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1. Introduction

Linguistic symbols are conventionalized behavioral expressions that human beings
use to manipulate one another’s attention, including everything from words to
complex syntactic constructions to narrative genres. Conventionalization is only a
distillation of past uses, of course, and so it is of limited help when language users
face novel communicative exigencies — which they do on a regular basis since, at
some level of detail, each and every communicative event is unique. An essential
component of human linguistic competence, therefore, is a speaker’s ability to use
her conventionalized linguistic inventory in flexible ways depending on a number
of parameters of the communicative context. Perhaps of special importance in this
process is the speaker’s assessment of the knowledge and expectations of the listener
at the current moment, including a characterization of the nature and degree of their
‘common ground’ (Clark 1996). Effective communication requires that the speaker
make an accurate assessment of this common ground and then make appropriate
linguistic choices in light of this assessment.

Classically, the field of pragmatics is not about peoples conventionalized linguis-
tic inventories but rather about how they use this inventory, the strategic choices they
make, in particular acts of communication (Verschueren 2000). Since other animal spe-
cies are often characterized as having inventories of communicative signals, and since
they use them to communicate on particular occasions, we should be able to discern in
animal communication a kind of pragmatics as well. But this is not so simple. For start-
ers, virtually none of the classic topics of pragmatic investigation seems to exist in ani-
mal communication. For example, in one modern textbook of pragmatics (Yule 1996),
the substantive chapter headings are: deixis, reference and inference, presupposition
and entailment, cooperation and implicature, speech acts, politeness, conversation and
preference structure, and discourse. In reviews of animal communication (e.g., Hauser
1996), these are not central topics, to say the least. Although there is some talk about
whether nonhuman animal species make reference to external entities and whether they
have something analogous to different speech act goals, in general none of these central
pragmatic topics is readily applicable to the communication of nonhuman species.

There are good reasons why animal communication does not seem to display all of
the interesting pragmatic dimensions thatcharacterize human linguistic communication.
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The most fundamental reason is that nonhuman animal communication does not consist
of conventional symbols or attention directing; that is why we say that animals operate
with signals and not symbol; (Tomasello 1998). Indeed. for the most part nonhuman
animal communication does not really take place on the mental or intersubjective plane
atall. It is directed at the behavior and emotional states of others, not at their attentional
or mental states, and so there is probably nothing like an assessment of any common com-
municative ground on the basis of which individuals make choices about how to use their
inventories of signals on particular occasions of use.

But human linguistic commwunication emerged evolutionarily from animal com-
munication, specifically primate communication, and so there must be some com-
monalities. And indeed in primate communication we can see some of the seeds of
human linguistic communication, including some of its pragmatic dimensions. Some
of these, such as reference, are most clearly apparent in primate vocal conumunication,
whereas others, such as making adjustments for listeners, are more clearly apparent
in primate gestural communication. In this brief review [ first relate some basic facts
about primate communication and then attempt to identify both commonalities and
differences with the human case. The focus is of course on pragmatics, which means
that there is a special emphasis on those aspects of primate communication that show
some flexibility of use — as there can be no question of pragmatics if the individual is
innately programmed to behave in a particular way in a particular circumstance with
no choice of when, where, and how to use a communicative signal.

2. Primate vocal communication

Primates vocalize to one another most often in the context of evolutionarily urgent
events such as avoiding predators, defending against aggressors, traveling as a group,
and discovering food. The most well-known case is the alarm calls of vervet monkeys.
The basic facts are these (see Cheney & Seyfarth 1990a for more details). In their natu-
ral habitats in east Africa vervet monkeys use three different types of alarm calls to
indicate the presence of three different types of predator: leopards, eagles, and snakes.
A loud, barking call is given to leopards and other cat species, a short cough-like call
is given to two species of eagle, and a ‘chutter’ call is given to a variety of dangerous
snake species. Each call elicits a different escape response on the part of vervets who
hear the call: to a leopard alarm they run for the trees; to an eagle alarm they look up
in the air and sometimes run into the bushes; and to a snake alarim they look down
at the ground, sometimes from a bipedal stance. These responses are the same when
researchers play back previously-recorded alarm calls over a loudspeaker, indicating
that the vervets’ responses are not dependent on seeing the predator but rather on
information contained in the call itself.
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On the surface, these alarm calls would seem tobe verysimilar to human linguistic
symbols. It seems as if the caller is directing the attention of others to something they
do not perceive or something they do not know is present; that is, they would seem to
be symbolic (referential). But several additional facts argue against this interpretation.
First, there is basically no sign that vervet monkeys attempt to manipulate the atten-
tional or mental states of conspecifics in any other domain of their lives. Thus, vervets
also have a number of different 'grunts’ that they use in various social situations, but
these show no signs of being symbolic or referential in the sense ofbeing intended to
direct the attention of others to outside entities; they mainly serve to regulate dyadic
social interactions not involving outside entities such as grooming, playing, fighting,
sex, travel, and so forth. Second, predator-specific alarm calls turn out to be fairly wide-
spread in the animal kingdom. They are used by a number of species — from ground
squirrels to domestic chickens — who must deal with multiple predators requiring dif-
ferent types of escape responses (Owings & Morton 1998); but no one considers the.se
to be symbolic or referential in a human-like way. An extremely important evolution-
ary fact in all of this is that no species of ape has such specific alarm calls or any other
vocalizations that appear to be referential (Cheney & Wrangham 1987). Since human
beings are most closely related to the great apes, this means that it is not possible that
vervet monkey alarm calls could be the direct precursor of human language unless at
some point apes used them also — and there is no evidence of this.

Primate vocalizations are used with only a very limited flexibility. For the most
part, all of the individuals of a given species use the same vocal signals, and no new
vocal signals are invented or learned by individuals. Infants reared in social isola-
tion still produce most of their species-typical call types from soon after birth (see
Snowdon et al. 1997 for a review), and rearing individuals within the social context
of another primate species produces no significant changes in the vocal repertoire
(Owren et al. 1992). In the normal case, vocal calls are used in adult-like contexts
from early in ontogeny (Seyfarth & Cheney 1997). In general, primate calls seem to be
closely bound up with their emotional states, so much so that Goodall states that “the
production of a sound in the absence of the appropriate emotional state seems to be an
almost impossible task for a chimpanzee” (1986: 125).

An especially important type of flexibility from the point of view of pragmatics
1s audience effects. in which an individual uses its vocal signals difterently depend-
ing on the social-communicative situation. Audience effects suggest that individuals
are strategically modifying their use of a signal based on their momentary assess-
ment of who is present or, potentially at least, the mental states of those present. For
example, some monkeys produce food calls when discovering food. but rates depend
on whether or not other group mates are present {(Caine et al. 1995); male chimpan-
zees pant hoot more frequently in travelling contexts when their alliance partners are
nearby (Mitani & Nishida 1993); and vervet monkey females adjust the rate of alarm
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calling depending on whether their own oftspring is present, while males call more
in the presence of females than males (Cheney & Seyfarth 1985). On the other hand,
macaque females who watched a predator approaching their unsuspecting oflspring
did not attempt to alert the youngster at all {perhaps because they were not threat-
ened themselves) — nor did they attempted to direct the youngster to hidden food
whose location they alone knew (Cheney & Seyfarth 1990b). These latter findings
suggest that audience effects in primate vocal communication mainly concern simple
presence-absence of others and are not the result of callers assessing the knowledge
states of recipients. In addition, other non-primate species, such as domestic chick-
ens, also show some audience eflects in the sense that they produce their calls dif-
ferentially depending on whether and which groupmates are present (see Owings &
Morton 1998 for a review).

Overall, primate vocalizations seem to be under significant genetic control in their
morphology and usage, with individuals having only a fairly limited degree of flexibil-
ity. In all, it does not seem that senders are attempting to manipulate the attention of
others or that they make significant adjustments based on particular communicative
circumstances beyond the presence-absence of others.

3. Primate gestural communication

Primates communicate using manual and bodily gestures mainly in social contexts
such as play, grooming, nursing, and during sexual and agonistic encounters. These
are in general less evolutionarily urgent functions than those signaled by acts of vocal
communication, and perhaps as a result primates — especially the great apes, whose
gestures have been most intensively studied — use their gestures more flexibly than
their vocalizations. Thus, unlike the case of vocal signals, there is good evidence that
individuals of some ape species may invent new gestural signals as needed {(Goodall
1986: Tomasello et al. 1985). However, like vocalcommunication, the gestural commu-
nication of nonhuman primates shows no signs of referentiality or symbolicity. Most
strikingly, nonhuman primates do not point or gesture to outside objects or events for
others, they do not hold up objects to show them to others, and they do not even hold
out objects to offer them to others (Tomasello & Call 1997).

