purpose. W h a t we are concerned 
wi th in this section is the level of meaning that constitutes illocutionary 
acts. Now, the crux of the second, minimalist position is that, while the 
'semantic' content of (6) is that John is tall, period, the content of any 
speech act performed by (6) is that John is tall with respect to a contextually 
de termined class (and standard) of comparison. So, everyone agrées that 
the content of iUocutionary acts is not determined by a bHnd assignment 
of semantic values to the syntactic form. 

Austin notes that producing a phatic act, which is a pheme, is 

generally to perform the act of using that pheme or its constituents with a 
certain more or less defmite 'sensé' and a more or less definite 'référence' 
(which together are équivalent to 'meaning'). This act we may call a 'rhetic' act, 
and the utterance which it is the act of uttering a 'rheme'. (Austin 1975: 93) 

T h e first conclusion to be drawn f rom this quotat ion is that rhetic acts 
are per formed by way of phatic acts. Second, the interprétation of Austin's 
talk about 'a certain more or less definite "sensé" and a more or less 
definite "référence" ' that is most in tune with his theory of t ru th (Austin 
1950; 1975: 140—7) is that the rheme émerges f rom the association 
be tween the pheme and a certain situation of the world (Forguson 1973; 
Recanat i 1987: 238—41). T h e content conveyed by the rhetic act results 
f rom the contextual interprétation of sentence-meaning: 

it is important to remember that the same pheme [ . • . ] may be used on 
différent occasions of utterance with a différent sensé or référence and so be a 
différent rheme. (Austin 1975: 97-8) 

A natural reading of Austin's position seems to be that a rhetic act is 
per formed by way of a phatic act when the context allows the assignment 
of a propositional content to the pheme. (But see Sbisà 2006 w h o argues 
that the introduction of propositions in Speech Act Theory is incompatible 
with Austin's own views.) 

Austin (1975: 96—7) also claims that, by making an indirect report of 
the utterance of a déclarative sentence, of the f o r m 'S said that p\ one 
transmits the rhetic act S per formed by way of her utterance. But , in the 
following pages, he is worr ied by the fact that it is not always possible to 
make indirect reports wi thout using an illocutionary verb: 
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We cannot, however, always use 'said that' easily: we would say 'told to', 
'advise to', &c., if [S] used the imperative mood, or such équivalent phrases as 
'said I was to', 'said I should', &c. (Austin 1975: 97) 

It is no coïncidence that the not ion of a locutionary act is defined on the 
next page as what constitutes the lllocutionary act: 

To perform a locutionary act is in gênerai, we may say, also and eo ipso to 
perform an illocutionary act. . . (Austin 1975: 98) 

Strawson (1973) suggests that whUe the rhetic act constitutes a potential 
assertive illocutionary act, the locutionary act constitutes a potential n o n -
assertive illocutionary act. N o t e that Strawson himself does not use the 
ternis 'rhetic' and 'locutionary' interchangeably due to his Fregean reluctance 
to attribute a truth-condit ional , propositional content to non-indicative 
sentences. Thus, according to him, while the rhemes, constituting assertive 
speech acts, are propositions, the locutionary acts which constitute directive 
speech acts, Uke orders and requests, are what he caUs without fiarther détails, 
'imperatives'. N o t that such a choice is inévitable; one can think of the 
imperative m o o d as encoding a certain attitude towards a propositional 
content (Wilson and Sperber 1988; Clark 1993). 

