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Speech Acts 1

1 Introduction: The Philosophical Foundations

In the first section, I describe the rationale and structure of the Element. It is
based on a careful look at research issues and methods and how they have
developed in recent years. In order to contextualise the recent developments,
this section provides a brief outline of the philosophical foundations of speech
act theory and gives an outline of the four waves of speech act theory. The first
wave of philosophical approaches started with the work of the language philo-
sophers Austin and Searle and their interest in the pragmatic nature of individual
utterances. This work inspired the empirical approaches of the following three
waves. The second wave was interested in how different groups of people
produce different speech acts and relied mostly on experimental approaches
including discourse completion tasks, role plays and, more recently, perception
experiments. The third wave switched from elicited to already existing data and
searched for specific speech acts across large corpora. The fourth and most
recent wave focuses on speech act sequences and the interaction between
speakers and listeners in local contexts.

1.1 Setting the Scene

Speech acts have always been a central concern for pragmatics. In fact, they
were one of the distinctive features of the discipline when pragmatics estab-
lished itself as an independent field of study back in the middle of the last
century. At that time, linguists were mainly concerned with the structure of
words, phrases and sentences with little concern for their uses. But the early
pragmaticists wanted to know how language was actually used to communicate
or —to put it differently — how speech was used to act. For this, they relied on the
work by the language philosophers John Austin and John R. Searle. Austin had
developed a framework for the investigation of speech acts in a series of lectures
delivered at Harvard University in 1955. These lectures were published posthu-
mously in 1962 and they still provide a fascinating insight into the development
of these new ideas as Austin developed them in the course of the lecture series.
The starting point for his theorising had been the observation that many utter-
ances could not in any straightforward way be classified as true or false because
they were not used to report a certain state of affairs. Instead, they were used to
do things. Hence, the programmatic title of his book How to Do Things with
Words. Searle (1969, 1979) developed Austin’s seminal ideas into a more
elaborate and complex theory (see Section 1.2).

It is the work by these two language philosophers which inspired the first
generation of pragmaticists to think and theorise about speech acts. But, as [ will
show in the following sections, the framework proposed by Austin and Searle
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2 Pragmatics

provided some basic assumptions that persisted for much longer and still
influence a considerable amount of analytical and theoretical work on speech
acts within pragmatics. And this is why I would like to use the metaphor of
waves to describe the development of speech act theory over the last half
century or so. The wave metaphor has been used by other fields in linguistics,
notably in sociolinguistics and in politeness theory. It helps to understand how
new ideas develop on the basis of earlier thinking and how different theoretical
perspectives blend into each other without hard and fast boundaries between
them. The defining criteria of the waves that I will introduce in what follows are
the basic assumptions about the concept under investigation, the research
questions that are asked by the scholars working in the field and above all by
the research methods that are employed for their investigation.

As a result of these changes, the notion of a speech act itself has changed
somewhat. Initially, the term focused squarely on individual utterances that
were used to perform certain actions, for instance how words can be used to
greet, to promise, to apologise and so on. In more recent work, as I will show,
the focus is regularly extended to include social and multimodal aspects.
Sometimes speech acts are performed without any speech at all or with
a combination of speech and gestures. A request to keep silent, for instance,
may be performed by an appropriate gesture only; a greeting may be performed
silently by a nodding of the head or a hand wave; and an apology may be
performed by an apologetic smile. Such examples are the topic of Section 5.
More recent research also focuses more consistently on the interactive nature of
speech acts. The object of investigation is no longer a single utterance, but
utterances in sequence.

Against such extensions of the analytical perspective, the term ‘speech act’
seems increasingly inadequate. Terms like ‘communicative act’ or ‘pragmatic
act’ (Culpeper and Haugh 2014) may be more appropriate. The title of this
Element still uses the traditional term, but in the following I will also use the
term pragmatic act, especially when I want to draw attention to the multimodal
aspects of what communicators do.

1.2 The Philosophical Beginnings of Speech Act Theory

Initially, Austin was interested in a small class of utterances that he thought
behaved in a very special way. The philosophers at the time were mainly
interested in sentences that could be classified as true or false and if they defied
such classification, they were considered to be meaningless. But Austin identi-
fied a class of sentences that he called ‘performatives’ because in a very real
sense they perform something and thus in some way change the world, as for
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Speech Acts 3

instance ‘I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth’ or ‘I bet you sixpence it will rain
tomorrow’ (Austin 1962: 5). He noted that in contrast with ‘constatives’ such
performative utterances cannot be judged as either true or false. Instead they can
be judged as more felicitous or less felicitous, depending on who uses them with
what authority and intentions and in what context. By the end of his book,
however, the two types of utterances, the ‘constatives’ and the ‘performatives’,
were merged again because he realised that statements could be seen as the
performance of an assertion. He also distinguished between three different
aspects of each speech act, the locutionary, the illocutionary and the perlocu-
tionary aspect, which describe the making, or pronunciation, of the utterance
itself, its intended purpose and the effect it has on the audience.

In his book Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Searle
(1969) set out to systematise Austin’s insights into a larger and more coherent
theoretical framework. He developed a set of felicity conditions that helped to
identify specific speech acts. A request, for instance, must concern a future act
of the hearer which the hearer might not have done without being asked and the
speaker must have some interest that the hearer actually does what he or she is
being asked to do. A promise, on the other hand, must concern a future act of the
speaker him- or herself, which the speaker believes to be in the hearer’s interest
and which the speaker actually intends to carry out. If some of these conditions
are not met, the speech act is not felicitous.

Searle identified these conditions as constitutive rules. They are similar to the
rules of a game. Chess, for instance, consists of a set of very specific rules about
the ways in which each of the six different pieces can be moved on the
chessboard and what they are allowed to do. If people ignore these rules and
move the pieces in different ways, they may be playing around with chess
pieces, but they are not playing chess. Playing chess consists of following the
rules. And in the same way, the felicity conditions constitute the act of perform-
ing a specific speech act. If someone says, ‘I’ll return the book tomorrow’ and
has no intention of doing so, he or she, in a crucial sense, has not felicitously
promised.

Searle (1979) proposed a classification of five different types of speech acts.
Representatives commit the speaker to the truth of what he or she says. This
class largely corresponds to Austin’s initial original class of ‘constatives’.
Typical examples are assertions. Directives are attempts by the speaker to get
the hearer to do something. This can happen with more or less authority and
includes such actions as begging, suggesting, advising, requesting or com-
manding. Commissives, on the other hand, commit the speaker to a future
course of action as in promising or threatening. Expressives express the
speaker’s psychological state. Complimenting, apologising, thanking and
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4 Pragmatics

congratulating are relevant examples. The final type of speech acts consists of
declarations. They tend to rely on institutional contexts for their successful
performance and effect an immediate change in the state of affairs, as for
instance in a declaration of war, the christening of a ship or the appointment of
a new committee member.

The groundwork provided by the language philosophers Austin and Searle
was soon adopted into the new and emerging field of pragmatics and, in fact,
one of the early textbooks in pragmatics, Levinson (1983: chapter 5), still
provides one of the best introductions into this early version of speech act
theory. For a more recent overview, the reader is advised to consult Culpeper
and Haugh (2014: chapter 6) or Assimakopoulos (in press). Many of the
concepts developed by Austin and Searle continue to be used as analytical
tools up to today in spite of the numerous changes in research interests,
methodologies and theoretical underpinnings.

Much of the subsequent work on speech acts inherited the original
emphasis on the illocutionary aspect, that is, on the speaker and what he
or she tries to do by uttering a string of words. This is usually called the
illocutionary force of an utterance, but I prefer to follow a distinction
proposed by Holmes (1984; see also Searle 1976) between the illocution-
ary point and the illocutionary force of an utterance. The illocutionary
point refers to the function or purpose of a speech act, that is, whether it is
an apology, a threat or a warning, while the illocutionary force refers to the
strength with which the illocutionary point is presented, that is, whether it
is a heartfelt and sincere or a casual and perfunctory apology, for instance.
I shall come back to this distinction in Section 4.

1.3 The Four Waves of Speech Act Studies

The 1980s saw a growing interest in the newly emerging field of pragmatics
with several important textbooks (in addition to Levinson 1983 mentioned in
the previous section, for example, Leech 1983 or Green 1989) and the founding
of the International Pragmatics Association. This was a time when linguistics
was still dominated by formalist approaches that focused on linguistic structures
and analytical tools that relied on native speaker intuition and invented sen-
tences that were used as the basis for theorising. Against this background,
pragmaticists began to ask questions about actual language usage. Speech acts
were no longer seen as abstract entities that could be dissected with philosoph-
ical rigour into a set of constitutive felicity conditions. Instead, they came to be
seen as performance phenomena whose realisation could be investigated across
different groups of speakers. In the context of a move away from philosophical
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Speech Acts 5

methods and introspection to more empirical methods, experimental tools were
developed in order to collect data on how different groups of speakers produce
specific speech acts. Section 2 will review some of these tools in more detail, in
particular discourse completion tasks, role plays and perception studies.

In spite of this turn towards empirical methods based on systematic data
elicitation and careful observation, many of the first wave assumptions about
speech acts continued to inform these investigations. The focus continued to lie
on individual utterances and on well-defined speech acts. The experimental
designs were carefully created to elicit apologies, complaints or requests (Blum-
Kulka et al. 1989, Trosborg 1995), for instance, and therefore the nature of these
speech acts and what they were supposed to achieve appeared to be clear. What
was at issue was merely their specific realisation.

In the 1990s, computers became more easily accessible. They were no
longer restricted to IT departments and a few early pioneers in corpus linguis-
tics, but they became available to more and more linguists. At the same time,
more and more language corpora became available. With the British National
Corpus for the first time a corpus became available that contained not only
a few million words but 100 million words (see Landert et al. 2023). And this
led to the third wave of speech act theory. It is probably fair to say that much of
the early work in corpus linguistics was dominated by lexical and morpho-
syntactic investigations. It took more time for these methods to be adopted for
pragmatic entities. Early pioneers were Aijmer (1996) and Deutschmann
(2003). With corpus-based approaches, the interest in speech act studies
shifted from individual instances of performed speech acts to patterns of
occurrence across large corpora. Some of these approaches set out to retrieve
instances of the speech acts themselves while others focus on the expressions
that are used to talk about them, the so-called meta-illocutionary lexicon
(Schneider 2017, 2022).

The fourth wave brought a more radical shift away from Austin and Searle’s
original conception of individual utterances with specific communicative
functions. Speech acts are now seen as fuzzy entities whose function is
often negotiated in context (‘Is that a request or a command?’). The focus,
therefore, shifts from the speaker who performs a certain speech act to the
interaction between two or more speakers. The illocutionary point of a speech
act emerges in the interaction and depends on the degree of conventionalisa-
tion of a specific speech act and the way it is (implicitly or explicitly)
interpreted by the interlocutor(s). The perspective turns away from speech
act labels assigned by the researcher on the basis of felicity conditions, so-
called second order definitions. Instead, it focuses on the way the interlocutors
conceptualise specific speech acts and deal with them, that is, on first order
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6 Pragmatics

definitions. The speaker may feel the need to stress his or her sincerity and thus
increase the illocutionary force of the utterance (‘I solemnly promise that
I will never ...”), or the speaker may be urged to issue a particularly sincere
promise (‘Do you really promise?’). And speakers often negotiate the precise
illocutionary point of a speech act (‘Is that supposed to be an insult or
a compliment?’). In the context of speech act research, the perspective on
the interactional aspects in meaning-making were relatively new. In other
fields, notably in Conversation Analysis and Interactional Linguistics, the
focus on the discursive nature of language functions has a much longer
tradition (see Couper-Kuhlen and Selting 2018 for an overview).

At the same time, the analysis of speech acts is no longer reduced to their
verbal content. They are seen as multimodal communicative acts that can be
performed by a combination of words, facial expressions and gestures. Such
modalities can be combined or used individually. A simplified overview of the
four waves can be found in Table 1. The categories across the four waves are not
watertight.

1.4 Outline of the Element

This Element does not presume to introduce all aspects of the vast field of
speech act research. For the more philosophical aspects of the field, readers are
referred to its sister Element (Assimakopoulous in press). Instead, I will focus
on what I see as particularly exciting developments in current speech act
research, that is, their fuzziness, their multimodal nature and their historicity.
And at the same time, | want to give a brief outline of how speech act research
has reached this point by focusing on the developing research questions and
research methodologies over the last few decades. In Section 2, I will review
some of the relevant literature that introduced empirical methods into Austin
and Searle’s conceptualisation of the nature of speech acts back in the 1980s and
1990s, in particular the early methods of discourse completion tasks and role
plays. Both methods have been criticised for some of their undoubted weak-
nesses, but they also have their strengths, and recent work continues to adapt
and modify the methods in various ways. Section 3 provides an outline of four
different ways of using corpus-based methods to investigate speech acts in large
corpora. In Section 4, I will focus on the different ways in which pragmatic acts,
as they will be called in the context of this section, can be analysed as fuzzy
entities and thus no longer as theoretical constructs but as actual utterances
whose communicative impact is negotiated (implicitly or explicitly) by the
interactants. Section 5 will shift the focus to the multimodal nature of pragmatic
acts and extend the analysis from the verbal aspects to gestures and facial
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Table 1 Four waves of speech act research

First wave:
Philosophical Second wave: Experimental Third wave: Corpus-based Fourth wave: Discursive

Timing 1960s/1970s 1980s — 1990s — 2000s —

Method Philosophical Empirical Empirical Empirical

Data Introspection Elicitation Large corpora (incl. historical ~ Small corpora (incl. historical

data) data)

Main focus  Felicity conditions Speaker variation Dispersion across corpora Local contexts and the
interaction between
speaker and addressee

Definitions Second order (i.e., Second order (i.e., academic) Partly second order, partly first ~ First order (i.e., participants’

academic) order perspective)

Research What are the What are the differences in the Where and in what forms and ~ How are speech acts

questions essential features speech acts produced by functions are specific speech co-constructed over

of specific speech
acts?

different types of speakers?

acts likely to occur?

several turns? How are
they produced
multimodally?
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8 Pragmatics

expression. Section 6 will then combine many of the elements of the previous
sections and use them for an exploration of the historicity of pragmatic acts. The
main question to be explored concerns their persistence or development in the
course of language history. How did people in Anglo-Saxon England apologise,
for instance? Or did they apologise at all? And how has this changed over the
centuries since then? On a meta level, I will also be concerned with the
analytical difficulties of tracing such developments. The final section of this
Element will briefly discuss open issues and provide an outlook into future
research opportunities in connection with pragmatic acts.

2 The Empirical Turn in Speech Act Studies

The early empirical work on speech acts set out to find experimental ways of
eliciting specific speech acts in order to compare their realisation across differ-
ent contexts and different groups of speakers. Initially, many of these
approaches were based on an interest in the politeness potential of specific
speech acts. Discourse completion tasks and role plays, for instance, were
designed to elicit speech acts with specific face-threatening potentials in order
to compare the strategies used by different groups of speakers when performing
them. Other methods that were developed to compare speech acts across
contexts were the creation of realistic situations or the observation of naturally
occurring comparable contexts and ethnographic data collection methods. More
recently, these methods have been extended to explore reactions and attitudes of
addressees or bystanders when confronted with specific speech acts.