Apes learn their gestural signals via a process of ontogenetic ritualization
{Tomasello 1996). In ontogenetic ritualization two organisms essentially shape one
another’s behavior in repeated instances of a social interaction. The general form of
this type oflearning is:

- Individual A performs behavior X;
- Individual B reacts consistently with behavior Y;
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- Subsequently B anticipates As performance of X, on the basis of its initial step, by
performing Y; and

- Subsequently, A anticipates B's anticipation and produces the initial step in a ritu-
alized form (waiting for a response) in order toelicit Y.

The main point is that a behavior that was notat first a communicative signal becomes
one by virtue of the anticipations of the interactants over time. There is no evidence
that any primate species acquires gestural signals by means of imitative learning
(Tomasello & Call 1997), which is normally required for the foriming of a true com-
municative convention.

With regard to flexibility of use, Tomasello et al. (1994, 1997) found that many
chimpanzee gestures were used in multiple contexts, sometimes across widely diver-
gent behavioral domains. Also, sometimes different gestures were used in the same
context interchangeably toward the same end — and individuals sometimes per-
formed these in rapid succession in the samie context (e.g., initiating play first with
a ‘poke-at’ followed by an ‘arm-raise’). In some instances both monkeys and apes
have been observed to use some gestures in a way that suggests ‘tactical deception,
which — regardless of the appropriateness of this appellation — at least indicates that
the human observer observed the use of a gesture outside its ordinary context of use
(Whiten & Byrne 1988). Interestingly, Tanner & Byrne (1996) described a number of
gorilla gestures that they interpret as iconic. That is, an adult male gorilla often seemed
to indicate to a female playmate iconically, using his arms or whole body:, the direction
in which he wanted her to move, the location he wanted her to go to. or the action he
wanted her to perform. However, these might simply be normal ritualized gestures
with the iconicity being in the eyes of the human only; in fact, a role for iconicity in
gorillas’ and other apes’ comprehension of gestures has not at this point been demon-
strated (Tomasello & Call 1997).

In terms of audience effects, Tomasello et al. (1994, 1997) found that chimpanzee
juveniles only give a visual signal to solicit play (e.g., ‘arm-raise’) when the recipient
is already oriented appropriately, but they use their most insistent attention-getter,
a physical ‘poke-at, most often when the recipient is socially engaged with others.
Tanner & Byrne (1993) reported that a female gorilla repeatedly used her hands to
hide her playface from a potential partner, indicating some flexible control of the
otherwise involuntary grimace — as well as a possible understanding of the role of
visual attention in the process of gestural communication. In an experimental set-
ting, Call & Tomasello (1994) found that at least some orangutans also were sensitive
to the gaze direction of their communicative partner, choosing not to communicate
when the partner was not looking. Kummer (1968) reported that before they set
off foraging, male hamadryas baboons engage in ‘notif ying behavior’ in which they
approach another individual and look directly into their face, presumably to make
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sure that the other is looking before the trek begins. Overall, audience effects are very
clear in the case of primate gestural communication, perhaps especially that of the
great apes. But these all concern whether others can or cannot see the gesture — i.e.,
are bodily oriented toward the gesturer — not the knowledge states of others.

Of special interest for pragmatics, chimpanzees (and perhaps other apes) employ
basically two types of intentional gesture. First, ‘attractors’ (or attention-getters) are
imperative gestures that are aimed at getting others to look at the self. For example, a
well-known behavior from the wild is the ‘leaf-clipping’ of adult males, which serves
to make a noise that attracts the attention of females to their sexual arousal (Nishida
1980). Similarly, when youngsters want to initiate play they often attract the attention
of a partner to themselves by slapping the ground in front of, poking at, or throwing
things at the desired partner (Tomasello, Gust & Frost 1989). Because their function is
limited to attracting the attention of others, attractors most often attain their specific
communicative goal from their combination with involuntary displays. That is, the
specific desire to play or mate is communicated by the ‘play-face’ or penile erection,
with the attractor serving only to gain attention to it.

The second type of intentional gestures are ‘incipient actions’ that have become
ritualized into gestures (see Tinbergen 1951 on ‘intention-movements’). These ges-
tures are also imperatives, but they communicate more directly than do attractors
what specifically is desired. For example, play hitting is an timportant part of the rough-
and-tumble play of chimpanzees, and so many individuals come to use a stylized ‘arm-
raise’ to indicate that they are about to hit the other and thus initiate play (Goodall
1986). Many youngsters also ritualize signals for asking their mother to lower her back
so they can climb on, for example, a brief touch on the top of the rear end, ritualized
from occasions on which they pushed her rear end down mechanically. Infants often
do something similar, such as alight touch on the arm (ritualized from actually pulling
the arm), to ask their mothers to move it so as to allow nuising.

On the surface, attractors would seem to bear some relation to deictics that sim-
ply point out things in the environment, and incipient actions would seem at least
somewhat similar to lexical symbols that have relatively context-independent seman-
tic content. But the primate versions are obviously different from the human versions,

most especially because the primate versions are dyadic and not referential, attrac-
tors are thus really most similar not to deictics, which are referential, but to human
attention-getters like 'Hey?" that simply serve to make sure thata communicatsve chan-
nel is open. Incipient actions are most similar to certain kinds of ritualized performa-
tives — for example, greetings and some imperatives — that serve to regulate social
interactions. not refer to or comment upon anything external. It is also interesting
that systematic observations of chimpanzee gesture combinations reveal no evidence
of a strategy in which they first use an attractor to make sure the other is looking fol-
lowed by an incipient action containing specific semantic content (vaguely analogous
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to topic.comment structure; Call, Liebal & Tomasello 2002), One would think that it
chimpanzees understood the difl erent communicative functions of these two types of
gesture, this kind of combination would be relatively frequent.

In sum, primate gestural communication shows more flexibility than primate
vocal communication, perhaps because it concerns less evolutionarily urgent activi-
ties than those associated with vocalizations. Apes in particular create new gestures
routinely, and in general use many of their gestures quite flexibly. Audience effects are
also integral to ape gestural communication and concern more than simple presence-
absence of others — but only in the sense of whether others are in a position to see the
gesture. Basically no primate gestures are used referentially.

4. Whereis the pragmatics?

The pragmatics of primate communication would thus seem to be rather meager. In the
domain of vocal communication basically no primate vocal signals are learned, and they
are under only a small amount of voluntary control. The audience effects that exist are
based on whether others are present or not in the immediate context, not on what those
others think or know. In contrast, many of primates’ gestural signals are learned and
used more flexibly. Individuals sometimes choose a particular type of gesture based on
whether potential recipients are oriented towards them bodily or are otherwise engaged.
But again, even for gestures there is no evidence that primates take account of others’
intentional or mental states in order to adjust their communicative formulations.

It is difficult to believe that it primates knew about the intentional and mental
states of others they would not use this knowledge in communicating. A reasonable
conclusion, therefore, is that they simply do not know that others have intentional and
mental states {Tomasello & Call 1997). Their communicative signals, whether vocal or
gestural, serve not to direct attention triadically to outside entities but rather to regu-
late dyadic social interactions directly. This means that primates only use ritualized
communicative signals — not imitatively learned conventionalized symbols — and
that they do not build their communication around, or in any way make reference to,
the common communicative ground present in the current social interaction.

All of this serves to underscore in a particularly striking way the uniqueness of
human communication, and the ways in which human social cognition and pragmatics
help to constitute this uniqueness. Human beings create communicative conventions,
establish common communicative ground with their interlocutors, and invite others
to attend to external entities or perhaps even to construe them in a certain way or from
a certain perspective relative to the common ground. Because nothing like this hap-
pens in the communicative signaling of our nearest primate relatives, it would seem
that this is a relatively recent development in human evolution.
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To conclude, we may note that it is possible that human-raised apes learning some-
thing resembling human linguistic symbols are able to master some aspects of human lin-
guistic pragmatics {e.g., Greenfield & Savage-Rumbaugh 19%0; Savage-Rumbaugh et al.
1993). But basically no studies have been directed to this question. except for the
description of one gorilla learning ASL and his use of manual signs for ditf erent
speech act functions (e.g., labelling, protesting, answering, greeting, calling: Patierson,
Tanner & Mayer 1988). It is therefore a very interesting question whether, when raised
in a human-like communicative environment, some apes can master some aspects of
human linguistic pragmatics.
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1. Introduction

Semiotics is the study of signs. Thus, semiotics investigates the structure and function of
all processes in which signs are involved: the processing of information in machines, the
stimulus and response processes in plants and animals, the metabolism in organisms,
the interactions of primates, communication between humans, the relations between
social institutions. It also deals with the special processes of interpretation that take
place in the comprehension of the complex sign structure in legal matters, literature,
music and art.