Th ink ing of locutionary acts as propositions being under the scope of 
an attitude or a mode of présentation allows an interesting parallel wi th 
Speech Act Theory, developed by Searle (1969) and formahsed by Searle 
and Vanderveken (1985; Vanderveken 1990, 1991). The main tenet of Speech 
Act Theo ry is that any propositional content p can be combined wi th any 
illocutionary force F. We can thus say that the propositional content of 
an illocutionary act is the one of the corresponding locutionary act. Now, 
for reasons that cannot be assessed within the scope of tliis essay, Searle (1968) 
discards the not ion of locutionary acts. However, Searle and Vanderveken 
(1985: 32-5; Vanderveken 1990: 159) state that any illocutionary act F(p) 
commits the speaker to the expression of the mental state the speaker should 
entertain if her illocutionary act is sincère; if F{p) is an assertion, then the 
speaker expresses the belief that p; if F(p) is an order, then the speaker 
expresses the désire that p; if F(p) is a promise, then the speaker expresses 
the intent ion to p. Since mental states can be themselves thought of as 
proposi t ional contents unde r the scope of a psychological m o d e of 
présentation (Searle 1983; for a discussion, see Kissine 2007a), Searle and 
Vanderveken's view amounts to saying that an illocutionary act is constituted 
by — per formed by way of — the expression of a proposition under a 
certain m o d e of présentation. 

Wilson and Sperber (1988) point out that the utterance of some gram-
matically imperative sentences, Hke (7) and (8), does not correspond to the 
performance of a directive speech act (i.e. an order, a request, a command, etc.): 

(7) [Mary visiting Peter at the hospital:] 
Get weU soon! 
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(8) [Mary looking by the window:] 
Please, don' t rain! 

Dominicy and Franken (2002) claim that Speech Act Theory in fact predicts 
that (7) and (8) are mere expressions of volitive states. Every directive 
speech act commits the speaker to the expression of the corresponding 
désire. As world-knowledge prevents us from interpreting (7) and (8) as 
directive speech acts, we can resort to the weaker reading, that is, to the 
expression of a désire (or of a wish). N o t e that, in Austin's terms, every 
illocutionary act is a locutionary act, but the converse is not true. It is an 
interesting theoretical possibility that in (7) and (8) only a locutionary act 
has been performed. 

To be sure, at least two problems have to be solved before assimilating 
locutionary acts to the expression of mental states. First, the mental states 
expressed must be those wi th the content corresponding to the contextual 
interprétation of the sentence meaning. Second, and more importantly, 
the not ion of expression thus used must aUow the possibility that the 
speaker expresses (represents) a mental state wi thout commit t ing herself to 
entertaining this mental state (see also Davis 2003: 46). This is so because 
the main reason for singling out a locutionary level is the existence of 
ironical utterances (Bach 1994, 2005; Recanat i 1987: 228-45) . Imagine 
that I utter 'This paper is excellent' ironicaUy; clearly, no hteral assertion 
or speech act has been performed. Yet, there is a sensé according to which 
I said that this paper is excellent; simply, I did not mean it.'' We can thus 
describe my utterance as a locutionary act deprived of any direct and 
literal illocutionary force. 

It is wor th ment ioning that the account of locutionary acts sketched 
here is not universally accepted. Bach (1994, 2005; also Bach and Harnish 
1979) claims that the locutionary level of meaning corresponds to the 
assignment of semantic values to the syntactic form, that is, to the pheme. 
CruciaUy, thus conceived the locutionary act does not necessarily correspond 
to a proposition, and, aUowances made for indexicals, does not dépend on 
the context. N o t only does such a conception contrast with Austin's view, 
it is also, to my mind, highly counter-intuirive (but see Terkourafi forthcoming). 
In order to understand that in saying that p the speaker has been ironical, 
the hearer must infer that the speaker could not have seriously and literally 
asserted that p; hence, that the speaker has expressed the proposition p — that 
she performed the locutionary act with the content p - is a necessary 
premise to the dérivation of the ironical meaning. But in Bach's view, 
what the speaker says w h e n she is ironical is not necessarily a proposition. 

N o t e also that if it is t rue that locutionary acts express contextually 
determined propositions, semantic minimalists should state their position 
more carefuUy. It is not the case that if a propositional content is contextually 
determined, then this propositional content is the content of an illocutionary 
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act. Some locutionary acts express such context dépendant propositions, 
even though they do not constitute any illocutionary act. 