2.1 The Empirical Turn in Linguistics

The 1970s and 1980s saw a number of paradigm shifts that altered some of the
basic tenets of linguistics in general and some of these shifts were foundational
for the emerging field of pragmatics (see Traugott 2008: 207-10; Jucker and
Taavitsainen 2013: 5-10). In the 1970s and earlier most linguists were interested
in language as a coherent and homogeneous system. They were concerned with
generalisations across entire languages and therefore ignored or backgrounded
what they considered to be ‘irrelevant deviations’. In their view, generalisations
could only be accessed through the intuition of a native speaker while actual
language production was considered to be contaminated by irrelevant factors,
such as distraction, lack of concentration or tiredness of the speaker. The first
wave of speech act theory clearly aligns with this kind of approach. The language
philosophers Austin and Searle were concerned with generalisations about spe-
cific speech acts and they used the philosophical tools of introspection to deter-
mine the relevant sets of felicity conditions for specific speech acts.
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Speech Acts 9

However, in the 1970s and 1980s an increasing number of linguists started to
explore the ‘irrelevant deviations’ of actual language use. They became increas-
ingly interested in the heterogeneity of language and, as a result, the research
methods changed from introspection to empirical investigation. The heterogen-
eity of language could only be investigated through careful observation of how
people actually use language and how different groups of speakers systematic-
ally differed in their linguistic behaviour. The search for generalisations across
entire languages shifted to searches for regular patterns in the variability of
language. In the process, many linguists expanded from the core areas of
linguistics, that is, phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax and semantics,
to sociolinguistics and pragmatics. ‘What was marginal in the 1970s has come
to be of central interest, above all pragmatics’ (Traugott 2008: 207). The native
speaker’s competence was no longer an adequate basis for linguistic theorising.
Instead, detailed transcriptions of everyday interactions, large corpora of con-
versational data and other texts and carefully elicited experimental data became
the object of investigation.

It was against this background that the second and third waves of speech act
theory emerged in the form of elicitation experiments and corpus-based
research. These methods were used to show how different groups of speakers
differed in the ways in which they produced specific speech acts. The following
subsections briefly review some of these early studies, the criticisms that were
subsequently levelled against them and some more recent modifications and
adaptations of these methodologies.

2.2 Discourse Completion Tasks

According to Ogiermann (2018: 229), the discourse completion task is probably
one of the most widely used methods of data collection in cross-cultural
pragmatics as well as in interlanguage pragmatics. It facilitates the collection
of large amounts of systematically comparable data across different groups of
speakers. The best known and most influential study was the Cross-Cultural
Speech Act Realisation Project (CCSARP) carried out in the 1980s by an
international team of researchers under the lead of Shoshana Blum-Kulka
(Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper 1989). They focused their attention on
requests and apologies because these two speech acts were seen as good
examples of face-threatening acts in the sense of Brown and Levinson (1987).
Requests are impositions on the addressee and, therefore, threaten his or her
negative face, that is, the wish of every person to remain free from imposition,
while apologies acknowledge a minor or major misdeed by the speaker and thus
threaten the speaker’s own positive face, that is, the wish of every person to be
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10 Pragmatics

liked by others. The project explored the different strategies used by speakers of
Canadian French, Danish, German, Hebrew and three different varieties of
English (American, Australian and British).

Discourse completion tasks typically consist of a brief description of an
everyday situation, an utterance by a first speaker that makes a certain type of
response highly expectable, an empty slot for the participant to fill in and
a rejoinder by the first speaker which typically indicates that the speech act in
question has been accepted. The participants are asked to fill in how they would
react in this situation. Extract 2.1 provides a relevant example taken from Blum-
Kulka, House and Kasper (1989: 274).

2.1 In the lobby of the university library.

Jim and Charlie have agreed to meet at six o’clock to work on a joint project.

Charlie arrives on time and Jim is half an hour late.

Charlie: I almost gave up on you!

Jm: ..o

Charlie: O.K. Let’s start working.
In this situation, Jim is very likely to apologise for being late to the meeting.
Such scenarios can be translated into different languages and therefore allow the
researchers to quickly and easily collect large numbers of apologies by speakers
across different linguacultures (cross-cultural pragmatics) or across native
speakers and language learners (interlanguage pragmatics). The method also
allows for systematic variations of contextual factors. The scenarios can be
designed to involve friends or strangers as speakers. They can create symmetric
or asymmetric relations between the speakers in terms of power, age, status and
SO on.

The methodology has proved to be popular because of the ease with which
large amounts of contrastive data can be collected and the many ways in which
contextual factors can be manipulated, but it has also been widely criticised.
People write what they think they would say or perhaps even what they think the
researcher would like to hear or what would make them look good rather than
what they really say. They formulate these speech acts in artificial situations
which do not have any real-world consequences. Some situations may be more
or less realistic in different linguacultures and the available space provided for
the written response may influence the length of the response. In general,
written responses appear to be shorter than spoken responses and the design
of the task allows for only one utterance. The follow-up by the original speaker
indicates that no negotiations appear to be necessary. Whatever the response,
the original speaker will accept it while in a real situation the original speaker
may not be satisfied with the first response and ask for a ‘real’ apology (see
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Section 4) or may initially refuse to carry out a request, and so on. In spite of
these misgivings, discourse completion tasks are still being used, especially in
the field of variational or interlanguage pragmatics. Anchimbe (2018), for
instance, uses discourse completion tasks to compare offers and offer refusals
in Ghanaian and Cameroon Englishes and Mascufiana et al. (2019) use them to
investigate compliment responses by male and female Filipino ESL students.
The methodology is often modified to account for some of the weaknesses of the
original version, for example, the space limitation for the response, the modality
of written responses for what would be spoken speech acts or restriction to one
turn only. Their continued use is also justified on the basis of a more realistic
assessment of their potential. They provide ‘clues about the nature of commu-
nicative competence and, more particularly, the schemata underlying the pro-
duction of all conversation’ (Schneider 2011: 17). This view assumes that
discourse completion tasks tell us what people think would be appropriate
responses rather than what they actually say in such situations and it assumes
that this is a strong point rather than a weakness. However, the jury is still out on
the question of whether discourse completion tasks measure what they purport
to measure or something slightly different.

2.3 Role Plays

Role plays were developed as a methodology for the investigation of speech acts
in order to eliminate some of the weaknesses of discourse completion tasks
while retaining their power for contrastive and experimentally controlled data
collection (see Félix-Brasdefer 2018 for an overview). Like discourse comple-
tion tasks, they have been used widely in contrastive, interlanguage and vari-
ational pragmatics because of their potential to create contrastive settings and to
control contextual variables. They generally ask study participants to enact
a carefully constructed situation and to improvise how they would talk to
each other if this were a real situation.

Felix-Brasdefer (2018) distinguishes between closed role plays and open role
plays. Closed role plays elicit one-turn responses to a given situation and thus
they correspond to oral discourse completion tasks. They often use elaborate
multimodal prompts rather than just brief verbal descriptions and they provide
the participant with the opportunity to give longer responses including oral
features (prosody, hesitation, self-corrections etc., which are unlikely to be
included in written responses).

In the open role plays, participants receive a situational prompt and are then
asked to improvise the scene in the way that they would behave in a real situation.
Extract 2.2 provides some example prompts used by Trosborg (1995: 388) to
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12 Pragmatics

elicit apologies from Danish learners of English and control groups of Danish
native speakers speaking Danish and English native speakers speaking English.

2.2 Aborrower (A) has failed to erase comments in the margin of a library book. The
librarian complains.
It is A’s birthday and he/she is giving a noisy party which lasts until late in the
night. The downstairs neighbour complains about the noise.
Two friends share a flat and have agreed on a mutual cleaning arrangement. When
A fails to do his/her share, the friend complains.

In all three situations, the apologiser, that is, participant A, is confronted with
a complaint and has to apologise for what has happened. The three scenarios and
many others like them, manipulate the role relationship between the apologiser
and the apologisee (person of authority, stranger, friend).

Like discourse completion tasks, role plays have been criticised widely,
but they also have their positive aspects. They are based on artificial situ-
ations in which the study participants pretend to complain or apologise. The
performed actions do not have any real-life consequences. Some people feel
uncomfortable if they have to play act in front of a researcher and a video
camera, while other people may positively enjoy this and perhaps even
exaggerate what they would do. It may be fun to shout at a noisy neighbour
in the protected space of play acting and this may even be what the speaker
would love to do in a real-life situation but would never dare. At the same
time, some of the roles in these scenarios may be less familiar to the
participants, if they have to play a police officer, a teacher or a professor,
for instance. For this reason, Trosborg (1995: 144) distinguishes between role
playing and role enactment. In role playing, the participants perform roles
that they do not normally have in their real lives. They play someone else in
a situation with which they may be less familiar. In role enactments, however,
they play a role that is part of their normal life or personality in situations that
are thoroughly familiar to them. In this way, the methodology tries to
overcome some of the problems described.

On the positive side, role plays elicit interactions that are more natural than
the written responses of discourse completion tasks. The outcome of the
scenarios can be negotiated by the participants, who are not restricted to one
single utterance. Similar to discourse completion tasks, they are a way of
creating contrastive settings in which individual dimensions can be isolated
(distance between the speakers, severity of the imposition and so on). They are
a relatively easy way of collecting large numbers of responses by different
groups of speakers of different languages, learner languages or different var-
ieties of the same language. And they provide valuable information about
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stereotypical attitudes of what people believe to be appropriate reactions in the
given scenarios, even if these reactions may differ from what people actually do
in real-life situations.

In contrast to discourse completion tasks, however, role plays are generally
more difficult to organise. Each interaction has to be arranged individually with
every study participant, while discourse completion tasks can be distributed to
large numbers of participants at the same time, be it on paper in a classroom, via
an email distribution list or an online questionnaire. Moreover, role plays
require careful transcriptions of every single interaction, while discourse com-
pletion tasks return responses that are already written out and need less pro-
cessing before they can be analysed.

2.4 Comparable Contexts

The experimental approaches reviewed so far have often been criticised for their
artificiality or lack of authenticity (see Jucker and Staley 2017 for a review).
They either create contexts for study participants to produce certain speech acts
or they confront study participants with different kinds of prompts to elicit
evaluations of these prompts and thus they generally study what people think
should be done rather than what people actually do in specific situations.

To overcome this problem, study designs have been created with a higher
degree of authenticity by observing language behaviour in comparable contexts.
Some researchers created comparable contexts for their participants while
others made use of naturally occurring comparable contexts. Jucker and
Smith (2003), for instance, asked pairs of study participants to watch the first
half of a silent movie together, but only one of each pair watched the rest of the
movie and then had to tell it to their partner. The resulting movie narratives were
not entirely natural because they were recorded in a laboratory situation, but
they were naturalistic in that they imitated a realistic task that the participants
performed without having to act out an ‘as if’ situation. It allowed the
researchers to contrast the communicative behaviour of native speakers of
English and different types of learners of English. In a similar way,
Szatrowski (2014) recorded so called taster lunches in which sets of three
participants tasted a range of foods from Japan, America and Senegal and
were asked to talk about their experiences, and again, different groups of
speakers could be compared in their choice of linguistic strategies to talk
about food. These studies did not focus explicitly on specific speech acts but
on a range of communicative tasks that the researchers knew in advance would
be part of the chosen communicative settings of movie narratives or taster lunch
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14 Pragmatics

conversations. Such settings, therefore, provide a somewhat more authentic
context than role plays because they avoid the enactment of ‘as if” situations.

Other researchers made use of naturally occurring comparable situations,
such as service encounters, which generally have a relatively conventionalised
structure and a limited range of speech acts that can be expected to occur within
them. Félix-Brasdefer (2015), for instance, used service encounters in super-
markets located in Mexico and the United States of America in order to compare
the issue of politeness across the two linguacultures. In the process, he analysed
opening sequences as well as thank-you exchanges, both of which are highly
expectable in the encounter between a shop assistant and a customer. Nilsson
et al. (2022) used service encounters recorded in Sweden and in Finland to
investigate greetings. They investigate not only the different localities but also
other speaker demographics, such as gender and age, to account for the vari-
ability in the data. Riiegg (2014) and Staley (2018) used data collected in three
sets of Los Angeles restaurants to investigate how waiters in different socio-
economic contexts interact with their clients, in particular how they offer food
choices and how they respond to thanks. In all these studies, the analysis focuses
on specific speech acts that regularly occur in these contexts and can, therefore,
be compared across the different samples collected for the study.

One drawback of this method consists of the fact that, like the experimental
laboratory studies, prior informed consent is required from all the people who
take part in these service encounters and, therefore, they are never entirely free
from the observer’s paradox. The researcher cannot observe communicative
behaviour that is not being observed. Participants are always aware, at least to
a certain extent, that they are being recorded, even if they get distracted from the
recording situation in the course of the interaction, and thus their behaviour may
deviate somewhat from what it would be if it were not being observed and
recorded by a linguist.

2.5 Ethnographic Studies

Another way of reducing the impact of the observer’s paradox and increasing the
authenticity of the data consists in an ethnographic approach to data collection.
For this, the researchers collect instances of a specific speech act as they encoun-
ter them in their daily lives. This has also been called the notebook or the diary
method. Manes and Wolfson (1981: 115), for instance, used this method to
investigate compliments in American English and they consider this to be ‘the
only reliable method’ to collect data on any kind of speech act. Together with their
students, the two authors collected 686 compliments that they encountered in
a large range of everyday situations. The results indicated that the compliments
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collected in this way were surprisingly uniform. One specific pattern (NP {is/
looks} (really) ADJ) accounted for 53.6 per cent of all the compliments in their
set. In this pattern, a noun phrase is followed by a copular verb (e.g., is or looks)
and an adjectival subject complement consisting of an optional intensifier like
really and a positive adjective. Examples are ‘Your hair looks nice’ or ‘This is
really good’ (Manes and Wolfson 1981: 120). Together with two more formulae,
this accounts for 85 per cent of all the compliments in the set. However, it seems
possible that the ‘almost total lack of originality’ (1981: 115) may be a direct
result of the data collection regime. The collectors might have been more likely to
spot and record the more prototypical compliments and to miss unusual and
indirect formulations.

A similar method was employed by Holmes (1988, 1990, 1995), who investi-
gated compliments in New Zealand English. Her study was based on 484
compliment exchanges collected with the help of the ethnographic method. She
focused her attention not only on the wording of the compliments but also on the
gender patterns of the participants, their relationship towards each other and the
topics of the compliments. She found that women give and receive significantly
more compliments than men do and that most compliments received by women
concern their appearance (Holmes 1988: 449, 455; 1995: 123, 132). However,
Holmes also points out that the gender of the data collectors may have influenced
some of these statistics as 92 per cent of them were female students (1988: 450).

2.6 Perception Studies

In more recent experimental work on speech acts, the research interest has moved
from the different realisations of specific speech acts to the way that they are
interpreted by listeners. Such studies generally provide prompts to the study
participants and ask them to evaluate these prompts along certain dimensions. In
some cases, the prompts are invented in order to manipulate specific aspects of the
prompts. In other cases, real examples are used, for instance, from fictional sources
such as movies or TV series. Such examples have the advantage that the speech act
under investigation can be shown in its larger context and in its multimodal
manifestation, including tone of voice, facial expressions, gestures and so on.
Murphy (2019: 225), for instance, used a series of sixteen invented apologies
ranging from a real apology, ‘I’m sorry I won’t be able to come’, to various
sentences starting with ‘I’m sorry’ that are dubious cases of apologies or even
clear cases of verbal formula mismatches in the sense of Culpeper (2011: 174).
‘I’m sorry you won’t be able to come’, for instance, is perhaps an expression of
sympathy rather than an apology and ‘I’'m sorry he is such an arsehole’ is
a verbal formula mismatch. In the experiment, recordings of the sixteen test
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phrases were played to the study participants, who were then asked to rate them
for how apologetic they thought the speaker (always the same for all sixteen
sentences) was, how bad the speaker felt and how they would feel after hearing
this utterance on a six-point Likert scales (from ‘not at all apologetic’ to
‘completely apologetic’, from ‘doesn’t feel bad at all’ to ‘feels very bad’ and
from ‘completely worse’ to ‘completely better’). The results show that people
differ in what for them is an apology. Some participants even accepted verbal
formula mismatches in which a clearly impolite comment is preceded by ‘I’'m
sorry’ as genuine apologies (Murphy 2019: 228).