Semiotics is thus an object- and a meta-discipline. As an object-discipline. it stud-
ies similarities and differences between sign processes. As a meta-discipline, it analyses
the methods and theories of all disciplines, including the natural sciences, and thereby
significantly contributes to the philosophy of science. Since semiotics assumes that the
sign character is an important aspect of scientific approaches — in the human, social
as well as natural sciences — it is an interdisciplinary approaci:

[tis doubtful if signs have ever befare been se vigoreusly studied by so many persons
and from so many points of view. The anny of investigators includes linguists,
logicians, philosophers, psychologists.biologists, anthropologists, psychopathologists,
aesthelicians, and seciologists. (Morris 1938: 1)

The field of research is constantly growing, both in theoretical and applied semi-
otics, which also makes the research area dithcult to overlook and keep in focus.

Historically, semiotics has been adapted to solving everyday practical problems
since antiquity. Medical semiotics in Greece helped physicians to recognize illnesses
on the basis of their signs (symptoms). The art of divination practiced by the Greeks
and the Romans aimed at the prediction of future events through the interpretation
of oracle or omens. Medieval heraldry regulated the design of coats of arms to enable
knights to recognize each other. The Enlightenment investigated ways of presentation
that could be expected to achieve desired efl'ects in the various genres of the Arts. The
crypto-analysis of the Baroque period made great efforts to decipher texts written
in unknown characters and languages. Romantic philology ascribed historical docu-
ments to particular authors end epochs, and tried to distinguish originals from copies.
Craft and industry have endeavored for the standardization and the legal protection of
guild signs, corporate symbols and trademarks.
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2. Basic concepts of semiotics

Semiotics studies all kinds of sign processes. A sign process is generally called sesmiosis,
and a semiosis takes place if the following basic components are involved. There must
be a sender (ora group of senders), who sends a message to an addressee (or a group of
addressees). Before conveying the message the sender choosesa mediian that connects
him/her with the addressee and an appropriate code. From the code the sender selects
a meaning, the signified, that includes the intended message. The signified is correlated
through the code with a corresponding signifier. Then we can say that the sender pro-
ducesa sign that is a token of this signifier. The addressee receives the sign through the
medium and perceives it as a token of the signifier, which refers him/her to the signi-
fied on the basis of the code. The message is then reconstructed by the addressee with
the help of the context in the given situation.

Sign processes or semioses with all these components can be verbal utterances
(de Saussure 1916), as well as the conveying of a message through emblematic ges-
tures (Ekman & Friesen 1969) or the operation and observation of traffic lights
(Prieto 1966) etc.

According to the presence or absence of different components of the semiosis we
can define the following three different types of sigh processes:

1. ¥, in a semiosis, a sender produces a sign intentionally in order to make an
addressee receive a message. the resulting sign is a communicative sign. \When the
addressee receives the message we can call this resulting process commiunication
(Buyssens 1943). Communication cannot occur without senders and addressees,
signsand messages. media and contexts. Some semioticians accept in a wider defi-
nition that communication can take place without signifiers and signifieds (an
example is given in Posner 1989: 246). Communication — especially the study of
the way the components of semiosis influence each other and the sign process as
a whole — is a key concept of semiotics.
If, in a semiosis, a code is involved (a conventional connection between a signifier
and a signified), the sign is called a signifying sign and the resulting sign process
is a signification. Signification can take place without senders and addressees — an
example would be the red spots on the skin taken by a doctor as a sign of measles.
3. If no code is involved in a semiosis, we call the sign an indicating sign and the
resulting process an indication. Indication can take place without signifiers and
signified and without a sender and addressee, but not without signs and mes-
sages, recipients, media and contexts. An example of senderless sign processes
withouta code and the addressee as a simple recipient is, when a scratching noise
in a conference room is taken by the audience as a sign of the microphone being
in operation.

o
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Indication is the simplest and basic type of semiosis in humans and primates, because
it can be realized with a minimal number of components. Indicating and signifying
signs also play a role together with communicative signs in most complex sign pro-
cesses, such as oral and written verbal interaction.

Sign processes can be primarily (but rarely exclusively) related either to cognition
or to interaction. When a sign user produces or interprets something as a communi-
cative sign, s/he is primarily interested in interaction. Indicating sig1s seem more to
serve the purposes of cognition, while signifying signs can serve both interaction and
cognition. However, we must take into account that cognition and interaction are gen-
erally hard to separate in communication, the most complex sign process.

Depending on which components we intend to analyze in differentsign processes,
we can divide semiotics into three branches. Morris (1938) distinguished pragmatics,
semantics, and symtactics as follows in terms of different relationships between the
components of semiosis:

1. Pragmatics is that semiotic branch which systematically studies the relations

between signs and sign-users (sender, addressee, recipient).

Semantics is that semiotic branch which studies the coded relations between signi-

fiers and signifieds (meanings).

3. Symtactics is that semiotic branch which studies signifiers, their constituents, and
the relations of signifiers to other signifiers.

!\J

3. Basicsign theories

Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) is recognized as the founder of the modern theory of
signsor theoretical semiotics. Inthe beginning of the 2@th century, semioticians tended
to believe that they could provide a system of universal terms describing all types of
signs and semioses. This belief underlies the rise of four traditions that contributed to
modern semiotics: semantics and the philosophy of language, modern logic, rheto-
ric, and hermeneutics. Thus, semiotics became a meta-science in competition with
established disciplines such asbiology, psychology and medicine on the one hand, and
literary criticism, history of art and music on the other.

Below is a brief review of the most important aspects of semiotics. The over-
view shows the two principal directions of development within the discipline: {a) a
concentration on approaches not previously dealt with, leading to developments of
sub-branches of semiotics like film and theatre semiotics, and a semiotic theory of non-
verbal communication; or (b) testing and comparing the system of semiotic terms on
diff erent scientific objects such as a number of types of semioses in nature and culture
(semiotics of multimedia communication, anthropology. psychosemiotics, etc.). There
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are five basic approaches to signs: the logical. the structuralist, the phenomenological,
the pragmatic, and the cultural approaches. Each will be briefly characterized.

3.1 Logical approaches

The logical strand in theoretical semiotics is strongly connected with Gottlob Frege
(1848-1925). the founder of modern logic. He developed a formalized language
modelled on arithmetic, and described various aspects of sign systems (Frege 1892).
Morris's idea to create semiotics as the unified science was designed on the plan fora
scientific language in Carnap’s (1928) early work Der logische Aufbaw der Weit. Carnap
was not so interested in setting up a theory, but rather wanted to create a universal,
exact language to be used for scientific purposes. His goal was to supply an exact ana-
lysis of assertions and conceptsin any scientific area, including philosophy. The objects
behind a specific term belonging to a certain field of knowledge should be defined
step by step and referred to as parts of a genealogical tree, a Konstitutionssystem. 1f
it were possible to create such a ‘constitutional system’ in which every term were to
have its own specific place and which would make it possible to derive alt conceptions
through a few basic, universal ideas, then these conceptions could be found in each
new culture, in each new civilization, and it would be possible then to construct a text
ina code which would always be understood. Semiotics has not, however, become that
unified science.

3.2 Structuralist approaches

The structuralist trends extend over the field of linguistics (as a central discipline in the
structuralist tradition), anthropology, the social sciences, history, philosophy, literary
criticism, mathematics, biology, psychology and psychoanalysis. It has its methodologi-
cal roots in Saussure’s semiology. Russian formalism (Tynjanov, Propp and others) and
the Prague Linguistic Circle (Trubetzkoy, Mathesius, Jakobson and others). Jakobson's
structuralist theory of language {see Jakobson 1966-1988) had a strong influence on
the French anthropologist Lévi-Strauss and his studies of myth, which were to become
a significant contribution totext semiotics.

Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965) was another important semiotician who worked
within the structuralist frame; he is the successor to Saussure’s semiology, and to some
extent he completed Saussure’s work. To distinguish his Copenhagen school from
other structuralist trends, he called his theory ‘glossematics’ (Hjelmslev 1943, 1947). It
is a very formal and abstract theory, which had some influence on a number of Italian
and French semioticians (among others Barthes, Greimas, Eco).

‘The central object of investigation in structuralism is the text; textual studies have
changed from text structuralism in the beginning, to text semiotics today. Structuralist
text analysis is seen as a text-semiotic discipline, which investigates signs in a text in
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relation to each other. Narrative signs are obvious carriers of information. Further-
more, it also seems natural to work on a definition of texts in which non-verbal signs
can be included. A definition of the concept of text from a cultural-semiotic perspective
would consider a combination of communicative signs as a text when the following
three conditions are fulfilled: (i) the text must be an artifact; (ii) it must be an instru-
ment, i.e., there must be a culture which has a convention that gives it (at least) one
function; and (iii) the text must be coded., i.e., there must be a culture where a code is
valid which determines its meaning(s).