5. lllocutionary Forces 

Defin ing illocutionary forces is a difEcult task, and previous sections give 
a hint why. O n the one hand, qua an illocutionary act an utterance is 
something more that a sentence endowed with a propositional content 
(and a certain m o d e of présentation and /o r an illocutionary potential), 
but, on the other hand, illocutionary acts are not perlocutions. 

Austin famously attempted to draw the perlocutions/il locutions divide 
wi th the help of conventionality; whUe the effects of perlocutionary acts 
belong to the realm of physical causation, the effect that endows an 
utterance wi th its illocutionary force — the uptake — is only conventional 
(for a discussion, see Sbisà 2007). This appeal to conventions was criticised 
by Strawson (1964) on the grounds that while the successful per formance 
of illocutionary acts such as bidding five no trumps or baptising dépends 
on the interlocutor's awareness of certain conventions being in force, in 
order to recognise that an utterance is, for instance, a warning, one does 
not need any convention. Following Strawson's lead, illocutionary acts are 
of ten divided into institutional illocutionary acts whose study requires to 
take into account intra-cultural conventions and non-insti tutional illocu­
tionary acts whose analysis can be laid out in gênerai, cross-hnguistic and 
cross-cultural terms.' ' 

According to Strawson (1964), illocutionary forces belonging to the 
second, non-institutional category must be analysed in Grice's (1957) 
terms. A speaker per formed an illocutionary act, if, and only if, 

• the speaker has the intention (r,) to produce a certain effect on the 
addressee; 

• the speaker has the intention (ij) that the addressee recognises i,; 
• the speaker has the intention (t'j) that the récognition of t'j causes the 

satisfaction of i',; and 
• the speaker has the intention (r̂ ) that the addressee recognises I3. 

In short, a locut ionary act would consti tute an i l locutionary act if, and 
only if, f rom its per formance , the addressee can infer that the speaker 
had complex intent ions of the kind of 14. Bach and Harnish (1979) 
provided a systematic account of speech act in te rpré ta t ion in thèse 
inferential terms. 

T h e first difficulty faced by such Gricean approaches is an empirical 
one. Analysing the attribution of illocutionary forces in Gricean terms 
entails that the mastery of the illocutionary dimension of language use 
requires the cognitive ability to attribute second-order and four th-order 
intentions. Take i',; it is an intention to produce an effect of the hearer's 
m i n d — it is an intention to cause a belief or a désire. To be able to 
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attribute i,, one has to be able to attribute a mental state whose content 
includes another mental state. Even more difEcult; take the intent ion ij. 
Here the hearer must attribute to the speaker the intention that the hearer 
recognises that the speaker has the intention to produce a certain efFect in 
the hearer's mind. To attribute an intent ion hke I2, one must be able to 
attribute mental states about mental states about mental states. Now, it has 
been experimentaUy estabHshed that children below the âge of 7 are 
unable to at t r ibute second-order beliefs and intent ions (Perner and 
W i n n e r 1985; Leekam and Pr ior 1994). T h e problem is that, in contrast, 
children below 3 attribute iUocutionary forces to utterances on contextual 
grounds (Reeder 1978; Shatz 1978), and adapt their iUocutionary acts to 
the addressee (Read and Cher ry 1978; O 'Nei l l 1996). Thèse data indicate 
that children below 3 master the iUocutionary dimension of the language 
use in spite of be ing unable to a t t r ibute second- , let a lone f o u r t h - , 
order intentions. 

