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The task athand is to saywhatmakes for the performance of a speech act, such as
an assertion, a request, a command, a promise, or a question. Given any particular
communicative act α, our theory should tell us in virtue of what α has the content
and illocutionary force that it has. A corollary of this theory will be a principled
taxonomy of speech acts—away of dividing up speech acts into categories and sub-
categories that is motivated by facts about their underlying natures.

The theory of speech acts that I will advocate here is a version of Gricean in-
tentionalism. On this view, to perform a speech act is to mean something by an
utterance, and to mean something by an utterance is to produce the utterance with
a meaning intention. Different kinds of speech acts, on this view, are grounded in
the different kinds of meaning intentions with which they’re performed. I am not
the first to defend such an account. In bare outline, it can already be found in Grice
(; ; ), though he mostly abjures the technical vocabulary of speech-
act theory. More detailed versions of the view have been defended by Strawson

*This is an early draft of work that will eventually make its way into a monograph about speech
acts. Please check with me (danielwharris@gmail.com) before citing it. Some of this work was
begun in my dissertation at the CUNY Graduate Center. I thank my supervisor, Stephen Neale, as
well as Daniel Fogal, Jessica Keiser, Rachel McKinney, Stephen Schiffer, each of whom has helped
me to reach the views expressed here.

A bit more specifically, I will be interested in speech acts that fall into the category of commu-
nicative illocutionary acts. I will say more about how this category relates to other kinds of speech
acts in §§–.





(), Schiffer (), and Bach & Harnish (). I take ample inspiration from
all of these accounts in what follows.

A meaning intention—or m-intention, for short—is an intention to have some
effect on an addressee in part via their recognition of one’s intention to do so. The
precise format of m-intentions has been widely debated, and I won’t try to resolve
the issue here. Instead, I will work with Grice’s () explication, reformulated as
a grounding claim:

M-Intentions
The fact that U meant something by uttering x is grounded in the fact
that, for some addressee A, U uttereed x intending

() A to produce a particular response r;

() A to think (recognize) that U intends (); and

() A to fulfill () on the basis of his fulfillment of ().

This explication is schematic, in that it contains three free variables, one that stands
for an utterer, one for an addressee, and one for a response. The most illuminat-
ing ways of typing speech acts will do so in a way that is neutral as to utterer and
addressee. And so I will be interested in ways of typing speech acts in terms of
their intended effects—in terms, that is, of the different values that r can take in
the above schema. For any type of speech act, I’ll call the corresponding value of r
its m-intended effect (Grice, ).

A long tradition in speech-act theory has approached taxonomy through the
lens of our ordinary folk theories of speech acts. The exemplar is Austin, whose
philosophical methodology was apparently based on the assumption that the vo-
cabulary of English is a guide to the Deep and Important distinctions that philoso-
phers ought to make. For example, his way of counting types of illocutionary act

Grice’s original version was formulated as a claim about the truth conditions of an attribution
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causal explanation, see Neale ().





seems to have been to test which English verbs could be substituted for ϕ in the
schema xI (hereby) ϕ such-and-suchy to yield an explicit performative, concluding
that each successful verb corresponded to a distinct kind of illocutionary act. The
result of thismethodwas a categorization of illocutionary acts into five categories—
verdictives, exercitives, commissives, behabitives, and expositives—that seems to
me to be arbitrary and superficial (Austin, , ch.).

By contrast, I think that intentionalism offers us a deeper and more revealing
way of carving up speech acts by tying their identities to our reasons for perform-
ing them. Speech acts are actions, and to explain an action is to rationalize it in
terms of an agent’s plans. Intentionalism thus offers an explanatory approach to
the taxonomy of speech acts—a way of answering ‘which’-questions in terms of
independently motivated answers to ‘why’-questions.

I will spell these answers out in detail in §§–. First, I will take some time to
zero in on my subject matter. My topic of investigation in this chapter is the nature
of communicative illocutionary acts. In order to avoid circumlocution, I have been
calling them ‘speech acts’. But not everything that philosophers have called speech
acts are communicative illocutionary acts, and so the next two sections are devoted
to distinguishing my topic from some nearby ones.

 Communicative vs. Conventional Acts

Marriage is a complex ritual in ways that vary widely from one culture to the next.
For example, human wedding ceremonies often require the transfer of property,
either in the form of a dowry or a bride-price, with the amounts varying depending
on the society’s economic system. The anthropologist Judith K. Brown gives a sense
of some of the options:

In societies without a great deal of storable wealth in forms such as
cowrie shells, cattle, pigs, and (more recently) bolts of cloth andmoney,
the property exchanged as well as the ceremonial activity at marriage
tends to be minimal or a marriage may be established by an exchange
of sisters between two men. In some societies, the wedding can take





years to complete, being fully recognized only after repeated ritual ac-
tivity, extensive exchange of property, and even the arrival of children.
Benedict () reports that marriage ceremonials were essentially
lifelong events among the Kwakiutl of the Northwest Coast of North
America. Payments between father-in-law and son-in-law, in the form
of prerogatives and wealth continued, throughout life, marking the
birth and the maturity of a couple’s children. Benedict () reports
that marriage ceremonials were essentially lifelong events among the
Kwakiutl of the Northwest Coast of North America. Payments be-
tween father-in-law and son-in-law, in the form of prerogatives and
wealth continued, throughout life, marking the birth and the maturity
of a couple’s children. (Brown, , )

In some societies, if the property fails to be exchanged—for example, if a prospec-
tive groom hailing from the Mundugumor culture of northern Papua New Guinea
fails to provide a sister to the bride’s family in exchange for the bride—themarriage
fails to occur (McDowell, , –).

Meanwhile, here in the postindustrialWest, we have our own strange andunique
marriage rituals. In Darkest Nova Scotia—where I was married—the ceremony
can take place in a range of locations, and the ritual can be edited in various ways,
with personalized vows inserted, for example; but it won’t count as a wedding un-
less it is performed by one of a small number of provincially sanctioned religious
or legal officials, and unless each of the participants utters appropriately saturated
instances of the following schematic sentence (or its French equivalent): xI x, do
solemnly declare that I do not know of any lawful reason why I may not be joined
in matrimony to yy. Another sentence with roughly the same meaning—say, ‘Sure,
I’ll marry her; it’s not against the law or anything’—won’t seal the deal for official
purposes.

The fact thatmodern,Westernwedding ceremonies involve carefully prescribed
speech has led speech-act theorists in the conventionalist tradition to treat them as
paradigmatic examples of illocutionary acts. The most notable example is Austin,
who uses marriage as his very first example, in How to do Things with Words (,





), of a performative utterance—a category that he would later be subsume under
the broader concept of illocutionary acts.

On the strength of this and similar examples of social rituals involving speech,
Austin argued that illocutionary acts are “conventional procedures”—acts whose
performance is constituted by conformity to a collection of conventional “felicity
conditions”. Austin divided felicity conditions into several categories on the basis
of what happens if they are violated (Austin, , –). If the officiant I hired
had turned out to be a con artist, for example, or if I had uttered a sufficiently
wrong string of words during the ceremony, then my wedding would have been a
“misfire”—an act that was “purported but void” (Austin, , ). In other words,
it wouldn’t have been a wedding at all, but merely a failed attempt. On the other
hand, if I had promised to “be faithful from this day forward” without a genuine
intention of doing so, my act still would have constituted a wedding, but it would
have been an “insincere” one (Austin, , ).