One semiotic approach to text would build on the notion that everything that man
produces, including texts, is an artifact and a product of intentional behavior, and that
artifacts are used in order to pursue a certain goal. The establishment of the theoretical
connection between, on the one hand, the components of semioses such as addressees,
codes, signs, media, and messages, and on the other hand anthropological units such
as institutions, artifacts, and cultural mechanisms, seems to be a fruitful development
in text semiotics. The French semiotician A.J. Greimas headed in this direction with
Sémantique structurale (1966), in which he concentrates on the text and its narrativity.
Unlike Peirce, Greimas does not define semiotics as a theory of signs, but as a theory
of meaning (signification). In his discourse analysis, Greimas wants to study those
minimal semantic units, which are not signs but merely their components, and he ulti-
mately investigates the semantics of the text, which is more than a single sign. Step by
step, Greimas introduces a semiotic grammar, consisting of a syntactic and a semantic
component with a surface and a deep structure. In addition, Greimas distinguishes a
semio-narrative and a discursive component (see Culler 1975 for an overview).

In addition to structuralism, Greimasian semiotics is strongly based on narratology.
One basic claim is that any manifestation of meaning (in societies as well as in nature) can
be analyzed as a story. This is why the semiotic model contains a ‘narrative grammar’ as
its basis. Narrative grammar can be applied to myths, folktales, and literary texts, but also
to all other meaningful structures (musical symphonies, paintings, sculptures, the history
of a city, etc.) have a narrative grammar. They all display programs developing states of
being which allow us to describe them as simple or complex ‘stories. The concept of nar-
rative structures has received great interdisciplinary interest. Text linguistics and interdis-
ciplinary text theory have developed their own concepts of narratology (cf. thwe 1972).
Greimas also introduced the notion of isotopy: the repetition of one or more semantic
components in a text. Isotopy can be described as aspecial case of repetition (recurvence),
which is an important means of textual cohesion (Greimas 1972).

3.3 Phenomenological approaches

In the phenomenological approach, the directedness of consciousness (intentionality)
on phenomena (what is immediately given for consciousness) is taken as a starting
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point for developing scientific metaphysics. The phenomenologist Edmund Husserl
(1859-1938) argued in his major work Zur Logik der Zeichen that mathematics and
logic are not concerned with the operations of making judgments and inferences, but
rather with the products of these operations: concepts, propositions, and conclusions
(e.g.. Husserl 1890). In addition, he developed an a priori grammar for all possible
languages, because he held that a universal logical grammar largely determined the
grammar of all languages. Husserl had some influence on Prague School structural-
ism, and later also on Jacobson's search for linguistic universals and distinctive features
in phonology. Heidegger’s hermeneutical phenomenology of the human being is a fur-
ther development of Husserl's descriptive phenomenology, but it is at the same time in
sharp contrast to the latter. Heidegger operates with the henneneutical circle, which
is the ontological structure of all human existential understanding and interpretation.

3.4 Pragmatic approaches

The pragmatic aspect of theoretical semiotics was developed by the pragmatist
founder of semiotics, the philosopher Charles S. Peirce, and further explored by
Charles Morris (1901-1979). They defined the theory of signs as the study of signs
of any kind. Peirce (1982) wanted to define semiotics basically as a science of man,
while Morris included sign processes by organisms in general. Morris’s (1938) prag-
matics, defined as the study of the relation of signs to their interpreters, the branch
of semiotics which studies the origin, the uses and the etfects of signs, has inspired
a major trend in linguistics. Morris himself paraphrased the subject matter of prag-
matics with the formula “the relations of signs to their users” (Morris 1938: 29).
These relations between sign vehicles and their interpreters have been given vari-
ous explanations in the semiotic research of the last half century. Needless to say
that there is still confusion and vagueness surrounding the concept of pragmatics
today. Anthropologists, linguists, philosophers, psychologists and sociologists have
seen pragmatics as the study which connects meaning and the signifying process
with use in all kinds of contexts, with reasoning, and with understanding (cf. Parret
1983: 89F). One can say that four different but related lines of pragmatic research
have developed since Morris. It is possible to focus either on pragmatic processes,
pragmatic signs, pragmatic information, or pragmatic messages to investigate the
principles that guide pragmatic inferencing processes (cf. Posner 1991).

1. Situation-dependent inferencing is nowadays called ‘pragmatic, in order to
contrast it with semantic and syntactic decoding and encoding processes. A
pragmatic process in the narrow sense takes place when senders and addressees
interpret activities within a semiosis. But pragmatic processes are not the same
for sign producers and for sign recipients. Pragmatic investigations, which con-
centrate on the principles that govern difl erent situation-dependent inferences,



Semiotics

223

(SN ]

include, e.g., the various approaches to Austin’s and Searle’s speech act conditions,
Grice's conversational maxims, or Sperber & Wilson's relevance principle.
We must keep in mind that process-oriented pragmatic research does not inves-
tigate which signs are involved, since such underlying principles are supposed to
function independently of special kinds of signs. Codes such as natural languages.
constructed languages, and even codes in arts and music, require complex prag-
matic processes for their interpretation. Studying these kinds of complex pragmatic
signs is of special interest especially to linguists. In order to understand the com-
plexity of pragmatic signs, let us suppose a typical communication situation in
second language acquisition. A student presents a book review to his/her fellow
students, starting his/her paper in the following way: “I've read this big book and
now | want to talk about it”. An accidental listener could decode the meaning of
this sentence without any problem, but s/he would not really know what book the
student is going to talk about. This communicative situation is often accompanied
by additional indicators, which are not restricted to language. The student holds
the book in one hand, points at it with the index finger of his/her other hand, and
looks at it. Next, s/he uses the space between the index finger and the thumb to
indicate how 'big’ the book is. We only knosw that ‘I’ refers to the sender, but we
do not know who the sender is; ‘here’ and 'this’ refer to the book, but we know
neither the title and the author, nor the size of the book. It is therefore obvious
that personal and demonstrative pronouns, and adverbs of place and time require
additional indicators to enable us to interpret a communicative situation.
The additional knowledge the addressee must take into account when s/he wants
to infer the message intended by the sender may be called pragmatic information.
This type of information can refer to anything in the world, and any delimitation of
information, which is of potential pragmatic relevance, is impossible. In natural lan-
guages, pragmatic information depends on everythingthat is relevant for the culture
in question. Especiallyimportantaresocial relationships between sender, addres.see,
and the persons talked about. Pragmatic information can sometimes be even more
important than the message itselffor the results of the pragmatic process.

fmagine a situation where a woman has her first date with a man who forgot
to take off his wedding ring. Before drawing conclusions, she also has to take into
account, e.g., on which hand he wears the ring, and she must be able to relate this
to the culture of a specific community. Therefore information-oriented pragmat-
ics can only be studied in an interdisciplinary manner, combining ethnography,
sociolinguistics, psychology of language, and anthropology.
As was indicated above, the sender selects a meaning (the signified), which
includes the intended message. Meaning (the signified) is generally studied by
semantics. For that reason, there have been many attempts to distinguish between
meaning as ‘designatum; ‘core meaning. ‘truth-functional meaning, and ‘emotive,
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‘expressive, ‘interactive, “actual’, ‘instrumental, or ‘social meaning. From this point
of view, pragmatics is often characterized as a direction of research that studies the
relation between the signified and the intended message. Imagine the following
situation. Max is a cat living with a family. One day the father says: “Max is not here”.
Far the members of the family, this statement can signify at least the following:

Max is not in the house [situation: Max spends much time outsidel.

Max is staying elsewhere [situation: a member of the family has a studio some-
where, where he or she works as an artist].

3. Max is gone [situation: Max has been killed in an accident; the parents are trying
to tell this to the daughterl.

N e
. .

All these are pragmatic messages expressed by the speaker in uttering the sentence
“Max is not here”. Pragmatic messages are thus part of the process of interpretation,
which connects the signified of a given sign with the message assumed to have been
intended in its production.

3.5 Cultural approaches

The cultural aspect developed mainly in the early 1970s in the Soviet Union, and
addressed the nature of culture. One may speak of two research centers of cultural semi-
otics: the Moscow and the Tartu school. 1t is typical for these schools that they pursued
applied semiotics. The majority of Russian semioticians work on specific problems in
different sciences without formulating a general theory. The main focus has been on
issues related tolinguistics: the reconstruction of Indo- European {Ivanov & Gamkrelidze
1984), the languages and myths of ditferent peoples (Toporov & Ivanov 1967), neurolin-
guistics (Ivanov 1978), and non-verbal communication (Nikolaeva 1969). In addition,
text theory. literary theory and history are central topics of investigation. Within the field
of history, the works of Boris Uspenskij {e.g., on medieval icon paintings; see Uspenskij
1976) are relevant. In his work, Uspenskij (1991) studied the ‘language of history, by
which he understands a system of ideas consisting of perceptions of ditterent historical
events. These historical events are organized in a kind of causal chain. The ‘language of
history” determines the language uset’s reactions to present events, i.e., the mechanism
of developing events (which Uspenskij calls the historical process).