T h e second difEculty faced by Gricean's accounts of iUocutionary forces 
is that they include référence to causal, namely, perlocutionary effects 
(such 'perlocutionary ' définitions can be found in Schiffer 1972; Bach and 
Harnish 1979). An iUocutionary act by itself can be an effective means to 
achieve some perlocutionary intention: for instance, making an order is a 
means to make A satisfy S's désire and asserting that jj is a means to make 
A believe that p. However, as Recanat i (1987: 179) points out, we can 
communicate wi thout having perlocutionary intentions (see also Alston 
2000: 31; Green 2003). Imagine, for instance, that a boss knows that her 
employée usuaUy does not obey her orders. Imagine that the boss needs 
the employée to wri te a letter and, that, at the same time, she intends to 
use the fact that the employée wiU not wri te this letter as a reason for 
firing her. In this example, the boss has an iUocutionary intent ion to 
pe r fo rm successfuUy (and sincerely) the order to wri te the letter. Yet, she 
has no perlocutionary intention that this order produces a causal effect on 
the employée (Kissine forthconiing). 

O n e way to avoid the confusion between iUocutionary and per locu­
tionary acts is to get back to conventions. Searle (1969; also Alston 2000) 
thus claims that the Uteral, that is, conventional, meaning of a sentence-type 
is the direct and literal iUocutionary act to w h i c h the u t te rance of this 
sentence corresponds. In other words, to k n o w which iUocutionary act 
has been per formed is simply to know the linguistic meaning. There are 
two questionable conséquences to this view, which I shaU only ment ion . 
First, one has to endorse Searle's ExpressibiUty Principle, or same variant 
of it, which states that every iUocutionary act can be expressed literaUy. 
Because Searle's position is also that any iUocutionary act can take any 
proposition as content , it foUows that every proposition can be expressed 
literaUy. T h e philosophical problems sur rounding such a claim are con­
sidérable (see Recanat i 1987: 219-24, 2001, 2003, 2004: 8 3 - 6 ; Carston 
1988, 2002: 30-42 , 64-70) . Second, because, according to Searle, the 
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literal meaning of a sentence is the illocutionary act per formed by way of 
ut ter ing this sentence, and that this literal meaning is also the linguistic 
meaning of the sentence, we have to assume (i) that the utterance of a 
sentence is always, at the literal level, the performance of an iUocutionary 
act (even if the utterance is ironical), (ii) that the hteral meaning of any 
sentence (token) is independent f rom the context (see Recanat i 2003). 

FinaUy, it is important to point out that the not ion of convention used 
by Searle is perhaps too rigid. According to Searle (1969), conventions 
confo rm to the formula In C, X counts as Y. W i t h illocutionary forces, 
the situation would be the following. Producing certain sounds (X) in a 
context where thèse sounds correspond to the language L both interlocutors 
use (C) counts, by virtue of the conventions governing the use of L, as a 
certain illocutionary act {Y). Such a view implies that recognising a séquence 
of sounds as belonging to a certain language automatically endows this 
séquence wi th an illocutionary force. We have already seen in the fo rmer 
section that if the locutionary/iUocutionary distinction is justified, it is 
precisely because some of our utterances have no illocutionary force. 
Besides, illocutionary forces are cancellable. Take (9) for instance. 

(9) r i l come to your party. 

In most circumstances, (9) will be interpreted as a promise, that is, as 
commit t ing the speaker to come to the hearer's party. Such a speech act 
does not seem indirect or non-literal. Yet, this promissory or commissive 
force does not belong to the conventional meaning of (9). For instance, 
it can clearly be canceUed (for a discussion, see Kissine 2008). 

(10) r u come to your party. I can't promise though. 

Conventions, and more especially conventions that govern our use of 
language, can be thought of in more flexible ternis. A convention is just 
a pat tern of activity that keeps being reproduced, because it triggers 
certain efFects of ten enough for this reproduct ion to take place (see 
Milhkan 2005: especially Chapter 8). In such terms, saying that a certain 
sentence has conventionally a certain illocutionary force does not mean that 
it cannot be used wi thout this force, but that its having this illocutionary 
force has been robust enough to ensure that speakers cont inue to use it. 
To be sure, it remains to be shown h o w convent ional ly having an 
lllocutionary force can be analysed wi thout assimilating this conventional 
funct ion to the product ion of certain per locut ionary efFects. O n e such 
possibility is to define illocutionary forces in ternis of the inferential 
potential the utterance acquires with respect to the c o m m o n ground, that 
is, to shift the focus of attention f rom utterance efFects to utterance status 
(Kissine forthcoming). 