On the face of it, assertions, questions, requests, and promises don’t work like
this. One needn’t occupy any particular social role or be participating in a cultur-
ally specific convention in order to ask a question, for example, and there can be no
society in which asking a question involves, necessarily and by definition, a trans-
fer of property from the addressee’s father to the speaker. It is likewise impossible
to imagine a society that is sufficiently dystopian that the state dictates the condi-
tions under which individuals within its jurisdiction can genuinely assert things
(at least in the ordinary sense, as opposed to, say, the highly conventionalized act
of testifying in court). A wedding ceremony must always be conducted according
to the conventions of some social group or other, whereas questions and assertions
may be cross-cultural. In the late stages of humanity’s self-destruction, when there
are only two humans left, there won’t be much sense to the idea of them getting
married or christening ships (by any official standards), but they will still be able to
communicate, and this will involve asking each other questions, answering those
questions with assertions, and perhaps even requesting each other’s help in their
efforts to repopulate the planet.

Intentionalism tells us that these intuitions are correct: there is nothing essen-





tially conventional about asserting, questioning, or requesting. On the contrary,
these are all, in essence, acts of trying to change someone’s thoughts by getting them
to recognize one’s own thoughts. The basic human capacity for thinking about oth-
ers’ thoughts—call it our capacity for ‘mindreading’ or ‘metarepresentation’—is a
cognitive universal that transcends the cultural and conventional differences that
separate us and define our social rituals. Mindreading is an innate capacity that
emerges in normal humans during the first year or two of life (Carey, ; Car-
ruthers, ; Onishi and Baillargeon, ; Tomasello, ). For this reason,
I follow Bach & Harnish () in distinguishing these communicative acts—acts
that are, in their essence, exercises of Griceanmindreading, from conventional acts
like marrying.

Austin thought that all illocutionary acts work like marriage—that they’re all
constituted by felicity conditions that break down into two basic categories: those,
like uttering the right wedding vows, whose violation results in nonperformance
(which Austin labeled A- and B-type infelicities) and those, like being sincere in
one’s vows, whose violation results in infelicitous performance (which Austin la-
beled Γ-type infelicities. Because one can commit a Γ-type infelicity and still per-
form the act in question, it is really only Austin’s A- and B-typle felicity conditions
that interest us here.

What are the A- and B-type felicity conditions of communicative acts? Austin’s
only real attempt to answer is his discussion of the act of ‘stating’ (which, roughly
speaking, is Austin’s term for assertion). For example, Austin argued that presup-
position failure is a kind of A-type infelicity for statements.

Now what about infelicities of the A and B kinds, which rendered the
act-warning, undertaking, &c.—null and void?: can a thing that looks
like a statement be null and void just as much as a putative contract?
The answer seems to be Yes, importantly. The first cases are A. and
A., where there is no convention (or not an accepted convention) or
where the circumstances are not appropriate for its invocation by the
speaker. Many infelicities of just this type do infect statements.

We have already noticed the case of a putative statement presup-





posing (as it is called) the existence of that which it refers to; if no
such thing exists, ‘the statement’ is not about anything. Now some say
that in these circumstances, if, for example, someone asserts that the
present King of France is bald, ‘the question whether he is bald does
not arise’; but it is better to say that the putative statement is null and
void, exactly as when I say that I sell you something but it is not mine
or (having been burnt) is not any longer in existence. Contracts often
are void because the objects they are about do not exist, which involves
a breakdown of reference (total ambiguity). (Austin, , )

The idea that presupposition failure is a kind of A-type infelicity, rendering a pur-
ported assertion void, is inconsistent with Austin’s other commitments. An illo-
cutionary act’s felicity conditions are the conditions under a given locutionary act
counts as an instance of the illocutionary act. A locutionary act is, in turn an act of
“the utterance of certain words …with a certain ‘meaning’ in the favourite philo-
sophical sense of that word, i.e. with a certain sense and with a certain reference”
(, ). But, in the above-quoted passage, Austin tells us that presupposition
failure results in reference failure. It follows that presupposition failure is a kind of
locutionary failure, rather than a kind of illocutionary infelicity, by Austin’s own
lights.

This mixup is an instance of the broader pattern of confusion of linguistic con-
Austin’s other proposed felicity conditions for stating are just as problematic, but for different

reasons. For example:

Just as we often say, for example, ‘You cannot orderme’, in the sense ‘You have not the
right to order me’, which is equivalent to saying that you are not in the appropriate
position to do so: so often there are things you cannot state-have no right to state-
are not in a position to state. You cannot now state how many people there are in
the next room; if you say ‘There are fifty people in the next room’, I can only regard
you as guessing or conjecturing Gust as sometimes you are not ordering me, which
would be inconceivable, but possibly asking me to rather impolitely, so here you are
’hazarding a guess’ rather oddly). (Austin, , )

This passagewould seem to have the bizarre consequence that it is impossible tomake an unjustified
assertion—a view too charitable to American presidential candidates to be right.





ventions with social conventions within the conventionalist tradition. The latter
are what Austin uses to define the conventional acts with which he begins his in-
vestigations. Thus he is able to separate the ontology of locutionary acts, which are
governed by linguistic conventions, from illocutionary acts, which are governed by
further conventions that define the conditions under which one’s locutionary act
constitutes a given illocutionary act, relative to a given set of circumstances. But
because it is impossible to spell out social conventions governing the performance
of communicative acts like assertion, Austin is forced to fall back on linguistic con-
ventions in order to define them, thus conflating the conditions of the performance
of communicative acts with those of locutionary acts (cf. Strawson , ).

Searle makes a similar mistake in formulating his own conventionalist theory
of speech acts, on which an utterances counts as a performance of a certain type
of illocutionary act in virtue of conforming to a suite of conventional “constitutive
rules”. The rules for each illocutionary act follow a similar pattern. Here, for exam-
ple, are the constitutive rules that would govern an assertion that p, addressed by
a speaker S to a hearer H, performed by uttering a sentence T, according to Searle
(Searle, , –).

(S) Normal input and output conditions obtain.
(Covers all conditions that allow for the speaker to speak normally and to be
heard by the hearer.)

(S) The content of S’s act is p.

(S) Preparatory condition (i): S has evidence (reasons, etc.) for the truth of p.

(S) Preparatory condition (ii): It is not obvious to both S and H that H knows
(does not need to be reminded of, etc.) p.

(S) Sincerity Condition: S believes p.

(S) Essential Condition: S’s utterance counts an undertaking to the effect that p
represents an actual state of affairs.





(S) S intends (i-I) to produce in H the knowledge (K) that (S). S intends to pro-
duceK bymeans of the recognition of i-I, and he intends i- to be recognized
in virtue of (by means of) H’s knowledge of the meaning of T.

(S) The semantical rules of the dialect spoken by S and H are such that T is cor-
rect!y and sincerely uttered if and only if conditions (S)–(S) obtain.

There are several problems with this account (and with Searle’s analogous accounts
of other communicative acts).

First, it is worth noting that there is nothing conventional about (S)–(S); an
intentionalist can agree that these are all conditions on fully felicitous assertion,
since they follow from an intentionalist definition of assertion (see §) together
with plausible assumptions about what is demanded of a speaker by the Coopera-
tive Principle. The conventionality in Searle’s account thus rests entirely in (S)–
(S).

More importantly, however, it is doubtful that any of (S)–(S) is necessary for
asserting p. To see this, first recall Austin’s distinction between felicity conditions
whose violation results in nonperformance (A- and B-type conditions) and felicity
conditions whose violation results in a performance that counts as the speech act
in question, but is merely infelicitous (Γ-type conditions). It should be clear that
Searle’s conditions (S) and (S)–(S) fall into the latter category. Otherwise, it
would be impossible to assert pwhen one’s speaker happens not to be listening (S),
or to perform an unjustified assertion (S), or to assert something that one’s hearer
already knows (S), or to assert something dishonestly (S). Although violating
each of these conditions makes an assertion worse (by rather different kinds of
standards), so that we might want to call assertions that violate them infelicitous,
they may nonetheless count as assertions. These conditions are thus not plausibly
in the business of answering the question at hand in this chapter.