Haugh and Chang (Chang and Haugh 2011; Haugh and Chang 2019), on the
other hand, used one single intercultural telephone conversation involving
apologetic behaviour to gauge the reactions of different study participants. In
the recording, an Australian called Wayne apologises for not turning up to
a dinner with the caller, a Taiwanese called Joyce, and her family. The situation
is complex since there are several aspects in Wayne’s behaviour that might have
called for an apology. He and his wife did not turn up at the dinner in
a Taiwanese restaurant, he failed to let Joyce and her family know in good
time that they would not be turning up, and he did not return the call when Joyce
tried to contact him from the restaurant. In the original study, Chang and Haugh
(2011: 424) asked twenty-five English speaking Australians and twenty-five
Chinese speaking Taiwanese to listen to a recording of the conversation and to
evaluate it on a scale from polite to impolite and it turns out that the two groups
show significant differences in how they evaluate this particular situation. The
Taiwanese participants tended to evaluate the interaction towards the impolite
end of the Likert scale, while many Australians opted for neutral or polite
ratings. In the follow-up study, Haugh and Chang (2019) asked another fifty-
five Australian respondents to evaluate the same recording and in their analysis
focused more carefully on individual differences between the Australian
speakers rather than the differences across the two linguacultures. Both studies
highlight the variability of judgements of degrees of im/politeness and the
importance of using highly contextualised speech acts in order to get nuanced
and meaningful responses in experimental perception studies. The focus of such
studies is on the variability of perception in a large number of study participants
whilst the number of prompts is usually very small or, as in this case, just one.

2.7 Variation

The approaches to speech act studies reviewed in this section have in common
that they generally focus on individual speech acts and that they employ
empirical methods to do so. They also have in common that the researchers
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try to carefully control contrastive variables in order to compare the production
(and reception) of speech acts across different types of speakers (and observers).
Most of the approaches reviewed in the previous section use experimental
methods to elicit their data and thus provide the potential of manipulating the
relevant variables. This comes at the price of reduced authenticity. The
researchers do not observe how people produce speech acts when they are not
being observed. Instead, they observe various forms of how people think speech
acts should be produced.

Some approaches reviewed try to reduce the artificiality of the experimental
situation by creating more realistic scenarios or by focusing on naturally
occurring contrastive contexts. But these approaches, too, focus on individual
speech acts and their variability in relation to different types of speakers.

3 Corpus-Based Approaches

Corpus-based investigations of speech acts constitute the third wave of speech
act studies. They abandon the careful experimental elicitation of speech acts and
the construction or observation of comparable contexts and instead focus on the
distribution and the range of actual manifestations of (possibly) large numbers
of a given speech act in naturally occurring contexts. The researcher asks
questions about the actual occurrences of speech acts and about the shapes
they take in different contexts. The data is authentic because it is produced in
actual communicative contexts which exist independently of the research pro-
ject. Four different branches of corpus-based speech act studies are distin-
guished. Two branches search for the speech acts themselves (via typical
expressions or typical patterns) while the other two branches search for meta-
illocutionary expressions and use the retrieved hits to either provide a first order
approach to how speakers talk about speech acts or to search for the named
speech acts in the vicinity of the meta-illocutionary expression.

3.1 Identifying Speech Acts in Large Corpora

The first problem faced by corpus-based investigations is the identification of
specific speech acts in whatever corpus is chosen for their investigation (for an
overview see O’Keeffe 2018). Speech acts are functional entities, that is to say
a compliment, for instance, is a compliment because it performs a certain
communicative function and not because of a specific shape. Thus, the most
obvious way of searching for specific speech acts in a large corpus would be for
the researcher to read the entire text in a so-called manual search and pick out all
the instances that can be found in the text. For large texts and entire corpora of
texts with millions of words this is generally not feasible unless the researcher
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restricts the manual search to carefully chosen samples that are representative of
the entire text or corpus (see Kohnen 2008 for a particularly careful outline of
this methodology in a historical context). Computerised searches, however,
depend on specific search strings and thus on recurring patterns that are
known to occur in specific speech acts. In the following, I use the term ‘corpus-
based’ in the narrow sense to refer to computerised searches of large corpora
only (but see Section 6 for a combination of manual and computerised searches
across large corpora).

Some speech acts often have relatively conventionalised shapes or they
include elements like sorry, please or hi, that signal their function as an apology,
a request or a greeting. Such elements are often known as illocutionary force
indicating devices or IFIDs (Levinson 1983: 238). But as pointed out in
Section 1, I prefer to follow Holmes (1984: 346), who proposed a distinction
between the illocutionary point, that is to say the function or purpose of a speech
act, and the illocutionary force, that is to say the strength with which a particular
illocutionary point is communicated. According to this terminology, elements
like sorry, please or hi will be called illocutionary point indicating devices (or
IPIDs for short). Such elements may help in the detection of speech acts. Other
speech acts are less predictable in their form, which makes it more difficult to
retrieve them automatically. There are basically two solutions to this conun-
drum. One solution uses the typical patterns or IPIDs as search strings of the
more conventionalised speech acts in spite of the problems of precision and
recall that this involves.

The other solution uses the everyday descriptions of speech acts, the so-
called meta-illocutionary lexicon (Schneider 2017, 2021, 2022), to retrieve
passages in which people talk about speech acts. In some cases, the two
solutions overlap, as for instance, in ‘Let me apologize again for the delay’
(COCA, FIC, 2018), in which the meta-illocutionary term apologize is used to
actually perform an apology. Both solutions can be further subdivided into two
different branches as shown in Figure 1. The search for specific speech act
manifestations in a corpus can either use typical patterns as search strings or
IPIDs. The search for meta-illocutionary expressions (MIEs) can be used in an
investigation for the distribution and use of the meta-illocutionary expressions
themselves or it can be used to manually search for occurrences of the named
speech act in the close vicinity of the expression. These four types of investiga-
tion will be briefly introduced in the following two sections.

In some cases, corpora include pragmatic annotations that specify the speech-
act function of utterances. The SPICE-Ireland Corpus, a subsection of the
spoken component of the ICE-Ireland Corpus is a good example (see Landert
etal. 2023: 15-16). With an annotated corpus, it should be easy to retrieve every
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Corpus-based
speech act studies
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Search for SA
manifestations

Search for IPIDs

Figure 1 Four branches of corpus-based speech act studies

single instance of a specific speech act that is attested in this corpus, which
would be the ‘holy grail’ of corpus pragmatics (O Keeffe 2018: 599). However,
there are some problems with this procedure. To apply pragmatic annotations to
a corpus is extremely time-consuming and therefore pragmatically annotated
corpora tend to be small. There have been attempts to carry out the annotation in
a semi-automatic fashion (see, in particular, Weisser 2015, 2018), but annota-
tions largely depend on clear and unambiguous labels that can be attached to
relevant entities. As I will show in more detail in Section 4, speech acts are often
enough fuzzy, ambivalent and even the result of discursive negotiations by the
participants. This makes it difficult to provide an integral classification of all
utterances of a corpus. Researchers who want to use an annotated corpus must
ask themselves to what extent they are prepared to trust the categorisation
provided by another researcher who may have had different research interests.
In contrast to parts-of-speech taggers, which generally deal with formal elem-
ents of sentences, speech-act annotation deals with functional entities that are
more difficult to classify. It is not impossible that current advances in the
development of Large Language Models will soon lead to improved tools for
automated pragmatic annotations. However, in the context of this Element,
I will focus on the corpus-retrieval of individual utterances with specific speech-
act values from un-annotated corpora.

3.2 Search for IPIDs

The early corpus-based speech act studies generally relied on illocutionary
point indicating devices (IPIDs) to retrieve relevant speech acts. This meant
that relatively conventionalised speech acts were preferred for such investiga-
tions. Relevant examples are requests, which often include please, apologies,
which tend to include sorry or pardon or can even be performed by using such
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an IPID on its own, greetings, which can be performed by saying /ello or hi or
farewells that are often performed by goodbye or just bye. However, these
elements are only typical but not obligatory for these speech acts. Requests
can be performed without please, apologies without sorry and so on. Moreover,
most of these elements can also occur in other contexts (“a sorry sight’, ‘he was
sorry to hear about their accident’, ‘a present to please them’). It is, therefore,
generally necessary to manually sort through all the hits returned by the
computer and classify them as true or false.

Aijmer (1996) was one of the earliest researchers to use this method to
investigate a range of conversational routines, as she called them, in the
London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English, for example, thanking, apologies,
requests and offers. In the chapter on thanking, for instance, Aijmer (1996:
chapter 2) uses some 300 instances of thanking expressions retrieved from the
corpus (thank you, thank you so much, thanks, thanks very much indeed, etc.) to
find a range of regular patterns in the data, for example, in terms of thanks
responses, their grammatical and prosodic realisation, their distribution across
different text types as well as their functional profiles. Thanking expressions
may be used as discourse markers, as closing signals, in proposal-acceptance
sequences and so on.

Deutschmann (2003) used the same approach to investigate apologies in the
spoken part of the British National Corpus. He identified a range of apology
expressions (i.e., IPIDs) and with their help retrieved 3070 apologies. He claims
that apologies are rarely produced without an apology expression. ‘Apologising
tends to be accompanied by a limited set of easily identifiable routine formulae.
Of course, it is theoretically possible to apologise without saying I'm sorry or
excuse me but research has shown that this is rarely the case in English’
(Deutschmann 2003: 36). However, this claim is based on sources that used
the diary method and discourse completion tasks to collect apologies and it is
unclear whether the findings can be transferred to occurrences in large corpora
(see Jucker 2018: 377 for details). However, the apologies that he was able to
retrieve in this way allowed him to provide a range of interesting statistics about
gender differences, age differences and social class differences of the apologi-
sers, about the different types of offence leading to the apology, about the
apparent sincerity levels of the apologies as well as about the variation in
apologising across different conversational settings.

3.3 Search for Typical Patterns

In addition to IPIDs, some researchers have also tried to use conventionalised
linguistic patterns as search strings in an attempt to retrieve specific speech
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acts from a corpus. Jucker et al. (2008), for instance, used a list of patterns that
had been proposed by earlier research to retrieve compliments from the British
National Corpus. As pointed out in Section 2.5, Manes and Wolfson had
suggested that compliments in American English are remarkably lacking in
originality. Three syntactic patterns accounted for 85 per cent of all the
compliments in their collection (1981: 120-21). The formulae proposed by
Manes and Wolfson required some modifications to make them practicable as
search strings with reasonable precision and recall. Without these modifica-
tions, some strings retrieved far too many hits that were not compliments, so-
called false positives. The first of Manes and Wolfson’s formulae, for instance,
consists of a noun phrase followed by a copular verb (e.g., is or looks)
followed by an adjectival complement consisting of an optional intensifier
and a positive adjective, as in ‘Your hair looks nice’ or ‘This is very good’.
However, there is no way to restrict the search string systematically to positive
adjectives, which means that the search produces far too many hits, that is, it
overgenerates and reduces precision. According to Manes and Wolfson, the
intensifier is optional in this formula, but a search string without an intensifier
also vastly overgenerates and makes it impracticable to manually exclude the
false positives. If the intensifier is made an obligatory part of the search string,
the retrieved set is more manageable but it undergenerates, because it misses
strings such as ‘Your hair looks nice’ without an intensifier. The string,
therefore, has a more limited recall. Similar adjustments were necessary for
all the formulae proposed by Manes and Wolfson. However, the method
allowed Jucker et al. (2008: 290) to retrieve 343 compliments that had all
been manually verified.

The two methods, that is, the search for relevant IPIDs and the search for
typical patterns, may be useful for speech acts that show a reasonably high
degree of conventionalisation and speech acts that regularly include an IPID.
But even in these cases, the methods are unlikely to retrieve all instances of
a specific speech act from a corpus, and the researchers have no way of telling
how much they are missing unless they manually inspect a representative part of
the entire corpus, which in many cases may not be practicable. For less
conventionalised speech acts, the methods become problematic. Speech acts
that use unexpected patterns and do not use any of the IPIDs on the researcher’s
list are more difficult to be retrieved automatically if they can be retrieved at all.
This is a particularly serious problem for researchers interested in the history of
specific speech acts. Historical data may show a broader range of manifestations
of specific speech acts and these manifestations may be less familiar from
a present-day perspective. They require a manual approach. As a solution,
Kohnen (2008) proposed the use of a carefully curated sample corpus for
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a manual search for relevant manifestations. They can then be used for searches
in the entire corpus. I will come back to this problem in Section 6 on historical
investigations.

3.4 Meta-lllocutionary Expressions

A second solution for the search of speech acts in a corpus does not search for
a specific speech act itself but for passages in which this speech act is explicitly
mentioned. This is part of the larger field of metapragmatics which investigates
the ways in which people in their everyday discourse talk about the use of
language (see Culpeper and Haugh 2014: chapter 8; Haugh 2018 for an over-
view). The expressions that they use for this purpose are called metapragmatic
expressions. Haugh (2018: 624) distinguishes between expressions that refer to
pragmatic acts and activities, such as apologise, compliment, joke or tease;
expressions that refer to inferential acts and activities, such as allude, hint, imply
or insinuate; and expressions that refer to evaluative acts and activities, such as
aggressive, considerate or polite. Here, we are concerned with the first type
only, that is, those expressions that refer to pragmatic acts and activities.
Schneider (2017) proposed the term meta-illocutionary expressions for them
and collectively they constitute the meta-illocutionary lexicon (see also
Schneider 2021, 2022 and Schoppa 2022). In some cases, this terminology
may be misleading if it includes speech act verbs that designate perlocutions
rather than illocutions, such as threaten or insult, which cannot be used perfor-
matively (Schneider 2022).

The meta-illocutionary lexicon provides a first-order perspective on speech
acts. It tells us how people talk about speech acts and it tells us which commu-
nicative acts are salient enough for the speakers of a language to give them
a name and talk about them. Such a first-order perspective may well deviate
from the second-order perspective taken by language philosophers in the
deliberations about the felicity conditions of specific speech acts. Levinson
(2015), too, has a different set of speech acts in mind when he talks about the
undetermined and presumably undeterminable inventory of speech acts because
he also includes speech acts without a vernacular name, such as continuers
(hmhm), pre-closings (well at the end of phone calls), repair initiators (excuse
me?) or pre-invitations (What are you doing on Friday night?) proposed by
conversation analysts.

The meta-illocutionary lexicons of different languages can, therefore, be used
as a tool in the analysis of culture-specific attitudes on human verbal communi-
cation. It has been argued, for instance, that commissive speech acts, that is,
promising and other speech acts that commit the speaker to a future course of
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action, have a prominent position in Western societies while they play only
aminor role in some non-Western societies (e.g., the Ilongots of the Philippines,
cf. Verschueren 1994: 4138).

Meta-illocutionary expressions can perform various functions in everyday
discourse. Schneider (2017: 230) distinguishes four functions: performative,
reporting, problematising and challenging, while Schoppa (2022: 71) extends
this classification and distinguishes six functions: performative, problematising,
reporting, clarifying, naming and commenting. Extracts 3.1 to 3.3 illustrate the
performative, the problematising and the reporting functions, respectively.
They have been retrieved from the Corpus of Contemporary American
English (COCA).

3.1 I compliment you on that very difficult reporting work. (COCA, SPOK, 2014)

3.2 You seem the more motherly of the two of you. (...) I think he’s meaning it as
a compliment. Well, it doesn’t sound like a compliment. (COCA, MOV, 2019)

33 ‘Thank you. I admire your tenacity.” He acknowledged the compliment. (COCA,
FIC, 2015)

In 3.1, the speaker uses the meta-illocutionary expression compliment to actu-
ally perform a compliment. In 3.2, the two speakers debate the status of
a previous utterance for which it is not clear whether it was meant as
a compliment or not and in 3.3, the narrator merely reports that the recipient
of a compliment acknowledged it.