The central figure in the Tartu school was the literary historian and theoretician
Jurij Lotman (1922-1994), who worked on semiotic discourse analysis. Lotman’s cen-
tral idea is the concept of text as a part of any particular culture. Text consists of distin-
guishing features, which show that they are a part of a special culture. In a culture, texts
do not only function as text individuals, they are at the same time members of a type,
which can be interpreted as a semiotic text type and translated to other cultures. The
number of text types varies in different cultures. Lotman (1981, 1982) says thata culture
produces more and more types of text in the course of its development. In every culture,
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individuals can explain the world by using different text types. One and the same object
or fact (language, state, love, cats, morning star, etc.) can be described from the physical,
sociological, aesthetic. etc. point of view. Lotman therefore defines culture as the total-
ityof its texts (Lotman 1981: 35).

Another cultural approach had already been founded in the 1920s in Germany.
We have talked about seraiotics of culture since Ernst Cassirer (1923-1929) proposed
to describe particular sign systems as symbolic forms. He assumed that the symbolic

forms of a society (e.g., myth, symbols, language) build its culture. According to Cassirer
the Semiotics of culture has two tasks: a) to investigate the different sign systems in a

culture, and b) to investigate cultures as sign systems. Within this frame. archeologists,
anthropologists and semioticians who work on human culture are generally interested
in two main questions:

How do society, civilization and mentality relate to sign systems?
Can objects like institutions (groups of individuals who are related to each other
through ditferent sign processes), artif acts (objects which are produced by haman
beings) and mentefacts (ideas and values, conventions) be explicated by terms like
'sigh, ‘message, ‘interpret’, ‘code, and ‘'medium’ (Posner 2003: 48)?

D ome

Whenever cultures are described as sign systems. classifying the different domains by
social culture (society), material culture (civilization), and mental culture (mentality)
is widely accepted. In the social culture, the object of investigation is the sign user,
i.e., the individuals of a society and their institutions; whereas the material culture or
civilization consists of artifacts, instruments and texts. In the semiotics of culture, the
texts of a specific culture are defined as artifacts that not only have a function in this
culture but are also signs of this culture with a coded message (Posner 2003: 51). The
mentality of a society, i.e., its mental culture, consists of a number of ideas, values and
conventions. The mental culture is nothing but a system of sign conventions (conven-
tional codes) that the individuals of a society have in common.

The explication of social, material and mental culture has become a central part
of semiotic studies at manyr European universities, where semiotic studies of culture
often have a special relation to the semiotic approach of media studies. As a basic part
of semiosis (se section 2 above) the medium is one of its key terms. We say for instance
that two sign processes take place in the same medium when the senders use the same
modality of sense (such as the ear), when they use the same physical canal (such as the
air), when they use the same technical canal (such as telephone, computer, internet
etc.), when they appear in the same institution of a society (such as school, university,
TV-station etc.), or when they use the same code (for instance the English language).
That means we can distinguish different kinds of medium as for example the biologi-
cal, physical, technical, or sociological medium.
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For that reason the research on sign processes in material culture has developed a
strong connection to empirical approaches in media studies like picture. photography,
film, TV, computer and hypertextuality, archive and museum. Unfortunately semio-
tics does not provide an integrated approach to the theory of media. This is one reason
why the relevance of semiotics for media studies has been judged differently interna-
tionally (cf. Noth 1997).

4. Interdisciplinary extensions

Historically, semioticians have learnt much from linguists about linguistic terms and
methods of analysis. Now, after a long process of discussion that has been going on
since de Saussure, we can say that semiotics has emancipated from the linguistic one -
sidedness. One example of this is Lotmans term text (se section 3.5 above), which
has been used in the semiotics of culture for all cultural sign phenomena but has
lost its specifically linguistic features (Posner 1989). Thus, the field of research in
theoretical and applied semiotics has become an important approach when research-
ers investigate different objects in many scientific disciplines. The semiotic field
includes text theory (e.g., narratology, hermeneutics), language and arts {e.g., litera-
ture, music, architecture), non-verbal communication, media and multimedia com-
munication (e.g., picture, photography and film), anthropology (e.g.. myth, magic,
ethnology), logic, psychoanalysis, history and economics. law, computer science and
artificial intelligence, psychology. and medicine, to mention only the largest and most
interesting fields of semiotic investigation. It is also obvious that the interdisciplin-
ary research activities in semiotics are essentially heterogeneous. In the 1990s the
semiotic approach expanded and established itself in different scientific disciplines;
an interdisciplinary approach is pictorial semiotics {Sachs-Hombach 2003; Warell
2001), which entails understanding pictures in a wider meaning not only as objects
of arts but also as artifacts of every day life (e.g., traffic signs, pictograms, placards,
technical drawings. and picture technologies in several professions and sciences).
Important and still growing fields of investigation are the semiotics of law (cf. Kevel-
son 1994) and the semiotics of mathematics and computer science. Just the semiotics
of computer and artificial intelligence is a rapidly growing field of applied semiotics.
The most important fields are the theory of sign processes in computers, and the
interaction of humans and the computer (cf. Andersen 1997). At the end ofthe 1990s,
the semiotic approach (the study of different sign processes in medicine) experienced
an upswing in medical diagnosis and therapy (Schonbichler Ed. 2004), and in social
psychiatry (Debus et al. 2005).

Basic readings are, e.g., Krampen et al. (1987); Boussiac (1998); Néth (2000); and
Posner. Robering & Sebeok (1997-2004).
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Speech act theory
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1. Where does speech act theory come from?

Many problems that we now consider as proper to speech act theory have already been

formulated or at least hinted at on other occasions during the history of Western philos-
ophy and linguistics. Philosophers have been concerned with the relation between the

meaning of words, the expression of a proposition,and the act of assertion. Aristotle dis-
tinguished between the meaning of words and the assertiveness of declarative sentences
(Peri Hermencias 16b 26-30). Philosophers of language, rhetoricians and linguists have
been aware of the variety of uses or functions of language. The Greek sophist Protagoras
was probably the first to classify modes of discourse which roughly corresponded to
kinds of speech acts; the theory of language of the Stoics, which was to become very
intluential for the development of grammatical studies, distinguished judgements, which
alone are true or false, from wh-questions, polar questions, imperatives and expressions
of wish, correlating their function with their grammatical form.

In the 20th century, the interest for the functions of language has developed into
a broad range of semiotic, linguistic and sociolinguistic writings. The speaker's active
role. too, has been taken into consideration by some proposals partly converging with
those of speech act theory, such as the theory of language of the German psychologist
and linguist Karl Biihler (who even used the term Sprechakt, and affirmed that speech
is action: see Bahler 1934), and the theory of énonciation (uttering) of the French lin
guist Emile Benveniste (who explored the relation between language as a system and
its use by a human subject; see Benveniste 1966).

The trend in the philosophy of language and in pragmatic research which is
commonly called speech act theory, is characterized by two main ideas. One is thata
distinction has to be drawn between the meaning expressed by an utterance and the
way in which the utterance is used (i.e., its ‘force’) and the other is that utterances of
every kind (assertions included) can be considered as acts. Speech act theory did not
derive from the above-mentioned analogous conceptions, but has developed within
analytical philosophy, and its background is to be found in the work of philosophers
such as Frege, Wittgenstein, J.L. Austin and H.P. Grice.

11 Frege and the assertion sign

In his Begriffschrift (an attempt at formulating a new symbolic language for the
representation of concepts), the German logician and philosopher of mathematics
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Gottlob Frege proposed two separate symbols for the proposition and for the judgement
that the proposition is true, i.e., the assertive force assigned to the proposition
(Frege 1897). He maintained that the mere consideration of a proposition is dif-
ferent from its assertion: a thought can be conceived without a truth value being
assigned to it, as happens, e.g., in questions (Frege 1918).

1.2 Wittgenstein and the uses of language

The Fregean distinction between proposition and assertion was not meant to challenge
the tendency’ of philosophers to limit their consideration of language to assertive lan-
guage. In the 1920s and the 1930s, neo-empiricism confirmed and even emphasized
this tendency.

As a reaction to the view of language proposed by neo-empiricism, and by himself
in the Tractatus (Wittgenstein 1922), the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein,
teaching at Cambridge in the 1930s,developed a perspective on language very attentive
to its various heterogeneous and rule-governed uses. He no longer conceded a central
role to the assertive use of language but emphasized instead the link between language
games and socio-cultural practices or forms of life’ (Wittgenstein 1953, 1958, 1969).

1.3 Austin and the performative utterance

In the 1940s, John L. Austin, an Oxford philosopher engaged in the analysis of ordi-
nary language, noticed a particular kind of utterance that he called the ‘perf ormative
utterance’ Such utterances take the form of declarative sentences and. when issued
under appropriate circumstances, are not reports or descriptions, but performances of
an act (Austin 1946). Examples of performative utterances are:

(1) [ name this ship'Queen Elizabeth'
(2) [ promise that I'll come tomorrow.