Searle’s conditions (S) and (S), on the other hand, are made redundant by
(S). What makes p the content of S’s assertion is that it is p (or S’s belief therein)
that S intends to commit themself to with their speech act. And how could one
commit oneself to a belief in p by way of a speech act other than by intentionally





making one’s audience recognize that one intends to do so? The commitment itself
is thus a perlocutionary consequence of the speech act, rather than a precondition
for it.

This leaves Searle’s conditions (S) and (S), which, taken together, amount to
an off-brand version of Grice’s theory, beefed up with the view—echoing Austin—
that illocutionary acts must always be performed in accordance with the linguistic
conventions that govern the sentence one utters.

But even aside from the theory-internal problems that result from this view for
Austin, there are excellent reasons to reject the idea that illocutionary acts can be
performed only by linguistically conventional means.

One such reason is that it is possible to perform both paradigmatically com-
municative acts and paradigmatically conventional acts without using language at
all. This is a point that even Strawson seems to have missed.

First, we may agree (or not dispute) that any speech act is, as such,
at least in part a conventional act. The performance of any speech act
involves at least the observance or exploitation of some linguistic con-
ventions, and every illocutionary act is a speech act. (Strawson, ,
)

I see no principled reason to say that every illocutionary act must be performed
with a token of some type governed by linguistic conventions. As many of Grice’s
() original examples illustrate, it is perfectly possible to mean something by
an utterance of a type that is neither linguistic nor conventionally meaningful. I
may direct you to leave the room by moving my arms in a way that is governed
by no conventions, or I may do the non-verbal equivalent of asserting that I am
angry by growling like an animal, thus exploiting the iconicity (as opposed to the
conventionality) of the utterance-type I use (Schiffer, , §.). The basic under-

It is also worth noting that an utterance-type may be meaningful without being linguistic (as
in Grice’s (, ) examples of three rings on a bus’s bell meaning ‘the bus is full’) and that an
utterance-type may be linguistic without being meaningful (as, perhaps, in Chomsky’s example,
‘colorless green ideas sleep furiously’).





lying mechanics of communication boil down to pure mindreading. Convention-
governed linguistic utterance-types addonly expressive power to the speaker’s reper-
toire, thereby allowing for more complex m-intended effects to be recognized by
the hearer, which in turn allows the speaker to have richer m-intentions (Neale,
; Scott-Phillips, ; Sperber and Wilson, ). In short: the use of lan-
guage does not fundamentally alter the mechanics of communication; it merely
oils the wheels.

The same goes for conventional acts. There is nothing essentially linguistic
about marriage, for example. If things had turned out differently, North American
wedding ceremonies might have been performed in silence, by means of a ritualis-
tic transfer from the bank account of the bride’s parents to the bank account of the
groom’s parents (or vice versa)—no utterances necessary. Austin acknowledges
this fact, pointing out that “many conventional acts, such as betting or conveyance
of property, can be performed in non-verbal ways” (Austin, , ).

Strawson’s stipulation that illocutionary acts must involve linguistic utterances,
then, strikes me as an arbitrary requirement—a point illustrated by the following
passage.

It is not just as being a speech act that an illocutionary act—for ex-
ample, of warning—is conventional. A nonverbal act of warning is,
Austinmaintains, conventionally such in just the sameway as an illocutionary—
that is, verbal—act ofwarning is conventionally such. (Strawson, ,
)

Whether to apply the label ‘illocutionary’ to an act—to either a conventional act
or a communicative act—is ultimately a mere terminological matter. The same
may be said of Schiffer’s decision to reserve the terms ‘assertion’ and ‘statement’ for
communicative illocutionary acts performed literally, directly, andwith language—
a usage that likely accords with the ordinary uses of these terms (insofar as they
have well-behaved ordinary uses, which, I think, is somewhat doubtful).

There are certain kinds of speech acts, classed by Austin as kinds of
illocutionary acts, which are such that a necessary condition for the





performance of a speech act of any one of these kinds is that one utter
a sentence having a certain sort of meaning. I have especially in mind
the speech act of stating (asserting); for, roughly speaking, a neces-
sary condition for stating (asserting) that p is that one utter a sentence
which means “p”. (Schiffer, , )

In using ‘assert’ in a more general, if also technical way, I hope to get away from
our ordinary intuitions about what the word means, and instead bring my termi-
nological distinctions in line with the underlying facts that make illocutionary acts
the acts that they are.

My point is that the essential mechanics of either communicative or conven-
tional acts do not rely on language, and we should focus on those mechanics. My
broader point in this section is that the underlying mechanics of conventional and
communicative acts are entirely different; the former rely on localized, predefined
social conventions, whereas the latter are, at their core, exercises in the human ca-
pacity for mindreading.

A final, powerful reason to doubt that linguistic conventions can save a con-
ventionalist account of the acts that I am calling ‘communicative’ is the existence
of indirect, ironic, andmetaphorical communicative acts, wherein a speakermeans
something that is not conventionally connected to the sentence they utter (cf. Bach
& Harnish , .). What Grice called ‘particularized conversational implica-

Schiffer took this point to be so obvious that he didn’t bother tomake it directly, insteadmerely
mentioning it within an example used to illustrate an unrelated point (specifically, his objection to
the third clause of Grice’s definition of m-intentions):

Consider, for instance, one of the counter-examples to Grice given in section II.:

A: “A necessary condition of someone’s meaning that p is that he utter a sentence
which means “p”. ”

S: “But then one could never mean that p by uttering a sentence metaphorically.”

Here S has raised an objection to A’s statement (his utterance has the force of an ob-
jection), but there is no (relevant) response that S intends to produce in A by means
of recognition of intention. (Schiffer, , )





tures’ are paradigmatic cases of what I have in mind, although the category is sig-
nificantly broader than Grice’s examples suggest, since it includes cases involving
non-assertoric indirect speech acts. In saying ‘you’re on my foot’ to a stranger in
an elevator, for example, I may be indirectly requesting that they move. But there
is nothing about the linguistic conventions of ‘you’re on my foot’ that links it to
such a request. In other circumstances, one could utter the same sentence as a
(likely ill-fated) come-on. In imagining these circumstances, we aren’t imagin-
ing the application-conditions of two distinct linguistic conventions; we’re imag-
ining situations in which speakers would have two different reasons for using the
same sentence with the same standingmeaning, and in which the speakers’ reasons
would be clear to their respective audiences. The mechanisms by which these two
different intentions would be understood are analogous to those posited by Grice’s
theory of implicature: the hearer recognizes that the speaker isn’t merely stating a
fact, but has some further motive for their utterance, and this leads the hearer to
non-demonstratively infer the speaker’s further intention.

Indeed, the fact that there is a basic difference between conventional and com-
municative acts can be seen from the fact that there is no sense at all to the idea
of indirectly performing a genuinely conventional act. One can’t indirectly marry
someone or christen a ship, for example; it’s not even clearwhat it would be to do so.
But one can indirectly assert, question, request, or promise. Again, this is because
the mechanisms underlying communication are fundamentally non-conventional,
and so fundamentally different from those underlying social rituals, thus allowing
communication to decouple from and go beyond any conventions that might be
helping it along.

 Illocutionary vs. Perlocutionary Acts

Speech acts admit of varying degrees of success. Suppose that Sue wants to ask Hal
a question, and so she utters

I will discuss indirect speech acts in greater detail in the next chapter, where I will argue that
this whole process can be set into motion by an utterance-type without any conventional meaning.





. Does God exist?

If all goes well, Hal will answer Sue’s question. But there are lesser ways in which
her speech act might succeed. Even if Hal doesn’t wind up answering Sue, there
remains the question of whether he has understood her. And even if Sue doesn’t
even succeed at being understood, there is still an antecedent question of whether
she succeeds in asking the question in the first place. (Suppose that Sue had fallen
into a narcoleptic slumber before () passed from her lips, so that her utterance was
actually sleep-babbling rather than a genuine question.)