In addition to the distinction of different functions of meta-illocutionary
expressions, Schneider (2017, 2021, 2022) and Schoppa (2022) are mainly
interested in the occurrences and distribution of these expressions. Schneider
(2022), for instance, investigates the occurrence of meta-illocutionary
expressions in Irish English. He provides statistics that show their distribu-
tion across speech and writing and finds that one of these expressions,
apology and its derived word forms are more frequent in spoken language
than in written language. He also provides statistics for apology and its
derived word forms across different text categories, but the two corpora
used for this purpose, ICE-Ireland and SPICE-Ireland, are relatively small
and the attested numbers of occurrences are too small for reliable generalisa-
tions. Schoppa (2022) asked similar questions and investigated request and
apology and their derived word forms in the BNC and in the COCA. He
shows that the differences across British and American English are relatively
small, but there are clear differences between the two illocutions under
investigation. It turns out, for instance, that in British English the performa-
tive function of meta-illocutionary expressions denoting apologies is more
frequent than in American English while the commenting function and the
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reporting function shows higher frequencies in American English than in
British English. Thus, British speakers use these expressions more often to
perform apologies while American speakers use them more often to talk
about them.

3.5 MIEs as a Link to Actual Speech Acts

Meta-illocutionary expressions are also interesting in corpus-based speech
act investigations because they may lead the researchers to actual mani-
festations of the speech act in question. If the meta-illocutionary expression
is used performatively, it is actually part of the speech act itself and the
search for the expression will immediately reveal one specific manifest-
ation of the speech act as in Extract 3.1 above. If the meta-illocutionary
expression is used in a non-performative function, for example, reporting
or problematising, the actual speech act talked about may be found in close
vicinity of the metapragmatic expression, as in Extracts 3.2 and 3.3 above.
In either case, the method requires a painstaking, manual analysis of all the
retrieved hits, or at least of representative and sufficiently large samples of
all retrieved hits. This may allow a variety of research questions to be
explored across different parts of a corpus, different text genres or possibly
even across different speaker demographics if the relevant information has
been coded into the corpus under investigation.

The speech act manifestations retrieved with this method provide an
interesting first-order perspective into the manifestations that the speakers
themselves consider to be either clear or disputable cases of a certain
speech act. The set is likely to include not only prototypical manifestations
but also less expected ones. At the same time, it is likely that the retrieved
set is somewhat biased as unusual formulations of a specific speech act
may be more likely to provoke some discussion about them.

Jucker and Taavitsainen (2014) used this method to trace compliments in the
history of American English. They searched for the meta-illocutionary expression
compliment in five samples drawn at even intervals from the two centuries covered
by the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) and the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA) to retrieve 1741 passages in which
the expression occurred. Two trained coders inspected these passages manually
and tried to locate the speech act referred to and to code each instance according to
several dimensions, that is, the type of compliment (personal or ceremonious), the
gender of the complimenter and the recipient of the compliment, the object of the
compliment and the compliment response. Not all retrieved passages contained
enough information to code for every of these dimensions, but the number of
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codable compliments was high enough to reveal some interesting developments
over the two centuries covered by the two corpora. It turned out, for instance, that
between 70 and 85 per cent of all compliments in all periods were given by men in
contrast to previous research (carried out with different research methods, see
Section 2.5) that had reported that compliments are more often paid and received
by women (Holmes 1988, 1990, 1995). And it also turned out that across the two
centuries, the recipients of compliments became more and more likely to accept the
compliment.

Jucker (2018) used the same methodology to trace the forms and func-
tions of apologies in the fiction section of the Corpus of Historical
American English. Here, the search term apolog* was used to retrieve
passages containing the meta-illocutionary expression apology or one of its
derivative word forms in each of four subsamples of the corpus containing
the material for five decades. The results showed that the number of
analysable apologies retrieved in this way increased very considerably
from the first to the last half-centuries and it showed some interesting
developments of the strategies used to perform an apology. The use of an
apology expression, such as sorry, excuse or apologise (here called illocut-
ionary point indicating devices) increased over time while taking responsi-
bility for the offence by the speaker and providing an explanation or
account why the offence happened decreased.

Such studies provide interesting new insights into specific speech acts
and how they developed over time, but the method clearly has some
limitations. It only retrieves passages in which speakers feel a need to
explicitly talk about a speech act. As pointed out above, this might well
privilege less typical formats. Moreover, the method is labour intensive. It
requires dedicated coders who analyse large numbers of retrieved hits and
elaborate testing to determine the reliability of the categories and
a consistent coding by the coders. I will return to corpus-based approaches
in the context of Section 6 on historical speech act studies, in which they
are the default method because experimental approaches are impossible for
obvious reasons.

In the next section, I turn to speech act studies that I have labelled
fourth-wave approaches (see Section 1). They are less interested in the
variability of speech acts across different groups of speakers and recipients
but more in the local contexts in which individual specimens occur, how
they are discursively negotiated by the participants and how they are often
a mutual achievement rather than an individual product by one speaker
only.
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4 'Is That Supposed to Be an Insult or a Compliment?”:
Discursive Approaches

Recently, speech acts have increasingly been seen as fuzzy entities. Their nature
(illocutionary point) cannot be established simply on the basis of felicity
conditions (as was assumed by the early language philosophers). The illocut-
ionary potential of utterances is often negotiated by conversationalists. This
requires a shift in research methods. The analysis needs to focus on sequences of
utterances and on the negotiation between the interactants. A specific utterance
may receive its illocutionary potential in and through the reaction it provokes
from the interlocutor. This section introduces two scales that are important for
the fuzziness of speech acts: the cline of illocutionary indeterminacy and the
cline of illocutionary force. The final part in this section will then argue why the
fuzziness along these two scales is not a weakness or even a problem for our
communication but in fact an essential asset.

4.1 A Discursive Perspective

Scott and Cath, two characters in the novel We Are Still Tornadoes by Michael
Kun and Susan Mullen, exchange letters after graduating from high school.
Cath has gone off to college while Scott has started to work at his father’s men’s
clothing shop in their hometown. In one of her early letters, Cath, in an
exchange of playful banter, suggests that she is going to call Scott ‘under-
achiever guy’ if he keeps calling her ‘college girl’. In his next letter, Scott
asks, ‘Calling me “underachiever guy” — is that supposed to be an insult or
a compliment?’ (Kun and Mullen 2016: 17-18). It appears that the illocution-
ary point of using this particular designation for him is unclear, or at least can
be argued by Scott not to be clear. It can be taken as an insult or as
a compliment. In her next letter, Cath disambiguates her speech act. ‘And
the “underachiever guy” thing is a compliment, as far as you know. It means
you’re super smart, but you don’t apply yourself” (p. 19). On this reading, the
speech act is ambiguous for Scott, the addressee, but not for Cath, who, in her
response, assigns it a very specific illocutionary point. Scott is not convinced,
though. In a postscript to his next letter, he muses, ““Underachiever guy” was
an insult, wasn’t it. Damn!” (p. 28). But in her next letter, Cath also adds
a postscript and modifies her initial illocutionary point assignment. ‘P.P.S.
“Underachiever guy” isn’t an insult. But I guess it’s not exactly a compliment,
either. It’s a combination of the two. It’s an “insultiment™” (p. 31).

It appears that the illocutionary point of an utterance can be disputed by the
interactants. The felicity conditions a la Searle are not sufficient to disambiguate
the utterance. In Section 4.2 following, I am going to describe this as a case of
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illocutionary indeterminacy. While some utterances encode their illocutionary
point in a seemingly clear and unambiguous way, other utterances are indeter-
minate — and, as I shall argue, often deliberately so — about their illocutionary
point.

Rieger (2017) discusses a similar case of two fictional characters who
negotiate the illocutionary point of an utterance. It occurs in a brief episode
from the sitcom series The Big Bang Theory, in which Sheldon has to apologise
to his girlfriend Amy. Sheldon, a theoretical physicist at Caltech, has been
forced to take a vacation but instead decides to help Amy, a neuroscientist, in
her research lab as he does not really know how to take a proper vacation. The
first day ends in a minor disaster because he is unhappy with the menial tasks
that he is first given and then fails with a more delicate task. He breaks some
equipment, cuts himself and faints at the sight of his own blood. The next day, he
somewhat remorsefully returns to the lab to continue his holiday job, but Amy
expects an apology first. Sheldon’s explanation, ‘I was not myself, I had lost
a lot of thumb blood’ is dismissed by Amy: ‘that’s not an apology’. She insists,
‘I want a real apology’ (see Extract 4.1).

4.1 The Big Bang Theory (Season 5, Episode 16) (Rieger 2017: 568; simplified)
Amy: | want a real apology

Sheldon: I’m sorry that you weren’t able to—
Amy: no

Sheldon: that my genius

Amy: no

Sheldon: that the soap was

Amy: SHELdon

Sheldon: fine

Amy: ((turns to look at Sheldon))

Sheldon: sorry

—_
— O 0O 00 N N AW~

Amy: you’re forgiven. Now if you wanna stay, get started on these beakers.
They’re still dirty from yesterday

Rieger points out how the opening of the scene creates an expectation of some
offence-remedial-related action from Sheldon for what has happened on the
previous day. But Sheldon, who she describes as ‘highly intelligent, “geeky
nerd” who [has] difficulties with interpersonal relationships’ and ‘is lacking
social skills” (Rieger 2017: 566), tries to explain rather than apologise. Amy
rejects his various attempts as unsatisfactory and disqualifies them as inappro-
priate, until he actually manages to say an unmitigated ‘sorry’ without blaming
Amy or the situation for what happened on the previous day.

In this case, the discussion focuses not only on the nature of the speech act, its
illocutionary point, but also on its level of sincerity, its illocutionary force. Is it

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 05:37:07, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461
https://www.cambridge.org/core

28 Pragmatics

really meant as a sincere apology with the required level of regret for what has
happened? In Section 4.3 I will discuss such cases in terms of their illocutionary
force.

In the two fictional cases briefly discussed above, characters discursively
negotiate the value of specific speech acts. The characters talk on a meta level
about their own utterances and what they mean. They evaluate each other’s and
their own utterances, and they negotiate these evaluations. This is, then,
a discursive approach because it focuses on the discourse of the interactants
themselves and it focuses on the problematising function of the meta-
illocutionary lexicon introduced in the previous section (Section 3.5). What is
at issue is no longer the academic definitions proposed by philosophers or
pragmaticists on the basis of felicity conditions (i.e., second-order definitions),
but on the expressions used in everyday discourse to refer to specific utterances
and their communicative functions (i.e., first-order definitions). The inventory
of speech acts now encompasses those and only those communicative acts that
are salient enough for language users to explicitly talk about them.

4.2 The Clines of lllocutionary Indeterminacy

Once we have made the move away from considering individual speech acts and
their defining features in order to look at how conversationalists label and
negotiate utterances, both their own and their interlocutor’s, we see that the
illocutionary potential of an utterance is, or rather can be, fuzzy in multiple ways
(see also Jucker in press, where I develop similar ideas in a slightly different
context). Figure 2 represents this in the form of a cline from clear-cut cases on
the left to indeterminate ones on the right with a few examples of what are
possibly compliments. The examples on the left look like prototypical compli-
ments because they express praise about the addressee in an explicit and rather
conventionalised way. They may even include an explicit performative, that is,
a verb that spells out the illocutionary point of the utterance (‘Let me compli-
ment you’). In both cases, it is, of course, possible that the speaker uses the
utterance ironically. This has to be assessed on the basis of the addressee’s
reaction. The explicit encoding of the illocutionary point can be deceptive.

Prototypical speech acts, e.g.
« conventionalized forms,
e.g. Oh, beautiful dress.
Your dress is so beautiful, illocutionary
and you look so beautiful. indeterminacy
« explicit performatives,
e.g. Let me compliment
you on a wonderful show.

Indeterminate speech acts
——————> e.g. I’'m going to start calling
you ‘underachiever guy’.

Figure 2 Cline of illocutionary indeterminacy (Examples from COCA)
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What counts in a discursive approach is the way in which the interlocutors
jointly negotiate the illocutionary point of an utterance. This can be done
implicitly through the addressee’s reaction to the compliment or explicitly by
switching to a meta level and talk about the intended status of the utterance.

Strubel-Burgdorf (2018: 31) has a somewhat similar scale in mind when she
places compliments and positive assessments on a continuum. For the examples
that she retrieved from the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English
(SBCSAE) it is often difficult to decide whether they are heard as one or the
other. The more impersonal formulations, such as ‘This was a really great meal’
are more likely to be understood as a positive assessment whilst formulations
including the speaker and positive assessments of the hearer are more likely to
come across as compliments (2018: 32).

Most research on speech acts has traditionally focused on the cases on the far
left of the cline in Figure 2. They include cases in which the illocutionary point
is clearly indicated by a word or a phrase that is typical for this particular speech
act, elements that have traditionally been called illocutionary force indicating
devices or IFIDs (Levinson 1983: 238) but which I prefer to call illocutionary
point indicating devices or IPIDs (following Holmes 1984: 346, see chapter 1).
The connection between such IPIDs and specific speech acts is so strong, that
IPIDs have regularly been used in corpus studies to retrieve these speech acts,
for instance by Aijmer (1996) and Deutschmann (2003) (see Section 3). And
Jucker et al. (2008) used a small number of syntactic patterns proposed by
Manes and Wolfson (1981) to retrieve compliments from the BNC. In all these
cases, only more or less prototypical manifestations of specific speech acts are
retrieved and it is uncertain how many instances located further to the right of
the cline of illocutionary indeterminacy are missed. These studies are based on
the premise that utterances can generally be assigned to a specific speech act
category.

The fictional examples discussed at the beginning of this section suggest that
this is not always the case. The illocutionary point of an utterance can also be
left open. The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) provides
a large range of examples in which interlocutors discuss the illocutionary point
of specific utterances, see Extracts 4.2 to 4.12. These extracts were retrieved by
performing some random collocation searches, for example, a search for the
expressions compliment in close vicinity (within four words to the left or right)
of the expression insult and so on.

4.2 1didn’t know if that was a compliment or an insult. (COCA, FIC, 2017)

4.3 Itexted back that I wasn’t sure whether he’d meant it as a compliment or a gentle
insult. (COCA, WEB, 2012)
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4.4 Idon’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult. (COCA, SPOK, 2015)

4.5 but then I was not sure whether ‘small” would be a compliment or an insult.
(COCA, FIC, 2011)

4.6  Is that a request or a command, Doctor? (COCA, TV, 2018)

4.7 It wasn’t a question or a request, but a command. (COCA, WEB, 2012)

4.8  You cannot command me! — I do not command. I request. (COCA, FIC, 2003)
4.9  That’s a warning, not a threat. (COCA, BLOG, 2012)

4.10 ‘She Remembers Everything’ can be taken, I think, maybe as a promise or a threat.
(COCA, SPOK, 2018)

4.11 Now, this is not a warning or a threat. [ am just telling you. (COCA, TV, 2009)

4.12 She knows the way it sounded like a threat and not a warning. (COCA, FIC,
2004)

These random examples, which could easily be multiplied, show how the
illocutionary point of an utterance is regularly under discussion. People are
uncertain whether it is one or the other or whether it is a bit of both at the same
time. In some cases, one of the interlocutors resolves any uncertainty and
specifies a specific value to whatever utterance may have been unclear. In
other cases, the uncertainty appears to remain. It is an open question as to
how pervasive such discursive negotiations are and how often fuzzy or ambigu-
ous utterances are accepted as sufficiently clear for current purposes by the
interlocutors. Extracts 4.2 to 4.12 were retrieved from different sections of the
Corpus of Contemporary American English. They come from fictional sources
(FIC and TV) as well as from texts posted on the Internet (WEB and BLOG) and
from conversational data (SPOK).