Performative utterances are characterized by a use of the 1st person present indicative
active, which is asymmetrical with respect to other persons and tenses of the indica-
tive mood of the same verb. since these would constitute mere descriptions or reports.
Verbs that can be used performatively are called performative verbs.

Austin was familiar with Frege’s thought and was acquainted with the main outlines
of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. He himself had a polemical attitude both towsards the
traditional fetishism of assertive language. and towards the recent Wittgensteinian ten-
dency to dissolve meaning into innumerable uses. Against this background, betwween
1950 and 1955 he developed his conception of the performative utterance into a first
formulation of speech act theory: In the new framework (Austin 1962), it is pointed
out that the linguistic form characteristic of performative utterances can be used for
the explicit performance of assertive speech acts (‘I state that..."); moreover, it is argued
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that both performative utterances and the descriptions or reports (so-called constative
utterances) they were formerly contrasted with, are affected by parallel phenomena
related to sincerity, commitment, and presupposition, thus showing their common
underlying structure.

1.4 Grice and speaker meaning

The ordinary language philosopher Paul Grice greatly contributed to the subsequent
development of speech act theory by introducing svith his conception of speaker
meaning (1957), an attempt to define meaning with reference to the intentions of the
speaker in the making of an utterance. According to Grice, speaker meaning is prior to
sentence meaning and it consists in the intention of the speaker to produce an effect in
the hearer by means of the hearer’s recognition of the intention to produce that effect.
This account of speaker meaning has been held to apply. with modifications, also to
the force of speech acts.

Later on, Grice formulated the notion of conversational implicature (1975), used
in speech act theory in order to explain the understanding of speech acts by hearers
not on the basis of semantic conventions, but of inferences.

2. Utterances as acts

Speech act theory is tenable in so far as it is possible, and sensible, to view utterances
as acts. An utterance is the production (oral or in writing) of a token of a linguistic
structure which may or may not correspond to a complete sentence. An act, generally
speaking, is something that we ‘do” a piece of active (vs. passive) behavior by an agent.

In speech act theory, by viewing utterances as acts, we consider the production of
words or of sentences as the performance of speech acts, and we posit the speech act
as the unit of linguistic communication.

It is a task of speech act theory to explain in which senses and under which con-
ditions uttering something can be doing something, thus providing a conceptual
framework for describing and understanding the various kinds of linguistic action.

We shall briefly consider here the main concepts involved in J.L. Austin’s first
formulation of speech act theory. and in the subsequent influential version of speech
act theory proposed by the American philosopher of language, John R. Searle.

2. Austin’s distinction of locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts

J.L. Austin affirmed that the real object which the theory of language has to elucidate
is “the total speech act in the total speech situation” (Austin 1962: 148). As part of such
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an elucidation, he proposed to draw distinctions between different facets of a speech
act: different senses in which to say something is to do something.

2.1 The complexities of saying

Firstly, we can describe a speech act as a locutionary act, i.e.. an act of saying. But the
locutionary act has itself various facets. According to Austin (1962: 92-98), saying
something is:

- to perform a phoneticact, i.e., the act of uttering certain sounds;

- to perform a phatic act, i.e., the act of uttering sounds of certain types, conforming
to and as conforming to certain rules (certain words, in a certain construction, with
a certain intonation);

- to perform a rhetic act: the act of using the words uttered with a certain
meanng.

When we report someone's locutionary act, we either focus on the phatic act and just
quote the uttered words (the so-called ‘direct speech’}, or we focus on the rhetic act
and use the so-called ‘indirect speech’ (svhich reports meaning but does not quote the
uttered words in the form in which they were uttered).

2.1.2  Thethree kinds of effects of the illocutionary act

Secondly, we can describe or report someone’s speech act by using verbs such as'order,
‘advise} ‘promise, ‘state’, ‘ask;, 'thank’ ‘protest. Thus, we focus on the way in which the
speaker has used his/her utterance, or more precisely, on the act s/he has performed
in saying what s/he said, i.e., the illocutionary act. The fact that a speaker, in issu-
ing a certain utterance, performs a certain illocutionary act involves what Austin
calls the illocutionary force of the utterance, as opposed to its locutionary meaning
(1962: 98-100).

How can the speaker, in performing a locutionary act, perform also and at the
same time an illocutionary act? lllocutionary acts are performed according to conven-
tions and therefore have to satisfy a number of conventional felicity conditions: there
has to be an accepted conventional procedure for performing the act, the participants
and the circumstances have to be appropriate for the invocation of the procedure, the
procedure has to be carried out correctly and completely, participants are expected to
have appropriate inner states and attitudes, and to behave subsequently in an appro-
priate way (Austin 1962: 14-15, 138-139). The procedure for performing the act is in
some cases wholly linguistic (e.g., stating, requesting, advising, promising), while in
other cases it can include extralinguistic behavior (as in protesting, swearing, voting,
naming, appointing).

Austin (1962: 116-117) distinguished three kinds of etfects of the illocutionary act:
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1. the securing of uptake: this effect amounts to bringing about the understanding of

the meaning and of the force of the locution and unless it is achieved, the illocu-

tionary act is not actually carried out;

the production of a conventional effect: the act brings about a state of aftairs in a

way different from bringing about a change in the natural course of events (e.g.,

the act of naming a ship ‘Queen Elizabeth’ makes it the case that this is the ships

name, and that referring to it by any other name will be out of order, but these are

not changes in the natural course of events);

3. the inviting of a response or sequel: the act invites a certain kind of subsequent
behavior; if the invitation is accepted, a certain further act by some of the partici-
pants will follow.

~

Verbs or verbal expressions designing illocutionary acts can be used performatively in
the Ist person singular present indicative active, in order to perform the correspond-
ing illocutionary act in an explicit way.

2.1.3 Thedistinction between illocution and periocution

Thirdly, saying something has consequences on the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the
participants. These consequences can be considered as something that has been brought
about by the speaker, and we may then say that the speaker, by saying what s/he said, has
performed a further kind of act, the perlocutionary act {e.g., convincing, persuading,
alerting. getting someone to do something) (Austin 1962: 101).

The performance of a perlocutionary act does not depend on the satisfaction of
conventional conditions, but on the actual achievement of a certain goal or (since a
perlocutionary act can also be performed unintentionally) on the speech act’s having
actually caused certain extralinguistic consequences (Austin 1962: 107). For this very
reason, verbs designing perlocutionary acts cannot be used performatively.

The distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts is not always
easy. There are verbs that seem to designate acts which are performed in speaking
(e.g., ‘insult’), but that are not used performatively (at least in contemporary
English-speaking Western cultures). There are also uses of language such as eliciting,
showing emotion or insinuating that do not fit comfortably either of the kindsof acts
distinguished by Austin.

2.2 Searle’s notion of the speech act as illocutionary act

J.R. Searle strongly atfirmed a view of speaking as a rule-governed form of behavior,
the basic unit of which, the speech act, consists in the production of a sentence token
under certain conditions. In this view, widely adopted by other philosophers and lin-
guists, the illocutionary act coincides with the complete speech act (Searle 1969: 23),
and its characteristic linguastic form is the complete sentence.
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The illocutionary act has an illocutionary point or purpose (Searle 1979: 2-3),
corresponding to the speaker’s intention that the utterance is to count as a certain kind
of act, i.e., arepresentation of something, an attempt to get the hearer to do something,
and so on. The illocutionary point is the most central feature of illocutionary force,but
does not coincide with it, since forces having the same illocutionary point can differ
in other features.

The illocutionary act has an effect on the hearer. the illocutionary effect, which
consists in the hearer understanding the utterance of the speaker (Searle 1969: 47).
This effect corresponds to the first of the three kinds of effects of the illocutionary’ act
distinguished by Austin, the securing of uptake (cf.also Strawson 1964).

it should also be noted that while Austin wanted to distinguish force from mean-
ing, Searle deals with force as an aspect of meaning.

2.2.1  llocutionary force and propositional content
In uttering a sentence and in thereby perforining an illocutionary act, a speaker also
performs two other distinct kinds of acts:

- an utterance act, i.e., the uttering of words;
- a propositional act, i.e., expressing a proposition.

The propositional act consists. like the illocutionary act, in the uttering of words in
sentences in certain contexts, under certain conditions and with certain intentions
(Searle 1969: 25); however, it cannot occur alone, but only in performing some illocu-
tionary act. Just as a complete sentence contains referring and predicating expressions,
an illocutionary act contains the expression of a proposition. Thus, the illocutionary
act has both a force and a propositional content.

The distinction of illocutionary force and propositional content within the illocu-
tionary act (or complete speech act) is represented by Searle (1969: 31) by means of
the formula F(p).