© 2008 The Author Language and Linguisrics Compass 2/6 (2008); 1189-1202, 10.1111/ j . l749-818x.2C08.00093.x 
Journal Compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd 



1200 Mikhail Kissine 

Acknowledgements 

I am grateful to two anonymous référées and to Ken Turner for their 
remarks on the first draft of this paper. My research is funded by a research 
fellow grant f rom the Fonds National de la Recherche Scientifique de la 
C o m m u n a u t é Française de Belgique (FNRS). T h e results presented below 
are also part of the research carried out within the scope of the A R C 
project 06 /11 -342 Culturally modified organisms: 'Wliat it means to he human' 
in the âge of culture, funded by the Ministère de la C o m m u n a u t é française 
— Direction générale de l 'Enseignement non obHgatoire et de la Recherche 
scientifique. 

Short Biography 

Mikhail Kissine got a BA in linguistics f rom the Université Libre de 
Bruxelles (Belgium), an MPhi l in Linguistics f r o m the University of 
Cambr idge (UK), and a P h D in linguistics Université Libre de Bruxelles 
(Belgium). H e is interested in various linguistic, phi losophical and 
psychological problems related to the semantics/pragmatics interface. H e 
has published and for thcoming articles in journals like Natural Language 
Semantics, Pragmatics & Cognition, Mind and Language, Facta Philosophka, 
and Logique et Analyse. H e is the co-editor, with Philippe D e Brabanter, 
of the collection of papers Utterance Interprétation and Cognitive Modeh 
fo r thcoming f rom Emerald Group Publishing in the Current Research in 
the Pragmatics/Semantics Interface séries. 

Notes 

* C o r r e s p o n d e n c e address: M i k h a i l Kiss ine, F N R S , U n i v e r s i t é Libre d e Bruxe l l e s , Laborato ire 
d e l i n g u i s t i q u e t e x t u e l l e e t d e p r a g m a t i q u e c o g n i t i v e , C P 1 7 5 , 5 0 , a v e n u e E D . R o o s e v e l t , 
B - 1 0 5 0 B r u x e l l e s , B e l g i u m . E - m a i l : m k i s s i n e @ u l b . a c . b e . 

' As an a n o n y m o u s r e v i e w e r has emphas i sed , Davidson's v i e w s o n ac t ion s h o u l d n o t b e ascr ibed 
to A u s t i n . 
^ H e r e and b e l o w , I a s s um e that variables are b o u n d or bave b e e n ass igned a value . 
' F o r crit ical d i scuss ions o f Austin's o w n sugges t ions a b o u t the i U o c u t i o n a r y / p e r l o c u t i o n a r y 
b o u n d a r y , see D a v i s ( 1 9 7 9 ) , H o r n s b y ( 1 9 9 4 ) and D o m i n i c y ( 2 0 0 8 ) . 

A w e l l - k n o w n p r o b l e m a t i c f e a m r e o f Grice's ( 1 9 7 5 ) analysis o f i rony is that it entails that an 
ironical speaker d o e s n o t say anyth ing , but o n l y makes as i f she was say ing s o m e t h i n g (for a 
d i scuss ion , s e e N e a l e 1 9 9 2 ; Cars ton 2 0 0 2 : 1 1 4 - 1 6 ) . 
^ N o t e , h o w e v e r , that the b o u n d a r y is n o t as s e l f - e v i d e n t as it m i g h t s e e m ; for a d i scuss ion o f 
promise s in this perspect ive , see Kiss ine ( 2 0 0 8 ) . 
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