4.3 The Cline of lllocutionary Force

Rieger’s (2017) example from The Big Bang Theory quoted at the beginning of
this section demonstrates a different cline. As pointed out above, the situational
context of Sheldon turning up in Amy’s lab makes an apology highly expectable
and whatever utterance Sheldon produces is being assessed by Amy as being
a sufficient or an insufficient apology. What seems to be at issue here and what is
negotiated explicitly by Amy and Sheldon is the illocutionary force of the
utterance, that is, the strength or sincerity with which the apology comes across.
Sheldon may well be aware of what is expected from him, but he prefers to give
some weak excuses rather than an unambiguous apology while Amy rejects all
his attempts until he actually produces an unmitigated sorry, which she then
immediately accepts by moving on in the conversation and by assigning him
some new tasks.
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Deep and heartfelt speech Casual and perfunctory

acts, e.g. illocutionar , speechacts, e
*  We beg your most -_— Y : e
force * QOops, sorry.
humble pardon * Soz

*  I'mreally terribly sorry

Figure 3 Cline of illocutionary force (Examples from COCA)

In Figure 2, we have seen that speech acts are often negotiated in terms of
their illocutionary point. For apologies it appears to be particularly relevant to
assess not only their point (Is it an apology or not?) but also their force (Is it
a deep and heartfelt apology or a casual and perfunctory one?) (see Figure 3).

On the far left of the scale, there are apologies that are explicit and come
across as heartfelt. The speaker takes extra care to upgrade the apology in order
to convince the addressee that the apology is sincere by using intensifiers
(really, terribly) and more elaborate and less conventional constructions. On
the far right of the scale there are apologies that appear to be casual and
perfunctory. They are typically short and conventionalised. In some cases,
they may be mere spill cries (such as oops or whoops) with an uncertain
apologetic status.

Extracts 4.13 to 4.24 provide some random examples taken from the Corpus
of Contemporary American English. There is no claim that these examples have
very precise positions on the cline of illocutionary force, but they illustrate the
fact that apologies can differ significantly along this cline.

4.13  We beg your most humble pardon (COCA, FIC, 2003)
4.14 T most humbly apologize (COCA, MOV, 2001)

4.15 Oh, I'm really terribly sorry. (COCA, MOV, 1994)
4.16 Sorry I took so long. (COCA, SPOK, 2012)

4.17 Yeah, sorry, go ahead. (COCA, MOV, 2010)

4.18 Sorry, we’re all full. (COCA, TV, 1998)

4.19 Oops. Sorry about that. (COCA, MOV, 2006)

4.20 didn’t know that; oops! (COCA, GLOG, 2012)

4.21 ‘Have you taken your medication today?’ ‘Whoops’, she said, grinning. (COCA,
FIC, 2006)

4.22  Oops, I forgot (COCA, SPOK, 1999)
4.23 soz, brad (COCA, WEB, 2012)
4.24 Marv gave Vanessa an apologetic shrug (COCA, FIC, 2010)

It is, of course, possible that some of these apologies are highly ironic and only
pretend to be sincere and heartfelt. Intuitively this appears to be a likely scenario
for the more elaborate apologies higher up on the scale. The speaker and the
addressee will both have their own assessments of the adequacy of the chosen
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32 Pragmatics

formulation, and, if necessary, they will discursively negotiate this value, as in the
case of Amy in Extract 4.1, who insisted over several turns to get a ‘real apology’.
Extracts 4.13, 4.14 and 4.15 illustrate speakers that appear to take great care to
produce a sincere sounding apology by adding intensifiers and by using somewhat
elaborate constructions. In extracts 4.16, 4.17 and 4.18 the formulations are more
conventionalised. The utterances are clearly recognisable as apologies, but they do
not have the same force and the same appearance of sincerity as the previous ones.
In extract 4.19, the IPID sorry is accompanied by a spill cry, oops, which seems to
reduce the sincerity of the apology. The speaker seems to suggest that what
happened was merely a trivial mishap rather than a real offence requiring a real
apology. Extracts 4.20,4.21 and 4.22 are less clear cases of apologies. The speaker
merely utters a spill cry to express some dismay or surprise about a minor mishap.
Extract 4.23 uses soz, a short form of sorry that seems to have spread in social
media channels in recent years and is usually used in non-serious contexts. Extract
4.24, finally, is an example in which a narrator describes a nonverbal apology.
A fictional character gives an apologetic shrug. This example is particularly
interesting because here the apology is maximally vague for the addressee(s),
that is, some other fictional character(s), but the illocutionary point is explicitly
communicated by the narrator to the implied reader of this text. Narrative texts
often provide descriptions of the non-verbal aspects of specific communicative
acts. For the readers, the communicative intention is made explicit, but it is unclear
to what extent an apologetic shrug or smile is recognised by the fictional addressee
or to what extent it would be recognised by a non-fictional addressee. I will come
back to such examples in Section 5.

Holmes (1984) provides an interesting categorisation of different elements
that can be used to increase (boost) or decrease (attenuate) the illocutionary
force of specific speech acts. Thus, 4.25, said by one close friend to another, can
be boosted as in 4.26 or attenuated as in 4.27 by appropriate modifiers (Holmes
1984: 347, italics original).

4.25 You are pretty.
4.26 Really you are amazingly pretty.
4.27 You are kind of pretty in a way.

Depending on the type of speech act, boosting or attenuating may have different
effects. While the attenuation in 4.27 reduces the force of the compliment and
thus, perhaps, makes it less positive for the addressee, an attenuated criticism
may have the oppositive effect of making the criticism less negative for the
addressee, as in 4.28 (Holmes 1984: 346, italics original).

4.28 You are a bit of a fool you know.
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Thus, the boosters or attenuators change the affective meaning of a speech act in
ways that depend on the default function of the speech act. Similar boosters or
attenuators can be used for other speech act types as well, for example, in
promises, suchas4.29 and 4.30, said by a husband to his wife (Holmes 1984: 437).

4.29 [Isolemnly promise 1 won’t be late home today.

4.30 [ guess I’'ll probably ring you later.

Holmes developed these insights in the context of a first-wave approach on the
basis of invented examples, but they show how the force of speech acts can be
systematically varied along the cline that [ have presented in Figure 3 (see also
Schegloff 2007: 83 and Haugh 2015: 247 for ways of attenuating the force of
utterances).

The examples discussed above show that speakers regularly modify the force
of specific speech acts and again, extracts can easily be found in the Corpurs of
Contemporary American English in which interlocutors discursively negotiate
the force of their utterances, as in Extracts 4.31 to 4.35.

4.31 Why don’t you just do the right thing and give a real apology? (COCA, SPOK,
2005)

4.32 That is not a real apology. You did not mean that at all. (COCA, TV, 2011)
4.33 They apologized. I felt the apology was sincere. (COCA, SPOK, 2015)

4.34 ‘It wasn’t a real promise’, she protested. (COCA, FIC, 2013)

4.35 Tom do you really mean that? Is your promise sincere? (COCA, WEB, 2012)

As in the case of negotiations of the illocutionary point of an utterance discussed
above, it would be interesting to find out how frequent such first-order discus-
sions of illocutionary force are in the data and whether there are significant
differences between different registers, but at present this is a question that
awaits empirical investigation.

Previous research has shown that the cline of illocutionary force also has
a diachronic relevance (see Jucker 2019). Early forms of apologies as attested in
the available corpora invariably showed an elaborate format with little or no
conventionalisation. In fact, the earliest apologies in Old English appear to have
taken the form of religious confessions of sins perpetrated against God. Later
attestations included confessions/sincere apologies to a fellow human being
until the repertoire of apologies was extended to also include increasingly
conventionalised and less weighty apologies. Today, as the examples 4.13 to
4.24 have shown, speakers have a very broad range of formats, from the creative
and sincere to the conventionalised and perfunctory, at their disposal to match
them carefully to the current communicative needs (see Section 6 for more
details on the diachronic development of some selected speech acts).
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4.4 The Relevance of Indeterminacy

As we have seen, interlocutors often discursively negotiate the illocutionary
point and the illocutionary force of a particular utterance. They retrospectively
question what has just been produced by somebody else or they prospectively
try to elicit a specific speech act from their interlocutor. However, in most cases,
such discursive negotiations do not seem to be necessary. The conversation runs
smoothly back and forth and there appears to be (a tacit) agreement between the
interlocutors as to the pragmatic acts they are engaged in. It is these seemingly
unproblematic cases that have been the focus of attention of speech act research
throughout the first three waves of speech act theory (see Section | for details).
In principle, every utterance was considered to have a specific and well-defined
illocutionary point. Disputes between interlocutors about the illocutionary point
of an utterance were largely ignored or considered to be special cases without
any impact on the outlines of a theory speech acts.

A discursive approach to speech acts takes a somewhat different perspective.
It views speech acts as negotiable entities. A conversation that runs smoothly
does not necessarily imply that the interlocutors always agree on the specific
illocutionary points of their utterances. It merely indicates that the understand-
ing is sufficiently good for current purposes. In some cases, the illocutionary
point and the illocutionary force may be explicitly encoded leaving little room
for doubt (‘I most humbly apologise’). In other cases, the illocutionary point and
force are less clear but sufficiently clear for current purposes. They may even be
maximally vague (‘I was not myself” said as an apology) without creating any
problems in the interaction. Alternatively, if a speaker misjudges the necessary
level of specificity or if the interlocutors disagree about what is appropriate at
a given point in the conversation, there might be a need for remedial or at least
discursive action.

Jucker, Smith and Liidge (2003) used a Relevance Theoretic framework to
argue that vague utterances can be more relevant and thus communicatively
more efficient than more precise ones because they require less processing
effort in cases where a more precise formulation would not provide any
additional information. In their data, a speaker told a person he did not know
very well about some travelling and mentioned that he ‘passed by a place where
I lived for a while’ (Jucker, Smith and Liidge 2003: 1745). It is clear that the
speaker could have provided a more precise description of this place, but for the
current purposes of telling a relative stranger a vague designation seemed to be
good enough because it did not involve any unnecessary processing effort. In
the speaker’s estimation, the place name would not have yielded any additional
contextual effects.
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In the same way, utterances may communicate their illocutionary point
clearly and explicitly or rather vaguely and ambiguously. Speakers may prefer
to choose a vague formulation because they think that a more explicit formula-
tion would not yield any additional useful information, because they do not
want to commit themselves to a higher degree, or because they want to retain
a degree of deniability. The speaker encodes as much information about the
illocutionary point and the illocutionary force as seems warranted by the current
situation. Under normal circumstances, this is entirely unproblematic and the
conversation can continue to run smoothly. However, there may also be some
disagreement between the speaker and the addressee as to how much explicit-
ness is needed. Or the addressee may disagree with what he or she assumed was
the speaker’s chosen illocutionary point. In these cases, a discursive argument
may be started to talk at a meta level about the illocutionary point and the
illocutionary force of some utterance. This leads to cases that were illustrated in
the opening part of this section.

5 ‘He Gave an Apologetic Shrug’: Speech Acts
and Multimodality

Narrative accounts of interactions often describe speech acts together with
a specific gesture or facial expression of the speaker. In some cases, gestures
alone appear to have an illocutionary potential (the narrator talks of a grateful
smile or an apologetic shrug, for instance). In this section, I explore the potential
of a multimodal perspective on speech acts and discuss its impact on speech act
theory. In particular, silent ‘speech acts’, that is, mere gestures or facial expres-
sions with an illocutionary potential, pose a considerable challenge to trad-
itional speech act theory. They are further evidence of the fuzzy and negotiable
nature of speech acts. In certain situations, speakers are clearly reluctant to
commit themselves to an explicit illocution. An apologetic shrug may carry
much less self-blame than an explicit ‘I am sorry for what I have done’.

5.1 The Multimodality of Conversations

When we talk to each other in face-to-face interactions, we communicate not
only through the words that we use. We also communicate through the way we
position our bodies to our interlocutors, through gestures that we use while
talking, through our facial expressions and through our voice quality, the
loudness of our voice and so on. Communication is multimodal, but so far
linguistics in general and speech act theory in particular has had surprisingly
little to say on these aspects of communication and instead focuses almost
entirely on the actual words used in the exchange. Holmes (1984: 350) is typical

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 05:37:07, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461
https://www.cambridge.org/core

36 Pragmatics

in this respect: ‘Gesture, body posture, facial expression, hesitations, pauses and
tone of voice are obvious examples of kinesic and paralinguistic devices which
may modify illocutionary force. I have focussed, however, only on linguistic
devices’. She is not alone in this even forty years later. To some extent this is
understandable given the complexity of the task to disentangle the various
contributions provided by gestures, facial expression and voice quality on the
way we interpret what somebody says. It is not easy to distinguish in
a principled way whether a gesture, for instance, has been made with
a communicative intention or whether it was just an accidental hand or body
movement or indeed a movement made with some non-communicative inten-
tion, to move into a more comfortable position or to reach for a glass of water.

In contrast to verbal communication, non-verbal aspects of communication
show very little conventionalisation if any at all. It is difficult to identify discrete
units and it is difficult to distinguish between communicative and non-
communicative elements, which means that linguistics or pragmatics do not
have the necessary analytical tools for their investigation. Such tools have been
and are being developed, for instance, in the area of gesture studies (see Kendon
2004, 2017; McNeill 2005, 2012, 2015; Miiller et al. 2013; Miiller et al. 2014).

In this section, I cannot do justice to the rich literature on gestures and other
forms of non-verbal communication. Instead, I propose an exploratory investi-
gation of what the speakers, or rather writers, consider to be important multi-
modal aspects of communication and in particular how they describe gestures
and facial expressions that are used to accompany or to replace speech acts.
Such descriptions regularly occur in narrative fiction, in which a narrator
describes the communicative behaviour of characters who interact with each
other. Extracts 5.1 to 5.6 provide some relevant examples taken from the fiction
section of the Corpus of Contemporary American English.

5.1 He gave me an apologetic smile and leaned back in his seat, silent as the late King
Tut.

5.2 Lily glanced at Jenny, questioning, but the mercenary merely shrugged.

5.3 He waved goodbye and sailed across the lake.

5.4 Mrs. Flannery smiled apologetically. ‘I’'m sorry’, she whispered.

5.5 Smedley Faversham nodded approvingly. ‘I’ve always been in favor’, he said.

5.6 ‘Thank you’, she said, smiling at him gratefully.

In these examples, the narrator describes facial expressions and gestures, such
as smiling, glancing, waving and nodding, in connection with the pragmatic acts
of apologising, asking, leave taking, approving and thanking. In the first three
cases, the pragmatic act appears to consist of a facial expression or a gesture
only, while in the remaining three cases, the gesture is accompanied by speech.
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It is an open question to what extent the fictional characters in each of these
extracts recognised the illocutionary point of the facial expression or gesture,
but the reader is provided with an explicit link between the gesture and the
pragmatic act. [ will return to this question in Section 5.3. Such passages appear
to be rare outside of narrative contexts. For this reason, the current section
focuses mostly on data taken from the fiction section of the Corpus of
Contemporary American English.

I again adopt a first-order perspective and analyse what is sufficiently salient
for language users to make it a topic of their conversation, or rather their
narratives, even if this ignores some of the more nuanced distinctions that
gesture specialists might be able to discern when they observe and analyse
everyday conversations. Nevertheless, it may be useful to introduce a few basic
distinctions proposed within the literature on gesture studies as a starting point
for these explorations.