2.2.2 Felicity conditions as rules
The felicity conditions on illocutionary acts are formulated by Searle (196Y: 54-71)
as necessary and suthicient conditions for their performance. They include: essential
conditions, which say what kind of illocutionary act the utterance is to count as; prop-
ositional content conditions, which specify what kind of propositional content the
speech act is to have; preparatory conditions, which specify contextual requirements
(especially regarding the speaker’s and the hearer’s epistemic and volitional states),
and sincerity conditions, specifying which psychological state of the speaker will be
expressed by the speech act.

From the felicity conditions on illocutionary acts. a set of semantic rules for the
use of illocutionary force-indicating devices can be extracted. Such devices will be
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appropriately used only if the felicity conditions of the illocutionary act, the force of
which they indicate, are satisfied.

The satisfaction of felicity conditions and the speaker’s use of the linguistic devices
that indicate the related itlocutionary force, under normal communication conditions,
enable the speaker to achieve the illocutionary effect, i.e., to communicate the force of
the utterance to the hearer.

2.2.3 Intention and perlocution

Searle accepted the Austinian notion of the perlocutionary act (1969: 25). Perlocution,
however, is not considered by him as an aspect of the complete speech act, but as an
additional element. The intention of achieving a perlocutionary effect is not essential to
the illocutionary act. Even where there generally is a correlated perlocutionary effect,
the speaker imay say something and mean it without in fact intending to produce that
effect (1969: 46), eg.. when making a statement without caring whether the audience
believes it or not. Moreover, while some illocutionary acts are definable just with refer-
ence to their intended perlocutionary effects (e.g., requests), others are not (1969: 71).

3. Main problems in speech act theory

A number of further problems have arisen in the conceptual framework created by
the notions briefly described above, partly concerning the internal organization of the
theory, partly regarding how the theory itself can contribute to certain preexistent
problems of language and language use.

3.1 lllocutionary force-indicating devices

Illocutionary acts have to be understood by hearers. Therefore, there must be ways
in which speakers make explicit, or at least indicate, the illocutionary force of their
speech acts.

It bas been generally maintained by speech act theorists that illocutionary force is
made Fully explicit when an explicit performative formula (i.e., a performative verb in
the 1st person present indicative active) is used. On the basis of this accepted convic-
tion (cf. Austin 1962: 61, 71), three main questions have become relevant:

- how do performative utterances really work?

- how is the illocutionary force of speech acts indicated, when no explicit performa-
tive formula is used?

- how are explicit and inexplicit ways of performing the same illocutionary act
related to each other?
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Answers to the first question have been proposed in the literature, mostly philosophi-
cal, that discusses the performative utterance, whether it has a truth-value or not,and
the relation between successfiilness and truth (cf. Warnock 1973; Bach & Harnish
1979: 203~208; Recanati 1981; Leech 1983: 174-197; Searle 1989).

As to the second question, various kinds of illocutionary indicators were already
noticed by Austin (1962: 73-76). His list included mood and modal verbs, intonation,
adverbs, connectives, and extra-linguistic gestures or contextual features accompany-
ing the utterance. Searle emphasized the role of linguistic illocutionary indicators and
the possibility to substitute explicit forms for implicit ones (cf. 1969: 68). Though it
is often taken for granted that the main illocutionary indicator is mood (or sentence
type) (cf. Lyons 1977: 745-748), the development of empirical linguistic research
about the ways in which the various illocutionary acts are performed in different
languages has begun to throw some light on a wider range of illocutionary indicators.
While it is usually assumed that in each sentence there is one and only one illocution-
ary indicator, and that such indicators do not have a semantic content of their own, it
has been argued that also expressions having semantic content can act as illocution-
ary indicators (Green 2000) and that indication of force may draw on combinations
of features {Sbisa 2001).

As to the third question, the most famous answer to it has been the so-called ‘per-
formative hypothesis, claiming that in the deep structure of any sentence there is a
higher explicit performative (Ross 1970). This hypothesis, defended in the framework
of generative semantics. raised a great deal of criticism and was abandoned (cf. Gazdar
1979: 15-35). Recent research is concerned with scales from most direct to most indirect
ways for performing illocutionary acts (e.g., see Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989: 18),
in which the performative formula is not assigned primacy.

3.2 The classification of illocutionary acts

When we speak of the classification of illocutionary acts we consider illocutionary acts
as types (as opposed to tokens): we are looking for kinds, or groups, of types. In prin-
ciple, a classification of illocutionary acts (act types) does not necessarily correspond
to a classification of sentences. However, the kinds of sentences used for performing
the various kinds of illocutionary acts. as well as the kinds of verbs used for perform-
ing illocutionary acts explicitly, were often taken into consideration as relevant to the
classification of the latter.

According to Austin, there are at least as many illocutionary acts (act types) as there
are vetbs that can be used performatively. Thus, Austin based his classification of illocu-
tionary acts on a list of verbs that he took to be performatives. His classes are fuzzy sets
allowing for overlaps, and are characterized by the intuitive descriptions of some salient
features of the procedures in which their prototypical members consist (1962: 151-163).
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Searle aimed at a neatersubdivision of illocutionary acts into classes. As criteria of
classification, he selected three dimensions of the illocutionary act:

- the point or purpose of the act, expressed in its essential condition;

- the direction of fit, i.e., whether the words (or more precisely, the details of their
truth-conditional meaning or expressed propositional content) have to match the
world, or the world has to match the words;

- theexpressed psychological states, i.e..the speaker’s psychological attitudes with
respect to the propositional content, which satisfy the sincerity condition of the
illocutionary act (1979: 2-5).

He also linked each of his classes to a standard deep structure of the sentences used
(1979: 20-27).

Other attempts at classification can be considered as reformulations or refine-
ments either of Austin’s classification or of Searle’s (Vendler 1972; Wunderlich 1976;
Bach & Harnish 1979; Sbisa 1984). Some proposals are attentive to linguistic facts
such asspeech actverbs (Ballmer & Brennenstuhl 1981),sentence types (Crofi 1994),
modal verbs (Zaefferer 2001). Weigand has elaborated a classification in terms of
dialogic action games (see Weigand 1994). Searle’s classification of illocutionary acts
has been by far the most influential one and has often been taken as a basis for the
further investigation of particular areas. Recently, some attention has been paid to
Austinian categories, such as that of exercitives, in connection with socially relevant
issues (see e.g., McGowan 2003, Sbisa 2006). (For a critique of classification attempts
in general, see Veyschueren 1983 and 1985.)

3.3 Modes of understanding

Are illocutionary forces understood by virtue of the semantics of their linguistic indi-
cators or by means of pragmatically invited inferences?

Illocutionary force occupies an ambiguous position betwveen semantics and
pragmatics. It could be considered as a purely semantic phenomenon, wholly depen-
dent on the codified meaning of words, only if it were possible to assign illocution-
ary forces to speech acts on the sole basis of the linguistic indicating device (or set
of indicating devices). But this is not the case. The presence of clear-cut indicators
in the uttered sentence does not by itself determine the actual, serious and felici-
tous performance of the speech act (cf. Davidson 1979). Is then illocutionary force
wholly pragmatic? Thissolution would involve a minimization of the contribution of
linguistic illocutionary indicators to the understanding of illocutionary force.

However, the proposal has also been made to admit of ditferent modes of under-
standing for the so-called direct’ and respectively ‘indirect’ speech acts. While direct
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speech acts display appropriate illocutionary indicators, indirect speech acts are per-
formed in uttering sentences which do not contain indicators of their intended force,
so that the hearer has to understand such force by inference (Searle 1975). Strategies
for performing and understanding indirect speech acts have been related to politeness
phenomena (Brown & Levinson 1987) and to different socio-cultural environments
(Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper Eds. 1989).

It should be noted that the notion of an indirect speech act relies on Grice’s theory
of implicature and is therefore liable to be rejected by those who do not accept that
theory.Indirect speech acts may then be traced back again to some kind of convention,
script or schema.

3.4 Speech acts and truth

There is a tendency in philosophy to draw a distinction between assertive or descrip-
tive language on the one hand, and all the uses of language that are not true or false
on the other. There is another tendency, in philosophy and in particular in logic, to
consider sentences as having truth values quite apart from their actually being uttered
in acontext.

Speech act theory proposes a ditferent perspective, according to which assertions
are speech acts just as well as orders, promises, apologies, appointments, and no sen-
tenceassuch can be said to be either true or false. The issue of truth or falsity can arise
only when a sentence is used in performing an assertive speech act. However, this
perspective is not without problems.

First of all, is speech act felicity a precondition for the truth/falsity assessment
(as Austin 1962 and Strawson 1950 put it) or is it a mere matter of appropriateness,
while the truth/falsity assessment independently relies on truth-conditions (as Grice
1975 would say)? Secondly, what exactly is it that weare calling true/false: the whole
assertive speech act, or a locutionary or propositional component of it? Although
the debate about these topics in philosophy cannot be considered as settled once and
for all, one widely shared view is that what is deemed true or false is the proposi-
tional content of an assertive speech act (Searle 1968; Strawson 1973). Contextualist
developments of this view have stressed that the proposition to be evaluated is not
determined by the sentence uttered alone, but depends on many types of informa.
tion provided by the situational or the cognitive context (see e.g.. Travis 2000; for
criticism, Cappelen & Lepore 2005).