Intentionalism has the resources to distinguish these three degrees of success,
whichwemight term illocutionary, communicative, and perlocutionary success. For
Sue to succeed in performing an illocutionary act requires only that the she produce
her utterance with an m-intention—in this case, the intention for Hal to (form an
intention to) tell her whether God exists. For Sue to thereby communicate with
Hal requires, further, that Hal recognize that Sue was trying to have this effect on
him, thereby fulfilling the second clause of her m-intention. For Sue to succeed in
her perlocutionary aim requires, further, that Hal actually answer her question (or
at least that he form an intention to do so).

Not all theories of speech acts have the resources to make these distinctions.
Although Austin posited a distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary
acts, he struggled to put the distinction on sound theoretical footing, ultimately
settling for several imperfect heuristics. The best-known of these is Austin’s slogan
that an illocutionary act is something that one does in speaking, whereas a perlocu-
tionary act is something that one does by speaking. But Austin admits that this test
often fails (, ); and anyway, it is at best superficial.

Strictly speaking, we should also distinguish between proximal and distal perlocutionary suc-
cess. Although Sue’s proximal perlocutionary aim in uttering () is for Hal to form an intention to
answer her (see §), shemay have the distal perlocutionary aim of causing him to question his faith.
Intentionalism grounds the nature of her speech act in the proximal aim but not the distal aim, and
so we should be careful to distinguish them. It is also worth noting that the distal aim of a speech
act α1 may be the proximate aim of an indirect speech act α2 that is performed by performing α1.
Indeed, this is a necessary condition on α2’s counting as an indirect speech act.





Another way that Austin tries to draw the illocutionary–perlocutionary dis-
tinction centers on the vague idea that perlocutionary acts always involve the down-
stream consequences of illocutionary acts—in particular, effects on the audience
(, ). This way of drawing the distinction is suggested by some of Austin’s
illocution–perlocution pairs, such as the illocutionary act of ordering someone to
do something and the corresponding perlocutionary acts of persuading them to
do it, on one hand, and actually making them do it, on the other (, –).
It is a version of this way of drawing the distinction that I advocated at the start of
this section. But this cannot be a hard-and-fast rule for Austin, since he holds that
illocutionary success requires being understood by one’s audience, which Austin
calls ‘uptake’.

Unless a certain effect is achieved, the illocutionary act will not have
been happily, successfully performed. This is to be distinguished from
saying that the illocutionary act is the achieving of a certain effect. I
cannot be said to have warned an audience unless it hears what I say
and takes what I say in a certain sense. An effect must be achieved on
the audience if the illocutionary act is to be carried out. How should
we best put it here? And how can we limit it? Generally the effect
amounts to bringing about the understanding of the meaning and of
the force of the locution. So the performance of an illocutionary act
involves the securing of uptake. (Austin, , –)

It is tempting to think of Austin’s uptake condition as a misapplication of his own
theory. Surely, uptake should be at most a Γ-type felicity condition—the kind
whose violation results in infelicitous performance rather than nonperformance.
But Austin makes it seem that he has in mind the latter; he says, for example, that
even in the case of stating, “it is essential to ‘secure uptake’ ” (, ).

The view that uptake is required for the performance of an illocutionary act has
continued to be influential. It is a cornerstone of Langton’s theory of illocutionary
silencing, for example (Hornsby and Langton, ; Langton, , ).

A woman says “No” to a man, when she is trying to refuse sex; she





uses the right locution for an act of refusal, but somehow her speech
act goes wrong. The woman says “No’’ and the man does not recog-
nize what she is trying to do with her words. She says “No’’, intends
to refuse, but there is no uptake in her hearer. She is therefore not
fully successful in refusing: she fails to perform the illocutionary act
of refusal. She is rather like the actor in the story, who says “Fire!”,
intending genuinely to warn, using the right locution for warning, but
who fails to warn. Her speech has misfired. (Hornsby and Langton,
, )

‘Misfire’ is Austin’s term for the kind of infelicity that results in nonperformance,
and Hornsby & Langton make it clear that they are using it in the same way. They
group it with other nonperformances, such as the attempt by a “low type” to chris-
ten a ship The Generalissimo Stalin without the authority to do so, or the attempt
to get married only to discover that the officiant was an imposter, or the attempt
by a woman living under Islamic law to divorce her husband (, –). And,
a few pages later, Hornsby & Langton show that they accept Austin’s distinction
between nonperformance and infelicitous performance by invoking it in order to
defend their view against an objection (, ).

Should uptake be thought of as a necessary condition for illocution? I think not,
but it is difficult to give a knock-down argument, and the choice will likely come
down to a mix of terminological and broadly theoretical issues. One unfortunate-
seeming consequence of the view is that it becomes impossible for an illocutionary
act to be misunderstood by its audience, since their comprehension is needed for
its performance in the first place. Consider the (possibly apocryphal) story of how
Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula came to have its name.

Spanish landing in Campeche…asked local people the name of the
land. This must have drawn a blank stare from the person addresseed,
because some helpful soul said, “He didn’t understand you” (written
matan cub a than…). …TheSpanishwere content to take the accented
syllables as the name of the place. This was the first, but not the last,





misunderstanding in the history of Spanish-Maya relations. (Ander-
son, , xv)

It is natural to summarize this story by saying that the Campeche local failed to
understand the Spanish interloper’s question, and that the interloper then misin-
terpreted the local’s request for clarification. But this description is strictly false if
uptake is required for illocution. According to that view, the interloper did not ask
any question, and the local neither asserted that there had been a misunderstand-
ing nor requested clarification.

This is a rather unintuitive thing to say. But of course, Langton and Hornsby
can rephrase the description: the interloper tried to ask a question and the local
tried to request clarification, but, alas, both failed. What was misinterpreted, on
this view, was not an illocutionary act but an attempted illocutionary act. In their
discussion of silencing, Hornsby & Langton suggest that these attemptsed illocu-
tions, rather than successful illocutions, play the role of that which is either un-
derstood or misunderstood. Further, in their discussion of the acts of refusing and
inviting, they seem to suggest thatwhich act a speaker attempts to perform iswholly
a matter of their intentions to be understood by their addressee (, –).

It is therefore tempting to conclude that the Hornsby & Langton are actually
advocating a notational variant of the intentionalist theory I spelled out at the be-
ginning of this section. What I call am illocutionary act, they call an attempt to
perform an illocutionary act. What they call a successful illocutionary act, I call
successful communication. Because Austin’s conventionalism stripped him of the
theoretical resources to distinguish illocutionary success from communicative suc-
cess, he collapsed them, and Hornsby & Langton followed his usage (if not the
details of his theory). I am not entirely confident that this is the right way to un-
derstand their view, and it may be that my proposed translation obscures deeper
disagreements. I suspect, though, that it doesn’t much matter which of these ter-
minologies we adopt. I will stick to my own terminology because it allows for a
more natural description of situations like the naming of the Yucatán.

It comes along withmy terminology that what Langton calls ‘illocutionary silencing’ (and what





 Communicative Acts and M-Intended Effects

I spent the last two sections distinguishing communicative illocutionary acts from
some other acts we sometimes perform with language. (Henceforth I will use
‘speech act’ and ‘communicative act’ as shorthand for ‘communicative illocution-
ary act’.) Now it is time to return to the taxonomic task at hand. How to account
for the diversity of speech acts in terms of the m-intentions with which they’re per-
formed?

Intentionalists have generally approached this question by attending to the dif-
ferent kinds of things that people aim to achieve in communicating with one an-
other. Communication is a special kind of mindreading, and speech acts are at-
tempts to communicate—attempts to change the mind of an addressee by making
one’s attempt understood. What varies from one case to another is the nature of the
effect one is trying to produce. So the question is how best to classify the different
effects we attempt to produce in one another in this way.

In ‘Meaning’ (), Grice discusses several kinds of m-intended effect, the
most influential of which have been beliefs and actions. He initially considers only
the case of belief, but then points out that this is not sufficiently general.