5.2 How to Communicate with Gestures

According to Kendon (2004: 7) gestures are visible actions that are part of what
for others counts ‘as an attempt by the actor to “give” information of some sort’.
He reserves the term for actions and movements that are at least to some extent
under the actor’s voluntary control. Inadvertent actions and movements that
people make, for instance, when they are nervous, such as adjustments of the
hair or clothing, self-grooming or repetitive manipulation of items, such as rings
or necklaces, are excluded. Such inadvertent actions may well be communica-
tive in the overall impression that they provide for other people, but they are not
part of gesture studies. ‘“Gesture” we suggest, then, is a label for actions that
have the features of manifest deliberate expressiveness. They (. ..) tend to be
directly perceived as being under the guidance of the observed person’s volun-
tary control and being done for the purposes of expression rather than in the
service of some practical aim’ (Kendon 2004: 15).

For the analytical work in the area of gesture studies the distinction between
gestures and other visible actions is important, and therefore requires a precise
definition. The current section, however, adopts a first-order perspective and
focuses on those visible bodily actions that people find sufficiently salient to talk
about them. Kendon (2004: 8) excludes laughter, smiling and weeping from his
definition of gestures, unless they were ‘put on’ as a show or performance rather
than as a genuine expression of emotion. For narrators in the fictional texts that
provide the bulk of the examples in this section the distinction does not appear
to be important. As I will show in the following section, smiling is by far the
most frequent visible action that is mentioned in connection with specific

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 05:37:07, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461
https://www.cambridge.org/core

38 Pragmatics

[ Gesticulation ] [ Pantomime ] [ Emblem ] [ Sign language ]

Co-speech Silent
Self generated Language properties
Not conventionalised Conventionalised

Figure 4 Gesture continuum (based on McNeill 2012: 5)

pragmatic acts and in most cases there is little to suggest that the smiling was
only ‘put on’ without any genuine expression of emotion.

Gestures can be placed on a continuum represented in Figure 4, which is
based on McNeill (2012: 5) and somewhat simplified. This continuum is based
on three dimensions. Moving from left to right, the obligatory presence of
speech decreases, the language-like properties increase and the gestures become
more conventionalised.

Gesticulation on the far left of the continuum is usually part of the process of
speaking. According to McNeill (2012: 4), 90 per cent of descriptive speech is
accompanied by gesticulation. It is spontaneously generated by the speaker and
not conventionalised. A pantomime is a simulation of an action or an object
without speech. It is not coded and if there is speech it is not necessarily
coordinated with the performance. McNeill (2012: 7) provides the example of
a pantomime depicting somebody taking a key out of their pocket and opening
a door, which may or may not be accompanied by an utterance, such as, ‘There
is only one thing to do’. Emblems are more conventionalised. They tend to have
relatively fixed meanings that can be listed and reported, as the ‘OK’ sign or the
offensive ‘finger’ sign. The thumbs-up and thumbs-down signs with reported
origins in ancient Rome have even become some of the most widely used
emoticons. Sign languages, finally, have all the properties of oral languages,
except that they are silent. They are languages in their own right. Their signs are
highly conventionalised and combine into larger constructions.

The gestures that speakers describe in connection with pragmatic acts are not
easy to locate on this continuum. As the Extracts 5.1 to 5.6 have shown, the
gestures may accompany verbal utterances or they may form a silent pragmatic
act on their own. The degree of conventionalisation is debatable in many cases.
In fact, the results presented in the next section show that some gestures very
regularly appear in the context of specific pragmatic acts, either accompanying
a verbal utterance or performing the pragmatic act silently. Nodding, for
instance, regularly occurs in the context of agreeing, greeting, approving and
replying. Smiling often occurs in the context of greeting, replying and apolo-
gising. And waving often occurs in the context of greeting and dismissing. In
such contexts, the gestures may be closer to the status of an emblem than
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gesticulation. The fact that they are explicitly mentioned by the narrator more-
over indicates that they all share the feature of reportability which McNeill
ascribes to emblems but not to gesticulation.

5.3 Apologetic Gestures in Fiction

Fictional texts turn out to be particularly interesting for an investigation of
multimodal pragmatic acts because there are often narrators who not only
report what characters say to each other but who also explicitly assign
illocutionary points to utterances and even to silent gestures. Jucker (2023)
developed a method to investigate the multimodality of apologies and their
politeness potential in fictional texts. He used collocation searches with the
adjective apologetic and the adverb apologetically in the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA). The tool for retrieving relevant
collocates does not allow a restriction to a specific section, but it turned out
that most of the hits were found in the fiction section of COCA (see Jucker
2023: 336 for details). The results for each word form consisted in lists of
nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs that regularly co-occur with each of these
word forms. The lists were then manually searched for terms that denote
gestures and co-occur at least three times with the relevant search term. In
this way, ten gesture expressions were retrieved for the adjective apologetic:
smile n., look n., glance n., shrug n., smile v., gesture n., wave n., shrug v.,
grimace n. and nod n. And eight expressions were retrieved for the adverb
apologetically: smile v., shrug v., glance v., shake v., nod v., grin v., wave V.
and gesture v. The two lists overlap to a great extent and indicate the range of
visible bodily actions that are regularly associated with the pragmatic act of
apologising. Some items need a brief explanation. The noun wave is ambigu-
ous between a hand gesture and curling water, but an inspection of all cases
showed that it is only the hand gesture that collocates with apologetic. The
verb shake in itself does not describe a gesture, but in all relevant cases, shake
was used in combination with Zead.

The most frequent gesture expression collocating with either apologetic or
apologetically in the COCA was smile as a noun (for apologetic) and as a verb
(for apologetically). Taken together, the gesture expressions fall into four distinct
categories: facial expressions (smile, grimace, grin), descriptions of gaze (look,
glance), movements of shoulders and arms (shrug, gesture, wave) and head
movements (nod, shake). All these categories are attested in the data both as
silent gestures performing the pragmatic act and as co-speech gestures. Extracts
5.7 to 5.14 provide relevant examples of silent and co-speech gestures for each of
the four categories (Jucker 2023: 340, all examples from COCA fiction)
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5.7  ‘Tired?’ she asked. He smiled at her, apologetically, and put his hand in his lap.

5.8  Dr McBride looked up at him and smiled again, apologetically this time. ‘I’'m
sorry, Mr Skilling’, she said.

5.9  “We all have our own ways of trying to go home’, said Sumi, and disappeared
from the window’s frame, heading off to whatever she’d been doing before
Eleanor disturbed her. Eleanor shot Nancy a quick, apologetic look, and then
she too was gone, shutting the door behind herself.

5.10 ‘Maybe Mao Xin could help her get a job’, my mother said. (.. .) ‘Sure’, I said with
an apologetic glance at Lulu.

5.11 Bandar made an apologetic gesture and the old man sniffed and turned to look
down the road.

5.12 “Sorry guys.” Liz shrugged apologetically. ‘I always tell you that I don’t do
sports.’

5.13 ‘He said what?’ Drew exclaimed. (...) Raising his voice in the strident way he
does when he feels he’s being ignored. ‘He told other children?” The teacher
nodded apologetically.

5.14  As Victor’s mother spoke, he nodded apologetically. ‘Madam’, the captain said
when she was finished. ‘My sincerest apologies. I will instruct my soldiers to
avoid speaking with your boys.’

These examples raise some interesting questions. The first question has to do with
the selection of the nonverbal aspects of these pragmatic acts. As we have seen in
the previous section, not all visible bodily actions that are described here fall
under Kendon’s (2004) definition of a gesture. Nodding, shrugging and gesturing
appear to be gestures in Kendon’s sense while smiling, shooting a look and
glancing may be largely inadvertent and, therefore, strictly speaking, outside of
Kendon’s definition or they may be specifically intended by the communicator to
enhance their communicative act. In any case, all of them are elements that are
sufficiently salient for the narrators to highlight. As readers, we may assume that
the person to whom the apology was addressed recognised the apologetic intent of
the gesture even if we do not know in detail what exactly an apologetic smile or
glance looks like.

This raises the further question whether such gestures also occur and are
recognisable as such outside of fictional contexts. In the fictional context, we
have two communicative levels. On the level of the readers, the gestures are
assigned a very specific illocutionary point, but on the level of the characters, the
illocutionary point may be difficult to perceive. It appears that the gestures derive
their illocutionary point for the addressee through their situational context. The
extracts 5.7 to 5.14 have been reproduced here with a somewhat limited context,
but in each case the pragmatic act appears to take place in a situation in which
some offence-remedial action is imminent. In such a situation, a smile, a shrug or
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any of the other gestures attested in the data may count as apologetic because they
contrast sufficiently with alternative non-apologetic gestures that would indicate
a disagreement or dispute about the potential offence that led to this particular
situation. Intuitively, it seems likely that this is also possible outside of fictional
contexts, where there is no narrator to disambiguate the situation, but it is not easy
to see how this could be investigated empirically.

We may also ask what the difference is between a fully explicit apology and
a maximally vague apologetic gesture and in what situations speakers opt for one
rather than the other. This brings us back to the discussion about the relevance of
illocutionary indeterminacy in Section 4.4. A maximally vague apology may be
the preferred option if the speaker does not want to go on record with an explicit
apology that would inevitably entail some self-blame for what has happened.
A shrug, a smile or a nod may be sufficient to indicate the apologiser’s good
intentions and to redress the momentary disbalance created by the offence.

5.4 Gestures and lllocutionary Indeterminacy

It may appear that apologies are special cases. As pointed out in the previous
section, it may make sense for a potential apologiser to resort to an apologetic
gesture rather than an explicit utterance in order to circumvent possible self-
blame. For less inherently face-threatening pragmatic acts this may not be
necessary. In order to find out what kind of pragmatic acts are accompanied
or carried out by gestures, I carried out an exploratory study in which I changed
the search direction. In Jucker (2023), I used the search terms apologetic and
apologetically to search for collocates denoting gestures. For this exploratory
project, I used terms denoting gestures as search terms in order to find collocates
denoting pragmatic acts. As a starting point, I used ten lexemes that appeared to
be promising candidates on the basis of earlier work on similar collocations.
They are listed in 5.15 in alphabetical order. They are in capital letters to
indicate that each search was carried out both for the noun and the verb. The
relevant function of COCA regularly includes related word forms, that is,
a search for FROWN as a verb includes frown, frowns, frowned and frowning.

5.15 FROWN, GESTURE, GLANCE, HUG, NOD, SHAKE, SHRUG, SMILE,
WAVE, WINK

From the resulting lists of collocates, those that were attested at least ten times in
COCA were picked out and their frequency noted. The result was a list of 140
distinct gestures — pragmatic act collocations (types) and 6252 individual
collocations (tokens). Table 2 provides an overview of the twelve pragmatic
acts that appeared most frequently in such collocations.
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Table 2 Most frequent collocations of gesture lexemes with lexemes denoting pragmatic acts (derived from COCA and sorted according
to collocation frequency)

NOD SMILE GESTURE SHRUG WAVE HUG GLANCE SHAKE FROWN WINK total

agree™ 963 963
greet™ 107 248 30 12 56 84 537
approv* 478 39 517
reply 100 295 11 70 11 487
rueful® 13 282 22 66 383
appreciat™® 91 39 226 26 382
apolog™ 11 176 25 60 23 33 12 340
dismiss™* 71 21 163 11 266
encourag® 104 140 10 254
reassuring* 13 180 193
whisper 95 40 10 15 160
acknowledge* 137 137

*The asterisk stands for different endings. For instance, NOD as a verb collocated with agreement (876 times) and agreeably (27 times), and NOD as a noun
collocated with agreement (60 times) to add up to 963 collocations of NOD and agree*.
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The searches for Table 2 were carried out by consulting the lists of collocates
that COCA provides for each of the 60,000 most frequent words in its database.
This feature does not allow a restriction to a specific section of the corpus, but
spot checks confirm that most of these collocations are drawn from the fiction
section of the corpus.

According to the figures presented in Table 2, some pragmatic acts collocate
regularly with only one or very few gestures. Agree and acknowledge, for
instance, only collocate with nodding and approve only collocates with nodding
and smiling (irrespective of the part of speech and related word endings).
Greeting and apologising, on the other hand, collocate with six or even seven
different gestures. However, the most important insight provided by Table 2 is
the fact that two gestures, NOD and SMILE, account for 75 per cent of all the
attested individual collocations (across all 6252 collocations of the unabridged
version of the table NOD and SMILE account for 70 per cent of all colloca-
tions). FROWN, on the other hand, does not collocate with any of the pragmatic
acts that are still included in Table 2. It only collocates with disapprove and
mutter, which occur further down in the full table. Thus, nodding and smiling
appear to be the most salient gestures that are assigned a communicative
intention in connection with a pragmatic act. Extracts 5.16 to 5.24 provide
some relevant examples (all examples from COCA Fiction).

5.16 Vanelton grimly nodded agreement.

5.17 five young plainclothes policemen nodded polite greetings to the commissario
5.18 he nodded in approval and said, ‘You are correct, sir’.

5.19 ‘Oh, I understand?’ Evelyn replied, nodding.

5.20 She smiled brightly and greeted Nathan.

521 ‘Thank you, Mr. Hawthorn’, she replied politely, smiling.

5.22 Kally squeezed her hand and smiled encouragingly.

5.23 1shake my head. ‘Too expensive.” She smiles ruefully. ‘Not tonight.’

5.24 The old woman smiled at him reassuringly. ‘Doctor will be in after breakfast’,

The examples show that the gestures are sometimes performed silently and
sometimes they are accompanied by speech. Extract 5.23 appears to be a special
case. Here the collocate denoting a pragmatic act is the adverb ruefully. The
corresponding verb ‘to rue’ does not appear to be a regular speech act verb, but
the adjective rueful and the adverb ruefully appear to be used in very similar
ways to apologetic and apologetically.

Table 3 shows how such fictional examples can be placed systematically on
a scale of'illocutionary explicitness. The table shows three examples and provides
four different extracts for each. They differ in terms of their illocutionary
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Table 3 Scale of illocutionary explicitness (all examples from COCA Fiction)

PA including explicit
performative

PA including IPID +
gesture

PA without IPID +
gesture

Silent gesture

Apologise

Rue

Thank

Communicative act

Responsibility for
illocution
assignment

Showing vs telling

‘Okay then, my mistake,
I apologize.’

‘I regret that I haven’t
been able to pay you.’

‘I want to thank you for
helping me see things
clear.’

Maximally explicit
(illocutionary point
encoded)

Character

Mainly showing

Her smile was
apologetic. ‘Sorry,
I gotta go.’

She gave me a rueful
smile. ‘Sorry.’

‘Thanks.” Tamia smiled

gratefully at Brandon.

‘Mine’s short’, the
woman said, smiling
apologetically.

‘I might as well’, he said
with a rueful smile.

‘So you have returned!’
Yasmine said, smiling
gratefully.

d B
| >
d B
| >
d »
| >

He smiled at her,
apologetically.

He plucked at his beard
and gave in to a rueful
smile.

Gary smiled gratefully at
her in return.

Maximally vague (for
characters)

Narrator

Mainly telling
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explicitness. In the first column, the illustrations contain reported speech in
which one character indicates explicitly what the illocutionary point of the
utterance is by using an explicit performative, I apologise, I regret, and
I want to thank you. In terms of a pragmatics of fiction, it is the character
who takes responsibility for the illocution that is expressed. The author
uses the showing mode with little or no narratorial mediation. The reader
witnesses the event directly (Locher and Jucker 2021: 127). In the second
column, there is a combination of showing and telling. The verbal prag-
matic act includes an illocutionary point indicating device, such as sorry or
thanks. The pragmatic act is still highly explicit as to its illocutionary
point, but it is accompanied by a gesture with an illocutionary point
(apologetic, rueful, gratefully). The third column also contains examples
that combine showing and telling, but in these cases, the verbal pragmatic
act is less explicit. It does not include an IPID and might be ambiguous for
the addressed character. The reader derives the illocutionary point of the
utterance mainly through the telling mode. In the last column, the gesture
is performed silently. The narrator is in overt control of how the situation
is presented (Locher and Jucker 2021: 127).