A further, related problem is whether there are assessments of non-assertive speech
acts related to the correspondence to facts and thus parallel to the truth/falsity assess-
ment. According to Austin, there are ways in which we relate non-assertive speech
acts to facts in an “objective assessment of the accomplished utterance™; e.g., a piece of
advice can be good or bad (Austin 1962: 141-42). Searle (1976} tackled the issue in a
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diff erent way by distinguishing the two main “directions of fit”, from world to words
and from words to world: in the case (for example) of an order, what corresponds to
the truth of an assertive is obedience.

3.5 Universality vs. the linguistic and cultural relativity of speech acts

In Austin’s perspective. illocutionary acts are made possible by the existence of socially
accepted conventional procedures. They should therefore be considered as subject to
historical and cultural variation. In Searle’'s perspective, there is a small number of
basic illocutionary types (1969: 64, 1979: 29), that can be considered as “natural kinds
of uses of language” (Searle & Vanderveken 1985: 179). There is, therefore, a claim to
universality at least with respect to illocutionary points, while the ways for expressing
these in language may vary. Some linguistic anthropologists have challenged even the
idea that the Searlean conception of the speech act, based on speaker intentions, may
be applied to non- Western cultures in a general way (Rosaldo 1982; Duranti 1988).
Brown & Levinson (1978) made the issue shift from kinds of speech acts to kinds of
strategies for performing them, proposing to explain the cross-cultural similarities of
these by reference to an universal abstract model of polite usage.

The development of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural pragmatics will throw
new light on these issues on the basis of empirical data. As Verschueren (198Y: 8) has
proposed with regard to his research on basic linguistic action verbs (considered as
lexicalized reflections of the conceptualization of linguistic action), nothing should be
considered a universal until conclusive evidence stemming from wide-ranging com-
parative research has been obtained. A different position, highly sensitive to cultural
differences, but trying to describe them by means of intuitively chosen semantic uni-
versals, is that of Wierzbicka (1991).

4. Trends of development in speech act theory

The debate about the above-mentioned issues, if considered in its historical develop-
ment, shows two main, partly converging trends. Their consideration will illustrate
how, notwithstanding the overall stability of the employed terminology, aims and
background conceptions have considerably shifted between the 1970s and the 1990s.

4.1 From the conventionality of performatives to the naturality of inferences

Austin maintained that illocutionary acts, as well as the performative utterances that
perform them explicitly, are conventional. Under the influence of Grice's analysis of
speaker’s meaning in terms of intentions (1957}, speaker intention began to take the
foreground in leading analyses of the illocutionary act (Searle 1964, 1969: 42-5¢;
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Strawson 1964). At the same time, the conventionality of illocutionary acts, apart from
clearly ritual performatives, was linked to the linguistic conventionality of illocution-
ary force indicating devices (Strawson 1964).

But not all speech acts depend on linguistic conventions regarding their illo
cutionary force, and as soon as this fact was noticed, the need arose to modify
the theory in order to account for it. Searle did not change his core account of
speech acts, but supplemented it with a theory of indirect speech acts (Searle 1975),
according to which, when the force suggested by the illocutionary indicators is
inappropriate or irrelevant, the real force of the utterance is inferred by the hearer,
with a procedure drawing on the notion of conversational implicature (Grice 1975),
on the basis of the felicity conditions of illocutionary acts and of shared knowledge
about the context.

The inferential model proved very powerful: it became soon apparent that there
were no clear boundaries to the realm of inferences, and more and more aspects of the
hearer’s understanding of the speech act were assigned to it. Further steps along this
way are made by Bach & Harnish (1979), and by Sperber & Wilson (1986), where the
illocutionary force of a speech act is one among the various inferences hearers draw
from the speaker’s utterance.

In the inferential model of the speech act, attention focuses not on the acts per-
formed by the speaker according to certain conventions or rules, but on the hearer's
cognitive activity, aimed at reconstructing the speaker’s intentions {including the
speech act's illocutionary point), and on the speaker's cognitive activity of planning
his/her own linguistic behavior. Cognitive inferential activity is viewed not as a matter
of social norms, but as belonging naturally to the human mind.

4.2 Frominterpersonal action to the intentionality of the speaker’s mind

The social and relational features of illocutionary acts were prominent in Austin's
description of illocutionary acts and have retained some importance also in Searle’s
theory. However, Searle (1976) does not use social variables such as the speaker's
degree or kind of authority in his classification of illocutionary acts. This choice stems
from a tendency to consider social and relational features as marginal with respect to
the speech act’s core structure.

The speaker’s intention in performing the speech act or ‘illocutionary point’ has
become the speech act’s central feature and the speech act's illocutionary effect has
been equated with the communication to the hearer of a certain complex intention
of the speaker. This makes the very notion of an effect of the illocutionary act fade
away: what is studied are no longer kinds of effects such as obliging the hearer or
committing the speaker, but the kinds of intention that a speaker may have and com-
municate. Since intention is only one element of action, though an important one,
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this amounts to a shift of focus from action (and social interaction) to the mind. It is
not a coincidence that Searle himself has turned from the philosophy of language to
the philosophy of mind. In his book on Intentionality (1983), he not only elaborates
upon the analogy between speech act types and attitude types, but also tackles inten-
tionality as a general feature of the mind. It is interest in intentionality in this sense,
i.e., aboutness, that has led speech act theorists to pay more and more attention to the
contentfulness of speech acts (see e.g., Alston 2000). On the other hand, many schol-
ars interested in the analysis of the social and relational features of speech acts have
found it convenient to resort to approaches different from speech act theory, such as
ethnomethodology or conversation analysis.

An early attempt towards regaining a conception of the speech act as action, as
such producing a result, was made by Gazdar (1981), who proposed to redefine the
itlocutionary effect in terms of context change.His proposal did not prove sutticiently
influential to compete with the trend just described. However, the gradual develop-
ment of approaches to discourse semantics relying on context change or involving a
‘scorekeeping’ model of conversation has made it possible to study speech acts not so
much in terms of intentions and other attitudes, as within a dynamic semantic frame-
work (see Geis 1995; Green 2000; Asher & Lascarides 2001).

4.3 Some collateral endeavors

Throughout its history, speech act theory has inspired research or debates within
frameworks somewhat different from its own.

Thus, speech act theory has been used in the theory of argumentation (see
van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004). Speech act notions have been applied in Artificial
Intelligence research on natural language (see e.g., Cohen, Morgan & Pollack Eds. 1990).
Asto research on social interaction, notwithstanding hesitations as regards the viability
of a speech act analysis of actual conversation (see e.g., Levinson 1983: 278-83), some
proposals have been put forward in which reinterpretations of the speech act theoreti-
cal framework are adapted to this task (e.g.. Geis 1995, Sbisa 2002). Conversattonal
‘mitigation; i.e., the adaptation and fine-tuning of speech acts for various relational
aims, originally studied in the framework of research on politeness, has been investi-
gated in terms of degrees of intensity of the speech act or of features of its illocutionary
force (Holmes 1984, Katriel and Dascal 1989, Cath 1999, Sbisa 2001).

Some aspects of speech act theory have been discussed in the framework of
philosophical conceptions of rationality and social life by the German philosophers
K.O. Apel and ]J. Habermas (cf. Habermas 1981; Apel 1991). In particular, Habermas's
characterization of communicative actions as having ‘universal validity claims’ is
partly inspired by the idea of the speech act as having felicity conditions, proposed
by speech act theory.
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s. Open issues and possibilities of further development

Some of the original problems of speech act theory are still open to discussion,
together with the new issues that have stemmed from them. We have no generally
accepted account of the way in which illocutionary indicators function and of their
relation to other pragmatic markers. We have an influential classification of illocution.
ary points, which is still not a valid tool by itself for describing the complexities of
actual verbal interaction. We have inferential accounts of speech act understanding
that have become more and more influential, but seem to miss the action {or actions)
performed in issuing the utterance. The context-bound nature of speech acts (includ-
ing assertions) is widely acknowledged. but challenges to the role of truth conditions
with respect to content are refrained from. The discussion of such issues and their
ramifications is, however, still relevant to the interdisciplinary study of human interac-
tion in its social, cultural and linguistic dimensions.

For all those who find it interesting to consider speech as action, and at the same
time are willing to make a distinction between meaning and force, there is still much
work to be done both in the direction of theory and in that of application to research
about particular languages or to the analysis of actual discourse and interaction. It is
to be stressed that attempts to put speech act theory to use are of great importance
for its development, since they test theoretical conceptions and methodological cat-
egories by putting them to work, and force the theory to evolve by confronting it with
unforeseen phenomena.
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