Now perhaps it is time to drop the pretense that we have to deal only
with the “informative” cases. Let us start with some examples of im-
peratives or quasi-imperatives. I have a very avaricious man in my
room, and I want him to go; so I throw a pound note out of the win-
dow. Is there here any utterance with a meaningNN? No, because in

Hornsby & Langton call ‘illocutionary disablement’) is actually better thought of as communicative
silencing. But there is also an interesting notion of illocutionary silencing for intentionalism—one
that the terminology of Austin, Langton, and Hornsby tends to obscure. It follows from the struc-
ture of m-intentions and independently motivated principles about the nature of intention that one
can (rationally) perform an illocutionary act only if one’s beliefs don’t rule out the possibility of
having the corresponding m-intended effect on one’s addressee. Getting speakers to believe that it
is impossible to have some m-intended effect will therefore be a good way of preventing them from
performing the corresponding speech act. This is silencing of a different sort than what Langton
proposes.





behaving as I did, I did not intend his recognition of my purpose to
be in any way effective in getting him to go. This is parallel to the
photograph case. If, on the other hand, I had pointed to the door or
given him a little push, then my behavior might well be held to con-
stitute a meaningfulNN utterance, just because the recognition of my
intention would be intended by me to be effective in speeding his de-
parture. Another pair of cases would be () a policeman who stops
a car by standing in its way and () a policeman who stops a car by
waving. (Grice , ; , –)

We are thus given our first criterion by which to ground distinctions between com-
municative acts, and our first two top-level categories thereof. Grice calls acts
whosem-intended effect is belief ‘informative cases’, and sometimes also ‘indicative-
type utterances’ (, ), but I will follow common practice in calling them ‘as-
sertions’. What Grice calls ‘imperatives or quasi-imperatives’, I will call ‘directives’.

In ‘Utterer’s Meaning and Intention’ (), Grice amends his theory of direc-
tives. Instead of taking directives to to be aimed at producing actions, he suggested
that they are aimed at producing intentions to act.

I wish to direct our consideration to the emendation of this idea: to
substitute in the account of imperative or quasi-imperative utterances,
as the direct, M-intended response, “intention on the part of A to do
such-and-such” (vice “A’s doing such-and-such”). This has the advan-
tages () that symmetry is achieved, in that the M-intended response
will be a propositional attitude in both cases (indicative and impera-
tive), and () that it accommodates the fact that agreement (“yes,” “all
right”) in the case of “The engine has stopped” signifies belief, and in
the case of “Stop the engine” signifies intention. Of course action is the
ultimate objective of the speaker. Cases of immediate response by act-
ing are treatable, however, as special cases of forming an intention—
namely, the intention with which the agent acts. Imperatives always
call for intentional action. (Grice, , )





Gricemakes the samepoint in a slightly differentway in ‘Utterer’sMeaning, Sentence-
Meaning, and Word-Meaning’ ().

I wish to represent theM-intended effect of imperative-type utterances
as being that the hearer should intend to do something (with of course
the ulterior intention on the part of the utterer that the hearer should
go on to do the act in question). (Grice, , )

This theoretical move is controversial, and some prominent intentionalists (e.g.
Schiffer ) stick with Grice’s original formulation in terms of actions.

One obvious reason for resisting the change arises from an intuitive sense of
what it takes to satisfy or comply with a directive. Suppose that my boss requests
that I come to ameeting onWednesday and thereby causesme to form an intention
to come, but, after coming down with the flu on Tuesday, I change my mind and
miss the meeting. Intuitively, the fact that I initially formed an intention to come
doesn’t change the fact that I won’t have satisfied or complied with her request. It
is tempting to conclude that the aim of requests and other directives is to produce
action, not merely the intention to act.

This argument rests on the assumption that our intuitions about what it takes
to satisfy a certain type of communicative act constitute evidence about the nature
of that act—and, in particular, that whatever we intuit to be necessary for the act to
count as satisfied is a part of them-intended effect in terms ofwhich acts of this type
are to be explicated. In effect, Grice denies this premise, though he acknowledges
its intuitive force by pointing out that a speaker typically has an “ulterior intention”
in issuing a directive. In effect, Grice is making a distinction between the proximal
perlocutionary aim of a communicative act, in terms of which the act is explicated,
and any distal perlocutionary aims that the speakermay intend to achieve bymeans
of this proximal goal. The proximal goal, according to Grice, is always a mental
state, even when the speaker seeks this goal in the service of a broader plan to
produce action. (A related point can sometimes apply to assertion. My reason for
asserting that your dog has escaped might be to make you chase after him, but this
action is not the m-intended effect of my assertion.)





What do we gain by holding that the M-intended effect of a directive to ϕ is an
intention to ϕ rather than an act of ϕing? Here’s what Grice says:

…This has the advantages () that symmetry is achieved, in that the
M-intended response will be a propositional attitude in both cases (in-
dicative and imperative), and () that it accommodates the fact that
agreement (“yes,” “all right”) in the case of “The engine has stopped”
signifies belief, and in the case of “stop the engine” signifies intention.
(Grice, , )

Thegenerality thus achieved also comes into play inGrice’s explication of utterance-
type meaning (e.g., , –), and I put it to similar use elsewhere (;
MS). Here’s a glimpse at one of the semantic and metasemantic upshots of positing
uniformly psychological m-intended effects. Consider ().

. If the bartended is back, buy me a drink and I’ll find us a table.

It is tempting to think that the semantic value of a clause depends on its clausal
mood—on whether it is a declarative or an imperative, for example. And it is
tempting to think that this difference boils down to some intimate connection be-
tween declaratives and assertions, on one hand, and between imperatives and di-
rectives, on the other. Grice believed this, and I agree. I follow Grice in thinking
that the semantic value of a clause can be thought of as the kind of communica-
tive act it is used to perform, and that this amounts to the claim that a clause’s
semantic values will be formulated in terms of the kind of m-intended effects for
which the clause can be directly and literally uttered. But then, what to say about
sentences, like (), that mix declarative and imperative clauses in complex ways?
What sorts sorts of speech acts are they used to perform, in terms of which their
semantic values can be defined? In order to answer this question, I argue that we
must define complex psychological states—states defined in terms of both belief
and intention—to serve as the m-intended effects of mixed imperative-declarative
sentences (Harris, , MS). But this proposal makes sense only if we take the m-
intended effects of imperatives to be intentions rather than actions. So although





Grice’s redefinition may be somewhat counterintuitive, it yields considerably ex-
planatory power down the line.

Grice’s redefinition also allows us to formulate our first taxonomic principle.
Given that all m-intended effects are psychological states, the most basic distinc-
tion between communicative acts will be in terms of the kind of mental attitude
possessed by these states. Assertions are aimed at producing beliefs, for example,
whereas directives are aimed at producing intentions. Assertion and belief are thus
two types of communicative act that occupy themost fundamental rung on our hi-
erarchy.

What other kinds of speech act occupy thismost fundamental rung? To answer
this question, we must decide which other kinds of mental attitudes can figure in
the m-intended effects in terms of which speech acts are defined. Although inten-
tionalists have mostly focused on belief and intention, Grice mentions distress as
another possibility.

Or, to turn briefly to another type of case, if, as an examiner, I fail
a man, I may well cause him distress or indignation or humiliation;
and if I am vindictive, I may intend this effect and even intend him
to recognize my intention. But I should not be inclined to say that
my failing him meantNN anything. On the other hand, if I cut some-
one in the street, I do feel inclined to assimilate this to the cases of
meaningNN , and this inclination seems to me dependent on the fact
that I could not reasonably expect him to be distressed (indignant, hu-
miliated) unless he recognized my intention to affect him in this way.
If my college stoppedmy salary altogether, I should accuse them of ru-
ining me; if they cut it by one pound, I might accuse them of insulting
me; with some intermediate amounts I might not know quite what to
say. (Grice, , )

In this example, Grice suggests that distress stands to the speech act of insulting
as belief stands to asserting. It is unclear to me whether we should accept this as a
theory of insulting, but it does give a sense of how we can proceed to populate the





basic level of our taxonomic hierarchy. We must simply ask: what sorts of mental
states, aside frombelief and intention, can serve as them-intended effects of speech
acts, and then posit a speech act for each good answer. Of course, this is easier
said than done, because each candidate will require some justification, beyond the
intuition that this is what people seem to be doing with such-and-such utterances,
for its inclusion.