In conclusion, we can see that fictional texts provide an excellent source for
a preliminary investigation into the multimodality of pragmatic acts. They
provide a first-order perspective of what gestures are salient in their communi-
cative potential. Nodding and smiling stand out as the most frequent ones in the
data. They go together with a large range of different pragmatic acts. Authors of
fictional texts regularly use gesture descriptions as a device in the telling mode
to disambiguate the illocutionary potential of what characters do for their
readers.

6 'O, Cry You Mercy, Sir; | Have Mistook’: The Diachronicity
of Speech Acts

This section explores the diachronicity of speech acts. It will survey the
research methods that are needed to identify and retrieve specific speech
acts from historical sources. The focus will be on meta-illocutionary expres-
sions and their potential for retrieving the speech acts that they denote as well
as the technique of using small sample corpora to manually establish relevant
manifestations of a specific speech act, which can then be used for automatic
retrievals in large corpora. In addition, this section also discusses the chal-
lenges of tracing long-term trajectories of specific speech acts, that is, the
development of, for instance, apologies from the earliest extant sources to the
present day.
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6.1 Apologies Now and Then

Extracts 6.1 to 6.3 provide examples of apologies across Early Modern, Late
Modern and Present-day English.

6.1 Julia (as Sebastian): O, cry you mercy, sir; | have mistook: Why, this is the ring you
sent to Silvia. (Shakespeare, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, 5.4.91)

6.2 Edward Erskine: I called, Mrs. Wilson, to ask of you the favour of Miss Elton’s
company to-morrow on the bridal escort.
Mrs. Wilson: I am sorry that any young woman’s manners, who is brought up in my
house, should authorize a gentleman to believe she will, of course, ride with him if
asked.
Edward Erskine: I beg your pardon, madam, I have been so happy as to obtain
Miss Elton’s consent, subject to yours.
(COHA, Fic, 1825)

6.3 Question. Can I make a full back up of this in case I need to install it at later date if

my box does a wobbly? I’ve tried USB to SD Add-on (can’t remember exact name
soz) (iWeb)

In 6.1, Julia disguised as Proteus’ page, Sebastian, apologises for having
confused two rings, the one that she received herself in her true identity as
Julia and one that she, in her role as page, was supposed to take to Silvia. In 6.2,
Edward Erskine appears to apologise to Mrs. Wilson for disagreeing with her.
And in 6.3, a blogger apologises with soz, an abbreviated form of sorry, for not
being able to supply the name of the SD Add-on that he or she mentions in
connection to a computer problem. Corpus sources do not always provide
enough context to give a full interpretation of what exactly is going on. For
a detailed interpretation, we need to know what exactly the offence is that the
apologiser apologises for. Whether it was a big offence or only a minor one.
Whether the apologiser is serious about the apology and contrite about what has
happened as in Extract 6.2, whether there is an ironic twist to the apology as in
Extract 6.1 or whether it is just a mock apology as in Extract 6.3. It may well be,
for instance, that Julia disguised as Sebastian mixed up the two rings on purpose
in order to expose Proteus’ infidelity and therefore only pretends to be sorry for
the confusion that she has created by first showing the ring that she had received.

We have seen in the previous sections, that the fuzziness of the illocutionary
point and the variability of the illocutionary force is an inherent feature of
pragmatic acts (see in particular Section 4). For some pragmatic acts, the
variability may be greater than for others which are perhaps more standardised
and less problematic than apologies. As we have seen, this poses multiple
challenges for their analysis. In a historical context, however, these problems
are exacerbated.
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It is not clear, for instance, whether earlier generations of language users
availed themselves of the same inventory of pragmatic acts. Given the multifa-
ceted changes in the social fabric and communication technology, it seems
plausible to assume that there must have been some significant changes in our
communicative needs and therefore in the strategies we deal with them. But we
do not have access to native speaker intuition of earlier centuries and therefore
have to rely entirely on empirical research tools. We can look at manifestations
of pragmatic acts in the many different sources that have come down to us (more
about them later) and we can investigate the meta-illocutionary lexicon of
earlier periods which provides us with a first-order perspective on those prag-
matic acts that were sufficiently salient for speakers, or rather writers, of those
periods to name them and to talk about them.

In the process, we always have to bear in mind that the meta-illocutionary lexicon
can be deceptive. If we start with a meta-illocutionary expression that we are
familiar with in Present-day English and we find this expression at a certain point
in the history of English, we might prematurely conclude that both the meta-
illocutionary expression and the pragmatic act remained more or less unchanged.
Alternatively, we might find that the expression itself has a relatively short history
and conclude that the designated pragmatic act had an equally short history in the
English language. Chances are that both these conclusions are wrong. The meta-
illocutionary lexicon has changed over the centuries and the nature of the pragmatic
acts that are designated with its expressions has changed, too. More specifically, as
I will show in Section 6.3, apologies have a long history, but their nature changed
quite drastically. In Anglo-Saxon times, the closest equivalent that we have attested
in the surviving texts consist of penitential acts of confession to God while today we
have a whole range of apologetic moves ranging from the deep and heartfelt
expression of regret to a perfunctory spill cry with dubious credentials as to its
apologetic point. The meta-illocutionary expression apology, however, is more
recent. According to the Oxford English Dictionary it was first attested in 1533.

Given these problems, a historical analysis of pragmatic acts has to deal with
two major challenges. First, how can specific pragmatic acts be traced in
historical corpora and second, how can their developments over time be ana-
lysed given the fuzzy nature of both the pragmatic acts themselves and the meta-
illocutionary lexicon.

6.2 Tracing Speech Acts in Historical Corpora

Historical pragmatics is the field of research that investigates patterns of
language use of the past and how these patterns changed over time and as
such it is the field that is interested in the history of speech acts (see Jucker and
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Taavitsainen 2013 and Brinton 2023 for overviews). Like all other fields of
historical linguistics, historical pragmatics generally has to rely on written
material that has survived from the past. This appears to be a rather obvious
statement, but it has considerable consequences for the historical linguist and not all
of these consequences may be equally obvious. The data limitations are increasingly
severe the further back a researcher goes in the history of a language. For English,
the first written records go back to the eighth century, a time when very few people
knew how to read and write. Writing was a specialised skill used for a very small
range of communicative needs, and only a few of the documents that were written at
the time survived the vagaries of time to still be accessible to us today. Over the
centuries, the percentage of literate people as well as the communicative needs for
written texts increased. But it is important to remember that in spite of the many
historical corpora that we have at our disposal today, our access to the
language of the past is seriously and systematically distorted. In the early
centuries, religious texts and legal texts predominated and they were mostly
written by men in religious orders and from the highest social ranks.
A present-day corpus that relied on the same range of texts and authors
would, of course, be deemed to be entirely unsuitable to represent a present-
day language, but for Old English, that is, texts written between about 800 and
1150, this is more or less what we have and it is always good to remember that
this is what generalisations about pragmatic acts or any other aspect of
language are based on. For later periods, the situation changes and generally
improves in terms of text genres that have survived, but each period has its
own limitations and they must be borne in mind in the context of historical
pragmatics.

For the very recent past, there are recordings that are available for historical
pragmatic investigations, for example, radio broadcasts or parliamentary
proceedings. Such sources give direct access to the spoken word of past
decades reaching back to the middle of the twentieth century and even earlier.
Early recordings of the spoken word are generally severely restricted in the
scope of registers that are easily available in sufficient quantity, but some work
has already been carried out on such sources (for example, Jucker and Landert
2015; Reber 2021; Reber and Jucker 2023). In addition, corpora have recently
become available that contain written versions of spoken language going back
almost one hundred years, as, for instance, the Movie Corpus and the TV
Corpus, which go back to the 1930s and 1950s, respectively. These sources are
far from perfect for pragmatic investigations because they rely on subtitles
rather than careful transcriptions, but they have proved useful for some
investigations in recent pragmatic changes in the spoken language.
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In the early days of historical pragmatics, in the 1990s and 2000s, researchers
were concerned about the oral nature of their data. As a result, they gave
preference to data that could be argued to be as close as possible to the spoken
language of the past. Theatre plays, transcriptions of courtroom proceedings
and private correspondence were all considered in their own ways to be less than
perfect but sufficiently good approximations because they consisted of fictional
imitations of spoken language, transcripts of actual spoken language and inter-
actions that were conversation-like in spite of their written modality. More
recently, such reservations about the written modality of historical sources
have given way to a realisation that all language modalities are communicative
and therefore provide equally valid data for pragmatic theorising provided the
nature of the data is always part of the pragmatic analysis. Theatre plays,
therefore, to take just one example, are a valid source to investigate how
playwrights chose to represent face-to-face interactions, but they should not
be taken to be imperfect approximations to the ‘real’ thing, that is, everyday
spoken language.

For historical data, preliminary explorations into specific pragmatic acts were
carried out with the methods called illustrative and structural eclecticism by
Kohnen (2015; see also Brinton 2023: 133). Under the first heading, Kohnen
subsumes speech act studies that do not rely on a corpus in a strict sense.
Instead, they use examples drawn from various sources to illustrate
a particular speech act at different points in the history of a language.
Arnovick (1999), one of the pioneers of historical speech act studies, for
instance, investigated the history of insults, promises, curses, greetings, fare-
wells and sneeze blessings in the history of English. Many of these individual
speech act histories are illustrated with no more than a handful of carefully
selected examples from a variety of historical and mostly fictional sources. The
development of the blessing God be with you that turned into the present-day
goodbye is a notable exception as it is based on a more systematic corpus study
in the Chadwyck-Healy drama collection. This already leads to the approaches
that are called structural eclecticism by Kohnen. They search more systematic-
ally for specific manifestations of speech acts in historical corpora, such as the
Helsinki Corpus, ARCHER, the Chadwyck-Healy drama and fiction collection
or the Corpus of Historical American English. Taavitsainen and Jucker (2008),
for instance, searched for compliments in the Chadwyck-Healy drama and
fiction collection with the help of the speech act verb compliment and with
arange of positive adjectives. And Jucker and Taavitsainen (2008) searched for
phrases, such as excuse me, pardon me, I beg your pardon or I am sorry in order
to retrieve apologies from the same source. With this method, many relevant
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examples can be retrieved from the corpus, but it is clear that many more
instances of the same speech act will have been missed.

More systematic historical studies of individual speech acts rely on the
methodologies introduced in Section 3 (see Figure 1), where four different
research approaches have been distinguished, that is, the search for manifest-
ations of specific speech acts via the search for illocutionary point indicating
devices or for typical patterns and the search for meta-illocutionary expressions
as an end in itself or as a proxy for finding manifestations of the named
illocution in close proximity of the expression.

Kohnen (2007, 2008) has worked out a methodology for tracing specific
speech acts more systematically in historical corpora. This method relies on
a restriction to specific genres, for example, sermons, private letters or prayers,
which are attested throughout the period under investigation and which keep the
communicative situation and text function relatively stable across time. From
such genre-specific corpora, he draws reasonably sized sample corpora through-
out the entire period covered by the main corpus and uses these samples for
a manual search of all manifestations of a specific speech act, as for instance
directives. Given a careful selection of samples that are sufficiently large but
still manageable, the method will produce a reasonably comprehensive inven-
tory of manifestations of directives that can be expected in the entire corpus. To
the extent that these manifestations can be turned into specific search strings, it
is possible to retrieve them from the entire corpus and use them for detailed
statistics of their developments over time. This procedure may still miss a few
manifestations of directives, but it has a good chance of retrieving most patterns
with a reasonable frequency of occurrence in the entire corpus.

Jucker (2018) combined two different approaches to trace apologies in the
Corpus of Historical American English from 1810 to 2009. On the one hand, he
used illocutionary point indicating devices, such as sorry, excuse, apologise and
pardon to search for those apologies that use these expressions and on the other
hand, he used the meta-illocutionary expression apology and its morphological
variants to retrieve passages in which speakers explicitly talk about apologies.
Both methods require extensive manual coding of the retrieved hits and careful
interrater reliability tests to make sure that the coding is consistent across time
and neither of them can be expected to uncover all the apologies in the corpus.
The search for IPIDs is likely to miss very indirect or unusual formulations of
apologies while the search for meta-illocutionary expressions is likely to miss
more casual and routine apologies because it focuses on passages in which
speakers see a need to talk about this pragmatic act or to use the expression
performatively in a particularly explicit apology. However, together the two
methods provide an interesting line of development of apologies across two
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centuries of American English. It turns out that the frequency of apologies
increases considerably during this period. They get increasingly conventional-
ised and the IPID sorry multiplies in frequency. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century, it is one among several others, by the end of the twentieth
century it accounts for about three quarters of all apology expressions while
excuse as the second most frequent one accounts for no more than 10 per cent
(Jucker 2018: 387).

A more comprehensive approach avoiding the shortcomings described
above was chosen by Culpeper and Archer (2008), who investigated requests
in the Sociopragmatic Corpus consisting of play texts and trial proceedings
from 1640 to 1760 and containing some 220,000 words. In this relatively
small corpus, they coded every single one of about 9,500 utterances in terms of
speaker and addressee demographics (gender, social status, age) and its
possible status as a direct or indirect request. This allows for a very detailed
and fine-grained analysis of different types of requests, including indirect
ones, across the two different genres of the Sociopragmatic Corpus. The
results show that late Early Modern English requests are very different from
those described by Blum-Kulka and House (1989: 134) in Present-day
English, German, French, Hebrew and Spanish. In each of these present-day
languages, conventionally indirect formulations predominated, while in
Culpeper and Archer’s late Early Modern English data it was the impositives
that accounted for almost 80 per cent of all requests. However, Blum-Kulka
and House’s results are based on discourse completion tasks while Culpeper
and Archer used play texts and trial proceedings as their data. It is an open
question to what extent these data sources are directly comparable.

6.3 Long-Term Speech Act Trajectories

Speech acts have been investigated both from a historical and a diachronic
perspective. Researchers are interested both in the form and function of specific
pragmatic acts at a given period in the history of a language and in the
diachronic development of pragmatic acts over time. However, this field of
research is still relatively young while the study of changes in the sound system,
morphology, syntax and semantics have always been core areas of historical
linguistics and much is known about the systematicity of changes on these
levels. On the level of pragmatic changes and in particular for pragmatic acts,
we have no more than a selection of partial histories for some particularly
salient pragmatic acts that have caught the curiosity of historical pragmaticists
(for a brief overview of a number of such histories see Brinton 2023: chapter 6).
This is not yet enough for a solid theory of pragmatic change that can be
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generalised across large inventories of pragmatic acts or even across all of them.
But some attempts have already been made to find generalisations for speech act
trajectories.

Two different perspectives can be distinguished in these endeavours; a form-to-
function approach and a function-to-form approach (see Jacobs and Jucker 1995
for the origin of this terminological distinction). In a form-to-function approach,
the researcher starts with a particular word or phrase and investigates their
diachronically changing functions while a function-to-form approach focuses
on a specific speech function and traces its diachronically changing manifest-
ations. Given the fuzziness of speech acts and the fact that diachronically both the
form and the function of any given linguistic entity are likely to change, the
distinction is often difficult to maintain and only serves heuristic purposes.