Still, I find it tempting to posit several other kinds of speech act by this method.
One example comes from a consideration of various belief-like attitudes that Stal-
naker has grouped together under the covering term acceptance.

Acceptance, as I shall use the term, is a broader concept than belief;
it is a generic propositional attitude concept with such notions as pre-
supposing, presuming, postulating, positing, assuming and supposing
as well as believing falling under it. Acceptance is a technical term:
claims I make about acceptance are not intended as part of an analysis
of a term from common usage. But I do want to claim that this tech-
nical term picks out a natural class of propositional attitudes about
which one can usefully generalize. Belief is obviously the most funda-
mental acceptance concept, but various methodological postures that
one may take toward a proposition in the course of an inquiry or con-
versation are sufficiently like belief in some respects to justify treating
them together with it.

To accept a proposition is to treat it as a true proposition in oneway
or another—to ignore, for the moment at least, the possibility that it is
false. One may do this for different reasons, more or less tentatively,
more or less self-consciously, with more or less justification, and with
more or less feeling of commitment. As a rough criterion, onemay say
that a propositional attitude is an acceptance concept if the attitude is
said to be correct whenever the proposition is true. …Correct beliefs,
assumption, suppositions and presumptions are beliefs, assumption,
suppositions and presumptions the contents of which are true. A cor-
rect desire or hope, however, is not one that will in fact be satisfied,





nor is a judgment that P is highly probable said to be correct because P
turns out to be true. Thus this criterion distinguishes acceptance con-
cepts from so-called pro attitudes like wishes and wants, from mixed
emotive-cognitive attitudes like hope and fear, and from attitudes of
partial belief or acceptance as represented by subjective probabilities.
(Stalnaker, , –).

Stalnaker uses the word ‘assertion’ for any speech act whose aim is to produce some
acceptance state or other. I reserve ‘assertion’ for speech acts whose aim is to pro-
duce belief. But I agree with him that some speech acts aim to produce other accep-
tance states—that, for example, our goal in speaking is sometimes to get someone
to take a proposition for granted for the purposes of a conversation, or for the pur-
poses of speculation about its consequences, or even for the purposes of a reductio
proof. These are unlike (what I call) assertion, in part because they don’t aim at
producing genuine belief in their contents, or even belief that the speaker believes
their contents. Nonetheless, in the right circumstances, it seems possible to per-
form one of these speech acts by flatly uttering a bare declarative sentence.

Another kindofm-intended effect thatwemightwant to countenance is credence-
change. Perhaps some speech acts aim not to produce full belief that p, but merely
to raise or lower the addressee’s degree of belief in p. Yalcin has recently argued that
the semantic function of probability modals may be to perform speech acts of this
kind (Yalcin, ), thus giving us a model of how formal semantics can motivate
taxonomic proposals in speech-act theory.

More precisely, Stalnaker takes the aim of assertion to be the production of mutual
acceptance—a state in which both speaker and hearer accept some proposition, accept that they
both accept it, accept that they both accept that they both accept it, and so on. I object to this
account elsewhere (; MS).

Using a flatly-intoned, bare declarative sentence to get one’s addressee to suppose p when one
doesn’t believe p requires a lot of setup—enough to cancel the usualMoore-paradoxicality of ‘p, but
I don’t believe p’. But I think it can be done, for example, in the middle of a collaborative reductio
proof or an exercise in imagining the point of view of someone with whom one disagrees. The
sentence-initial use of ‘So,’ can be used to force this reading, since it has the effect of subordinating
what follows it to an earlier supposition.

Various similar proposals for defining speech acts in terms of their characteristic effects have





Much work remains to be done at this basic level of speech-act classification.
But I will now move on to the second level of classification. If we can think of
different families of speech act as being distinguished by the characteristic mental
attitude of their m-intended effects—assertion with belief, direction with inten-
tion, for example—then specific genera of speech act within each of these families
may be distinguished by features of the contents of their characteristic m-intended
effects.

For example, it ismy position thatwe should think of expressions of intention—
including promises and threats—as genera of assertions. An expression of inten-
tion toψ is a speech act whosem-intended effect is a belief that the speaker intends
to ψ. A reasonable first shot at distinguishing promises from threats might hold
that the m-intended effect of a promise to ψ is a belief that the speaker intends to
help the addressee byψing, whereas a threat toψ is a belief that the speaker intends
to harm the addressee by ψing.

Another genus within the assertion family consists of reports of the speaker’s
beliefs—acts whose m-intended effect is a belief that the speaker believes a certain
proposition. Grice sometimes held that asserting p (i.e., what he called ‘indicative-

been proposed in the course of dynamic-semantic anddynamic-pragmatic theorizing about eviden-
tials (Murray, ), epistemic modals (Veltman, ; Willer, ; Yalcin, ), deontic modals
(Charlow, ), and other expressions. Of course, many of these proposals define speech acts
in terms of their effects on discourse contexts, making them somewhat different from my present
method. Elsewhere, I argue that many of these proposals can be made compatible with intention-
alism (Harris, , MS).

I am essentially following Schiffer (, IV.) here, though I have attempted to use easier-to-
absorb terminology. What I call the assertion family is what Schiffer calls the “$ class”, what I call
the directive family is what Schiffer calls the “! class”, and various genera within each family are
what Schiffer calls “p-identifiable kinds of illocutionary act” (, ).

This skeletal account is bound to be controversial, in part because it seems to leave no room
for promissory commitment—the special sort of normative obligation that a speaker undertakes in
virtue of promising to do something. I think that this is a feature of the account, rather than a bug,
although I won’t try to defend this view here. In brief, I think that promissory commitment is at
best a perlocutionary effect of some, but not all, promises—one that arises either directly from the
expectations they bring about (Scanlon, ) or from the harm that one would cause by defying
these expectations (Norcross, ).





type cases ofmeaning that p’) should be redefined as having this kind ofm-intended
effect.

I wish to regard the M-intended effect common to indicative-type ut-
terances as being, not that the hearer should believe something (al-
though there is frequently an ulterior intention to this effect) but that
the hearer should think that the utterer believes something. (Grice,
, ).

I think this move is both unnecessary and also somewhat puzzling. After all: why
should I be limited to m-intending either that my addressee believe p or, or to m-
intending that they believe that I believe p? Why can’t I do either, or—as I suspect
to be the case on many occasions—both? Which one of these we call assertion is a
terminological matter, but since the latter is a special case of the former, I will use
‘assertion’ for the broader notion.

Grice’s reason for altering his account of assertion was to defend against certain
purported counterexamples, as when someone seems to assert p in response to a
quiz question, or as a confession of something that the hearer already knows (Grice,
, –). I agree that, at least in some of these cases, it makes sense to think
of the speech act performed as a report of the speaker’s belief that p, rather than
an assertion that p. But I think these cases are best understood as indirect speech
acts—cases in which the speaker implicates that they believe p by making as if to
assert p. Grice’s theory of implicature offers us a simple explanation of why this
would occur: the firstmaximof quality says that one should say (read: mean) p only
if one believes p. And so we should expect hearers to be in the habit of inferring
that speakers believe whatever they assert. If a speaker produces an utterance that
would normally be used to provoke a belief that p in a hearer who obviously already
believes p, an obvious explanation (in many cases) will be that their real aim is to
indirectly report their own belief in p. In the context of an oral exam—a practice
whose purpose is to test the beliefs of the examinee—this explanation will be all
the more obvious.

What about genres within the directive family? This question might bring to
mind the distinction between requests and commands, say. But I will leave that





and similar distinctions until later, as they cannot be handled at the level of genera
and will require us to posit finer-grained species of communicative act (see §).

Instead, consider for now questions. The fact that Grice himself refers to asser-
tions and directives by the kind of clause with which they are stereotypically per-
formed might lead us to wonder whether other clause types should get their own
top-level communicative-act types as well. Most notably, we might wonder about
interrogative clauses, which, along with declaratives and imperatives, exhibit the
only clause type that is universal to human languages.(Zanuttini et al., ), and
which seem to be as closely associated with questions as declaratives are with asser-
tions and imperatives are with issuing directives. Some other speech-act theorists
have indeed taken these three categories of speech act to be distinct categories on
a taxonomic par (Portner, ).

Most intentionalists have treated questions as a genre within the directive fam-
ily, however. The reason is straightforward: one’s purpose in asking someone a
question is to get them to (form an intention to) do something—namely, to an-
swer. A question, many have thought, is just a request to be informed. Plausibly,
we have a special clause type for asking questions because questions are both a
unique and socially important sub-genre of directive.

This is roughly correct, although it ignores subtleties about the different kinds
of questions that people ask. Exactly what sort of action does a questioner seek? I
think the answer varies somewhat, though the response sought is always a commu-
nicative act, and normally of the kind that can be performed by uttering a declar-
ative sentence. Paradigmatically, we answer questions with assertions. But this is
not always the case, as quiz questions, which seek self-belief-reports, demonstrate.
I forgo a detailed discussion of the nature and kinds of questions for now.

 Fine-Grained Individuation

Not all categories of communicative act worth distinguishing can be distinguished
in terms of a single m-intended effect. It is natural to distinguish, within the direc-
tive family, between many finer-grained types of speech act, including requesting,





commanding, advising, inviting, and so on. Acts of these have much in common.
A good way to perform any of them is to utter an imperative sentence, for example,
and the same imperative can be used to perform any of these acts, given the right
circumstances. Consider an example.

. Dance!

If I am pointing a gun at your feet when I utter (), then it will likely function
as a command, whereas if I utter it at the club while you’re trying to get over a
messy breakup, then it might constitute advice. Still, in both cases, it seems that
the m-intended effect is the same—namely, I intend for you to form an intention
to dance. I think that this conclusion is correct, and that it shows that we will need
some further criteria by which to make further, fine-grained distinctions between
types of communicative acts.

Roughly the same conclusion was reached by Strawson (, –) and
Schiffer (, Ch.). Strawson’s response is that these fine-grained species of acts
must be distinguished by virtue of the richer m-intentions with which they are
performed.

The scheme, it seems, merely requires supplementing and enriching.
Entreaty, for example, is a matter of trying to secure the primary re-
sponse not merely through audience recognition of the intention to
secure it, but through audience recognition of the intention of a com-
plex attitude of which this primary intention forms an integral part.
A wish that someone should stay may be held in different ways: pas-
sionately or lightly, confidently or desperately; and it may, for different
reasons, be part of a speaker’s intention to secure recognition of how
he holds it. The most obvious reason, in the case of entreaty, is the be-
lief, or hope, that such a revelation is more likely to secure the primary
intention. (Strawson, , )

Strawson’s proposal, then, is that fine-grained distinctions between speech acts
should be drawn on the basis of finer-grained communicative plans. Schiffer con-
curs with this strategy, and sets forth a detailed implementation of it, in which





each kind of communicative illocutionary act is defined in terms of three variables
(some of which may not matter in particular cases): (i) the mental attitude of the
speaker’s m-intended effect, (ii) features of the content of the speaker’s m-intended
effect, and (iii) a “specification of the reasons, in addition to recognition of inten-
tion, intended by [the speaker] to be operative in securing the primary response
aimed at” (Schiffer, , ). In the terminology I have been using, specifica-
tions of (i) divide communicative acts into families, and specifications of (ii) divide
them into genera. I will therefore say that (iii) concerns the basis for distinguishing
species of communicative act. It will be helpful to refer to specifications of (iii) as
specifications of the supporting reason of a speech act. Strawson and Schiffer thus
propose to define species of speech acts in terms of their m-intended effect and
their supporting reasons.

How, exactly, does the supporting reason figure in a speaker’s m-intentions?
Neither Strawson nor Schiffer is entirely clear, although Schiffer’s formulations
suggest that we can just add further clauses into the m-intention with which the
speech act in question is peformed, as follows:

Requesting (Single m-intention)
The fact that U requested for a certain addressee A to ψ in uttering x
is grounded in the fact that U uttereed x intending

() A to form an intention to ψ;

() A to recognize U intends ();

() A to fulfill () on the basis of his fulfillment of ();

() A to takeS’s desire forA toψ to be a partial reason forA’s forming
the intention to ψ; and

Schiffer’s account differs from Strawson’s account and the present account in a several ways,
owing to his substantial reformulation of m-intentions. He argues, for example, that Grice’s third
clause be dropped except for the special cases of telling-that and telling-to, and that the second
clause be beefed up with the concept of mutual knowledge. I am skeptical of these proposals, and I
will proceed with Grice’s () formulation of m-intentions (which is similar to Strawson’s ()
formulation). In any case, most of what I say could be easily adjusted to accommodate an alternative
formulation of m-intentions.





() A to recognize S’s intention ().

I think this account is roughly on the right track, though it is missing a piece, since
it does not fully account for how S’s desire for A to ψ is communicated to A, such
that the desire can play the role of a supporting reason.

I propose that the communication of the suppporting reason should, in effect,
be thought of as a distinct speech act—an indirect speech act that is communicated
by way of the direct speech act of directing A to ψ, and that in turn reinforces the
directive act. On this view, to perform a request, for example, is in fact to perform
two speech acts that are linked together within a broader communicative plan. To
request for A to ψ is (a) to (directly) direct A to ψ (an act whose performance is
grounded in an intention corresponding to the first three clauses listed above), (b)
to (thereby, indirectly) express one’s desire for A to ϕ, and (c) to intend for A’s
resulting belief in one’s desire for A to ψ to be part of their reason for forming the
intention to ψ. We could spell out this structured communicative plan in full as
follows:

Requesting (Structured Plan)
The fact that U requested for a certain addressee A to ψ in uttering x
is grounded in the fact that U uttereed x intending

() (direction)

(i) A to form an intention to ψ;

(ii) A to recognize U intends (i);

(iii) A to fulfill (i) on the basis of his fulfillment of (ii);

() (expression of desire)

(i) A to form a belief that S wants A to ψ;

(ii) A to recognize U intends (i);

(iii) A to fulfill (i) on the basis of his fulfillment of (ii); and

() (indirectness condition)
A to recognize U intends (i) partly on the basis of his recogni-
tion of U ’s intention (i);





() (supporting-reason condition)
A to fulfill (i) on the basis of his fulfillment of (i).

I call clause () the ‘supporting-reason condition’ because it is what makes the
m-intended effect of S’s expression of desire the supporting reason for S’s overall
act of requesting.

Clause () is spells out what it is for S’s expression of desire to be an indirect
speech act, performed by means of S’s directive act. This way of understanding
indirect speech acts looks ahead to the theory that will be spelled out in the next
chapter. In brief, I define a speech act as indirect if the speaker intends for it to be
understood partly on the basis of the addressee’s understanding of a direct speech
act. In a slogan: a speech act is indirect if it is performed by means of the per-
formance of another speech act. This allows for a distinction between direct and
indirect speech acts that subsumes Grice’s saying–implicating distinction, which
is the special case of indirectly asserting by directly asserting. Unlike Grice’s dis-
tinction, my account does not build utterance-type meaning into the definition of
either direct speech acts (saying) or indirect speech acts (implicating) (see Grice
, – and Neale , §§,). One benefit of this way of doing things is that
we can account for indirect communicative acts performed with utterance-types
that themselves lack conventional meaning. Another benefit is that utterance-type
meaning can be explicated in terms of the the concept of a direct speech act, as
opposed to the concept of speaker meaning in general.