However, Claridge and Arnovick (2010: 183) focus mainly on a form-to-
function approach when they talk about discursisation as a pathway of develop-
ment of the farewell greeting goodbye and the sneeze blessing bless you. These
developments have to be seen against the background of the process of prag-
maticalisation, which describes a type of change that turns lexical material into
a pragmatic element. The discourse marker well, for instance, historically
derives from the adverb well, the interjection gee from the proper noun Jesus,
and the Early Modern English courtesy markers pray and prithee from a matrix
clause. In the case of goodbye and bless you, however, pragmatic elements
derive from other pragmatic elements in a process that Claridge and Arnovick
(2010) call discursisation. They both have an illocutionary rather than
a propositional function at the beginning of the process. The conversational
formula goodbye derives from the phrase God be with you that is regularly
attested in Early Modern English at the end of a dialogue, for instance in a play,
where it counted both as a blessing and as a courteous way of closing the
interaction. Presumably, blessings were common at the end of dialogues and
therefore had this secondary illocution of closing the dialogue. Starting in the
late sixteenth century, the phrase underwent contraction and eventually merged
into one word, goodbye, where the element good is substituted for the element
God. At the same time, the closing function became increasingly dominant.
There may even have been some influence through the analogy of good-day that
helped this substitution. At the end of the nineteenth century, the process had
progressed so far that the phrase could no longer be used as a blessing and God
be with you reappears in the data for cases of actual blessings (Claridge and
Arnovick 2010: 175-76; and for a more comprehensive account Arnovick
1999: chapter 6). The conversational formula bless you that is sometimes
uttered as a response to somebody sneezing has undergone a similar develop-
ment from what originally was a religious blessing with slightly more complex
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forms (we dec bletsiap, Old English, ‘we bless you’; or blessed mote pow be,
Middle English, ‘you may be blessed’) to a superstitious blessing and finally into
a wish or a mere polite formula that for many has lost its religious component
entirely (Claridge and Arnovick 2010: 177, Arnovick 1999: chapter 7). The term
discursisation, therefore, designates a pathway of change for these two, and
possibly other, cases of linguistic expressions that change their illocutionary
point in the course of time while the expressions themselves undergo a process
of contraction.

Jucker (2019), on the other hand, starts out from a particular illocutionary
function, apologising, and traces its manifestations from Old English to Present-
day English. He argues that apologies originate in Old English penitential acts
and confessions to God and in a process of what he calls attenuation, develop
into the fully pragmaticalised and minimalised apologies that we are familiar
with in Present-day English (see Figure 5).

Based on Kohnen (2017) and Williamson (2018), he argues that apologies in
a modern sense are not attested or referred to in the data that has survived from
Old English. Instead, there are passages in which speakers address themselves
to God in order to express regret for their sins and to ask for forgiveness. In the
Middle English period, passages can be found in which such speech acts of
remorse are addressed not to God but to a fellow Christian who is asked for
forgiveness. In the late Middle English and Early Modern English period, there
is increasing evidence of a secularisation of apologies and it is at this point that
the term apology is first attested in the English language (Jucker 2019: 13). But
they are still relatively complex and often include terms of address and prefatory
phrases, such as I hope, I pray you or I beseech you, as in Extract 6.4.

6.4 Most gracious Princesse, how much I grieve to see your discomfort, J cannot say,
but hope your Grace will pardon me, which have been more bold (presuming on
your favour) then beseemeth me.

(LION; Anon, Marianvs (c. 1641): chap. XVII, page 159; quoted from Jucker and
Taavitsainen 2008: 238)

According to Jucker (2019: 14), apologies still tend to be more complex in the
early nineteenth century than they often are today, but they show signs of

. . Fully

Explicit Convention- )
. tic-
Speech act » Sfoegilr;;ct » secularised » alised speech » 2:;%':2:;
to God Christian s;_)eteclh actt to act f(::g:)ced minimalised
interlocutor speech act

Figure 5 Scale of speech act attenuation (based on Jucker 2019: 7)
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increasing conventionalisation and at the same time their force often seems to be
reduced. The illocutionary point indicating device sorry starts to take over as the
most important apology expression whilst pardon, forgive and excuse are more
and more backgrounded. In Present-day English, finally, apologies are often no
more than token acknowledgements for minor infractions. They are regularly
performed by a mere sorry or even by spill cries such as oops or whoops. Thus,
in the course of time, apologies have undergone a process of attenuation, that is,
a weakening of their force and at the same time their manifestations underwent
a process of conventionalisation and minimalisation. These new forms, how-
ever, have not ousted the more elaborate and more creative forms. What has
happened is that the spectrum of apologies has opened up and led to a co-
existence of maximally sincere and heartfelt apologies with maximally attenu-
ated and reduced ones and everything between these two extremes.

7 Open Issues and Outlook

The final section brings together the threads of the previous sections by looking
at the four waves of speech act research again and how they compare to each
other in terms of a second-order perspective, that is, speech acts defined by the
researcher on the basis of felicity conditions and a first order perspective, that is,
speech act labels used by the language users themselves on the basis of their
importance and saliency for everyday communication. The second part of this
section highlights promising research directions for future work on speech acts.
It focuses mainly on the multimodality and historicity of speech acts and on
some of the research challenges that they present.

7.1 Where We Are

The first three sections of this Element provided some of the foundations of
speech act theory, its early developments and an overview of relevant research
tools. These early developments were presented in terms of the first three waves
of speech act theory, in which the very first wave comprises the work by the
language philosophers Austin and Searle and the early adaptations of their work
within pragmatics (e.g., Levinson 1983: chapter 5). It was based on the philo-
sophers’ research tools of introspection and careful analysis of what it means to
perform verbal actions or —to use Austin’s (1962) famous book title — how to do
things with words. This work had a lasting impact and some of the basic
concepts and terminologies continue to be useful even today. The second and
the third wave of speech act research moved from introspection to empirical
investigations. The second wave used various types of elicitation experiments
and naturally occurring contrastive situations in order to explore different ways
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of performing the same speech act, focusing mainly on speaker demographics.
Speakers of different languages or different varieties of the same language were
compared. Learner varieties were compared with native speaker varieties, and
so on. The third wave rejected elicitation experiments in favour of large corpora
of authentic language data. In the process, the focus on speaker demographics
was largely replaced by a focus on the question of how speech acts are
performed in different linguistic contexts, for example, in different registers
or in different time periods. The third wave, for the first time, allowed
a systematic extension of speech act research into historical periods opening
up a large spectrum of new research questions about earlier manifestations of
speech acts and about trajectories of their development over time.

The first three waves of speech act theory and research continue to be of
importance even today. The philosophical foundations still inform some of our
thinking on speech acts and both the experimental and the corpus-based trad-
ition are well represented in many publications today. The methods continue to
be modified and adapted to offer new insights and to avoid some of the
criticisms levelled at the early versions of these methods.

The fourth wave of speech act research, however, constitutes a somewhat
bigger step away from the early approaches. Sections 4, 5 and 6 were devoted to
different aspects of this fourth wave. Section 4 looked at the discursive nature of
speech acts, that is, the way in which speech acts can be understood as a joint
production of the speaker and the addressee. Speech acts are fuzzy entities.
Their illocutionary point may be explicitly encoded, for example, with an
illocutionary point indicating device or underspecified and vague. Whether
explicit and clear or underspecified, the addressee either (silently) accepts the
illocutionary point as sufficiently clear for current purposes or in need of some
explicit negotiations. Section 5 looked at the multimodal nature of speech acts,
which in this context should be called pragmatic acts. While it is intuitively
obvious that specific pragmatic acts owe much of their communicative potential
to the nonverbal aspects of their delivery, the research tools that we have today
appear to be in their early stages of development. The section mainly looked at
those multimodal aspects that are sufficiently salient for speakers, or writers, to
explicitly comment about them. And Section 6, finally, was devoted to the
historicity of speech acts. Historical accounts always need to take into account
the limited nature of the data that has survived. Earlier centuries had communi-
cative needs that differ from ours and writing was more marginal than it is today,
which makes straightforward comparisons difficult. But even beyond these
difficulties, it is not easy to capture speech acts — or pragmatic acts — used
hundreds of years ago and compare them with what we are doing today. The
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section has shown that both the form and the function of these entities is likely to
have changed substantially.

A comparison of the first three waves with the fourth wave reveals several
important aspects. While the first three waves considered speech acts to be
entities that could be captured by well-defined felicity conditions, the fourth
wave has to come to terms with the indeterminate nature of speech acts. The first
three waves focused mainly on the utterance produced by a speaker and the
inherent features of this utterance. The fourth wave, in contrast, focuses on
speech acts as a negotiated entity produced by the speaker and the addressee in
cooperation. The most important difference between the first three waves and
the fourth lies in the perspective taken on the definition of specific speech acts.
In the first three waves, the researchers relied largely on speech act definitions
provided through felicity conditions. Thus, even in the empirical work of
the second and the third wave, the basis has been provided by philosophical
tools of introspection to identify specific speech acts in the data. The researchers
created situations in which specific speech acts — according to the researchers’
definitions — were likely to occur or they searched corpora for instances of
specific speech acts, again using pre-determined definitions. As a result, the
three waves focused almost exclusively on prototypical speech acts, that is,
speech acts whose illocutionary point was as clear and unambiguous as pos-
sible. The fourth wave, on the other hand, focuses much more on a first-order
perspective, that is, the perspective taken by the language users. It investigates
those speech actions that are sufficiently salient for language users to explicitly
talk about them.

The two perspectives complement each other in obvious ways. A second-
order perspective provides meticulous analytical tools for well-defined entities.
This is essential if large numbers of speech acts of the same type are to be
compared across different speakers or across different contexts of occurrence.
A first-order perspective, on the other hand, captures the variable nature of how
language users think about certain speech acts. Not everybody agrees on what
an apology is, for instance. Which situations call for an apology? How sincere
does an apology have to be? And what makes an apology an adequate apology?
Such a first-order perspective focuses on the fuzzy nature of speech acts and on
what is salient for a particular speech community.

7.2 And Where We Are Going

One of the basic problems that has vexed speech act theorists for a long time is
the issue of whether it is possible to establish a comprehensive list of all speech
acts of any given language. Levinson (2015: 205) considers the different

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 05:37:07, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009421461
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Speech Acts 57

positions taken by earlier scholars, that is, Austin’s position that speech acts are
basically cultural in nature and hence part of an open-ended list and Grice’s
position that speech act types are based on two propositional attitudes of
wanting and judging. Searle’s five large classes of speech acts form a middle
position, that is, representatives (e.g., assertions), directives (i.e., attempts to get
the addressee to do something), commissives (i.e., commitments by the speaker
to do something), expressives (such as thanking and apologising) and declar-
ations (such as blessing and christening). Levinson rejects this classification on
the grounds that it ignores many of the actions identified by conversation
analysts. He lists continuers, such as hmhm, repair initiators and repair
responses as relevant examples. According to Levinson, the classification also
fails to account for culture-bound special cases. As an example, he cites an
exchange of father-in-law jokes in Yéli Dnye, a Papuan culture, which appar-
ently defy a classification according to Searle’s categories. It is clear that these
examples constitute second-order definitions of specific speech acts, that is,
speech actions that are recognised as such by the researcher even if they do not
have a vernacular name and therefore do not appear to be salient enough for the
speakers of the language to name them and to talk about them.

The search for an inventory of speech acts, therefore, must specify clearly
whether it searches for first-order or second-order entities. Levinson’s reservations
about the possibility to establish a comprehensive repertoire (of second-order
entities) seem plausible. Future research is likely to propose new distinctions and
to identify new speech actions. A list of second-order speech acts, therefore, is
unlikely to be finite in principle. The search for first-order speech acts, on the other
hand, will identify speech act verbs that are by definition language and culture
specific. Attempts to theorise such lists of speech act verbs have a long history.
They go back to the early days of speech act research within pragmatics (see for
instance Verschueren 1985, 1994 and Traugott 1991).

A better understanding of the scope and the extent of the repertoire of speech
act verbs would help us in the discursive approaches to speech acts. In the early
days of speech act research, the choice of specific speech acts for investigation
was largely informed by their potential to create face threats either for the
speaker or for the addressee. And much of the work since then has continued
to look at apologies, directives, complaints and compliments. A more system-
atic assessment of the inventory of first-order speech act labels would help us to
set the choice of speech acts to be investigated on a more solid empirical
foundation.

Another area of considerable potential for further research concerns their
multimodality. Section 5 took a first-order perspective to look at salient gestures
and facial expressions. This needs to be extended empirically to non-fictional
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situations. Recent years have seen a growing interest in the multimodal nature
of communication (see the handbooks by Miiller et al. 2013 and Miiller et al.
2014 and more recently Jucker, Hiibscher and Brown 2023). Studies that focus
on the multimodality of specific speech actions are still rare, but some work in
this area has recently been published. Hiibscher et al. (2023), for instance,
investigate the multimodality of requests in Catalan. They used discourse
elicitation tasks to study how Catalan speakers use facial and body cues when
producing a request in polite and in non-polite contexts and the results show that
more gestural mitigation strategies are used in polite contexts than in non-polite
contexts. And Fang (2023) looks at the multimodal cues that are used by groups
of Chinese and Indonesian speakers using English as a lingua franca in role
plays that elicit refusals. The study shows that body position, smiling voices,
smiling facial expressions and gaze aversion play an important role in the
maintenance of rapport when mitigating the force of refusals. Such studies
clearly demonstrate that our gestures and facial expressions are an important
part of our communicative acts. They are attuned to contextual factors, such as
levels of politeness even if we are not always consciously aware of their impact
on the interaction between speaker and addressee. The first-order perspective
provided in Section 5 focuses on the more prominent aspects of gestures and
facial expressions, those that are salient enough to be picked up by narrators as
part of their narrative accounts, while the research by Hiibscher et al. (2023) and
Fang (2023) tries to tease out the subtleties that tend to escape our conscious
awareness. Both perspectives offer a wealth of new and exciting research
opportunities, but they force us to expand the research methods and the descrip-
tive tools in order to capture the details of how people communicate beyond the
spoken words.

As pointed out in Section 6, there are already a considerable number of
studies investigating selected speech acts in historical periods, but this is just
a beginning. Even for well-researched Indo-European languages, such as
English, Spanish, French, German and Dutch, or for Chinese and for Japanese
we have no more than a few illustrative investigations of selected speech acts in
their historical contexts. For less well-researched languages the situation is
more serious. This opens up research opportunities in several directions. As
a basis, more studies of individual speech acts for specific historical periods in
specific languages are needed. A rich inventory of such studies will enable
cross-linguistic investigations comparing specific speech acts or families of
speech acts, across different languages. Some work in this area has already been
carried out. Taavitsainen and Wtodarczyk (2021), for instance, investigated
insults in translations of Shakespeare’s Othello into German, Swedish, Polish
and Finnish. And House et al. (2023) studied closings in nineteenth-century
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letters in English, German and Chinese. There are endless opportunities for
specific language pairs or groups of languages to be compared in terms of
specific speech act realisations, but needless to say that such comparisons
always require a careful consideration of the tertium comparationis, that is,
the common denominator that makes the entities under investigation compar-
able across different languages (see Taavitsainen and Wtodarczyk 2021: 170 for
details).

An additional direction of research combines series of historical accounts of
a particular speech act into long-term trajectories of speech act developments. In
Section 6, I provided an outline of the history of apologies that started out in the
Anglo-Saxon period as penitential acts and confessions to God and underwent
a process of attenuation to become what they are today (Jucker 2019). Such
trajectories obviously depend on detailed knowledge about the individual stages
across the centuries and so far, not many speech acts have been investigated in
sufficient historical detail to allow for convincing descriptions of their long-
term trajectories. With the availability of additional trajectories, it will be
possible to compare them and find generalisations across different trajectories
of the same language or even generalisation of trajectories across different
languages. In the area of semantic change, we already have a reasonable number
of case studies that allow the identification of regularities of how the meaning of
words tends to change diachronically (see, in particular, Traugott and Dasher
2005). In the area of historical speech act research, we are still a long way off
from a similar level of understanding of the relevant developments. This offers
endless research opportunities for future generations of researchers.
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