We can summarize this account by saying that a request is a directive backed by
an expression of desire. To say that one speech act α is ‘backed by’ another speech
act β, in this technical sense, means that α and β are linked in a structured plan
like the one spelled out above, with α playing a role analogous to the directive act
and β playing a role analogous to the expression of desire.

In work in progress with Rachel McKinney (Harris and McKinney, MS), we
An account similar to this is defended by Jessica Keiser in her forthcoming Yale Philosophy

Dissertation; I am grateful to her for helping me to get clearer about my view, a less-developed
version of which appeared in my own dissertation (Harris, , ch.). Stephen Neale has also
toyed with a view similar to this, though it has not appeared in print.





argue that other species in the directive family can be given similar treatments. To
advise someone to ψ is to direct them to ψ in a way that is backed by an indirect
assertion that ψing is in their best interest (cf. Schiffer , ). Commands, in
their purely communicative form, we take to be directives backed by conditional
threats, where a conditional threat is an expression of a conditional intention to
harm one’s addressee in some way unless they perform an action. For example,
if Officer Briscoe commands me to stop biking through red lights, he is directing
me to stop running lights, and his directive is backed by an indirect threat to re-
sort to state-sanctioned violence of one form or another unless I comply. The fact
that commands are backed by indirect threats explains why it is always possible to
append, to a imperative sentence used to perform a command, a parenthetical ‘or
else’ clause, as in ‘Stop running lights (or else I’ll write you another ticket)’. Our
account also explains the uniquely powerful (and, in many cases, coercive) moti-
vational force of commands. By contrast, requests can be explicitly signaled by an
unironic use of ‘please’.

Many speech-act theorists, including intentionalists, have held that commands
(which I do not distinguish from orders) differ from requests and other directives
in that they must be backed by some sort of official institutional authority, so that
even Strawson (, ) and Schiffer (, ) argue that commands are con-
ventional acts, or at least that they are communicative acts backed by facts about the
speaker’s conventional or institutional authority. McKinney and I argue that this is
wrong, or at least that it is not true of all commands. A mugger can command his
victims to hand over their wallets despite lacking any conventionalized authority
to do so. Likewise, many commands issued by the police lack genuine institutional
authority—for example, commands to turn off video recording devices. Nonethe-
less, these aren’t mere requests, and their status as commands is needed to explain
the very different motivations they give to their addressees. Moreover, we suspect
that all commands—even those backed by institutional authority—can be treated
as threat-backed directives, since the institutional authority involved can be un-
derstood as the authority to carry out the implied threat. What makes a command
legitimate, on this view, is that the speaker has the authority to do what they are





indirectly threatening to do unless the addressee complies with their command.
Most directive acts belong to some particular species. (I cannot think of a coun-

terexample.) This means that we normally perform an indirect speech act along
with a directive act—one that communicates our supporting reason for it. It is
clear why this should be so. We can’t normally expect addressees to comply with
a directive merely because they understand that we intend them to comply. The
fact that another agent intends one to do something is not normally, on its own, a
sufficient reason to do the thing. In directing someone to do something, then, we
must normally supply them with a further reason to do it. Our way of doing this
is normally indirect, although English affords us with some resources, such as ‘or
else’ clauses and ‘please’, with which to explicitly signal our supporting reasons.

Finally, it is worth noting that questions break down into species in roughly
the same way that other directives do. Stereotypically, a question is a request for
information. But when we consider violent interrogations and other contexts in
which questions are backed by threats, it becomes clear that some questions work
much like commands to divulge information. This gives us a further reason to
think of questions as occupying a genus within the directive family.

Both Strawson and Schiffer mainly discuss species of directives, such as en-
treaties, requests, and commands, in motivating their appeal to supporting rea-
sons, and I have been doing the same. But Schiffer also argues that the device has
application for distinguishing species of assertion-like speech acts.

If S meant that p by uttering x, then not only will S have intended to
produce in A the belief (or activated belief) that p, S will also have
intended that A have reasons for his belief that p (although only in
some cases does S intend to supply A with reasons for believing that
p). Now it is almost always the case that if one holds ρ as a reason for
believing that p, one will think that p provides, in some sense, grounds
for thinking that p is true. Let us call reasons which are held in this
way “truth-supporting” reasons. (Schiffer, , )

In caseswhen the speaker “supplies” their addresseewith a truth-supporting reason
to believe the content of an assertion, Schiffer argues that this can affect the species





of assertion being performed. For example, he distinguishes the speech acts of
telling and reporting in the following way. To tell someone that p is to assert p with
the supporting reason that one believes (or knows) that p, whereas to report that p
is to assert p with the supporting reason that one’s observations (or investigations)
support p.

This is a subtle distinction, and it may seem theoretically uninteresting. But it
turns out to have some applications to the semantics, due to the existence of gram-
matically encoded evidentials in some languages other than English. For example,
Murray discusses the following examples from Cheyenne:

. a. É-hó1tåhéva-H Sandy
-win-dir Sandy
‘Sandy won (I witnessed).’

b. É-hó1tåhéva-sėste Sandy.
-win-rpt.sg Sandy
‘Sandy won, I hear.’ / ‘Sandy won, they say’.

Sentences with evidentials, as in Cheyenne (), involve two proposi-
tions: an evidential proposition and a proposition in the evidential’s
scope, the prejacent…. For both [a] and [b], the proposition in the
evidential’s scope is the proposition that Sandy won. The evidential
proposition for [a] is that the speaker has direct evidence that Sandy
won (e.g., the speaker witnessed the contest). For [b], it is that the
speaker has reportative evidence that Sandy won (e.g., the speaker was
told or (over)heard that Sandy won the contest).

Both propositions are typically, if not always, new information—
even if it is known that the speaker has some kind of evidence, for
exactly what will be new. (Murray, , )

Murray argues that Cheyenne evidentials are used to perform two parallel commu-
nicative acts, an at-issue assertion along with another act that communicates the
source of the speaker’s evidence for the assertion (Murray, ; Murray and Starr,
MS).





Murray’s description of the communicative acts performed with Cheyenne ev-
identials is reminiscent of Schiffer’s account of reporting, though Cheyenne pro-
vides the grammatical resources to specify the source of one’s evidence for a claim
in a more fine-grained way than Schiffer considers. English lacks grammatical-
ized evidentials of the kind found in Cheyenne. But that does not give us a good
reason to conclude that one cannot perform communicative acts of the kind that
Cheyenne speakers performbymeans of them. Whereas Cheyenne contains gram-
matical devices for conveying the nature of one’s supporting reason, English-users
normally convey supporting reasons via indirect speech acts that convey their sup-
porting reasons and thereby back their assertions. But the fact that we need to
posit these secondary, supporting speech acts in order to understand the semantics
of Cheyenne is good evidence that speakers sometimes perform them, and since
English speakers presumably have similar reasons for doing so, this gives us indi-
rect evidence that we perform similar speech acts one way or another.

In translating her Cheyenne examples into English, Murray relies on parentheticals or ap-
positives. She goes on to suggest that these devices are the best grammatical approximations of
Cheyenne evidentials available to English users. This is interesting, and it fits nicely with my point
in the main text, given that parentheticals and appositives are standardly treated as devices of con-
ventional implicature, which are typically thought of as grammatical devices by which a speaker
can encode a secondary speech act that in some way comments on their main, at-issue speech act
(Potts, ). Murray surveys several of the ways in which conventional-implicature triggers and
evidentials are similar, though she also notes some differences .
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