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Introduction

Generally speaking, a speech act is a meaningful utterance, and each

utterance is considered to consist of its propositional content p and the illocutionary

force F(p), which makes it an assertion, question, command, etc [3]. Starting from

the work of J. L. Austin, John R. Searle develops a new taxonomy of speech acts.

He proposes five categories [1]:

1. Assertives: commit the speaker to something being the case.

(e.g. state, predict, boast, complain, deduce)

2. Directives: are attempts by the speaker to get the hearer do something.

(e.g. ask, order, beg, plead, pray, invite, advise, challenge)

3. Commissives: commit the speaker to some future course of action.

(e.g. promise, pledge, vow)

4. Expressives: express a psychological state about the propositional content.

(e.g. apologize, congratulate, thank, welcome)

5. Declarations: the successful performance of one guarantees that the

proposition corresponds to the world.

(e.g. declare war, declare the meeting adjourned, appoint the chairman)

In the case of declaratives, Searle notices there are instances where they overlap

with assertives. For example, when the judge says “You’re guilty” she is trying to

describe the state of affairs, but also declares how the defendant is supposed to be

treated from a legal formal point of view. A similar case is when the umpire says “you

are out”. She is both trying to describe what happened in the game, and declaring

the state from which the game has to continue. This is why Searle proposed a
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subcase of declaratives, called assertive declaratives which for me seems quite ad

hoc.

Peter Wilfred Hesling Smith notes as well that declaratives are at least a

special case of speech act is his thesis [3]. One reason is that in this case the hearer

“is not so much concerned with the uptake of such acts but is merely an onlooker”.

For example, when a person is baptized she doesn’t have to understand the details

of the ceremony. The parents and the godparents are also more like observers than

regular hearers of an utterance. Another reason is that declaratives cannot be

performed indirectly. They are usually formulaic and quite precise. In order for a

marriage or baptism ceremony to be performed correctly, it has to obey a certain

procedure. One cannot simply marry or baptize indirectly, and cannot claim to be

testifying by suggesting or alluding she will tell the truth.

But Smith argues that expressives are also quite strange [2]. He says they are

a “rather mixed group of acts” because some of them can have a standard form, like

greeting, but others behave just like ordinary speech acts used to communicate. He

doesn’t give more details, but his proposal is to make a distinction between two

types of speech acts: formal acts and communicative acts.

I can think of an example of an expressive speech act that is formulaic and

behaves also like a declarative: “Ladies and gentleman, welcome to the second

edition of the conference…” or “...I’m honored to have you all at the second

edition...”. These utterances express the joy, excitement or honor of having those

guests at the conference, but also have the role of declaring that the conference has

started. Smith would say that in this case the speaker is performing two different

speech acts “with the same breath”.

More Problems with Declarative Speech Acts

Smith doesn't explicitly give a taxonomy in his thesis, but refers to Austin’s,

with the mention that we should have two types of speech acts: Declaratives should

be considered formal speech acts, and the rest should be considered

communicatives, except for expressives which are “rather difficult to define” for

reasons mentioned above.

I agree that declaratives are not just another category of communicative acts,

but I will try to show that they are not really a category at all. I will give examples of



overlap between declaratives and the other two categories, proposing that the

declarative characteristics are more like another dimension on which all the speech

acts can vary.

In the case of directives, Searle himself exemplifies the extralinguistic

institutions required by some of them. He explains that the order given by an armed

robber is different from when the general asks the private to clean the room. But he

regards this as a “difference in the status or position of the speaker and hearer as

these bear on the illocutionary force of the utterance”. I state that the general’s order

has declarative power. It makes the herear’s obligation exist. If the hearer doesn’t

obey he can be officially sanctioned.

Commissives can also depend to some extent on extralinguistic institutions.

For example, if I give someone a discount coupon for my store, I promise to sell

some products at a lower price, but I also put myself under an official obligation. If I

don’t respect my promise to sell the products at that price perhaps I can be legally

sanctioned for false advertisement.

Alternative Taxonomy

One way to solve the problems presented so far is to take an approach similar

to Smith’s. This would be to consider two types of speech acts, namely

communicatives and the formal ones, and in the case of an overlap to assume the

speaker actually performed two speech acts at the same time. For example, when I

say “Have a good rest of the day!” I perform the communicative expressive act of

wanting the hearer to enjoy her day, and also perform the formal act of ending the

conversation. But for me it seems counterintuitive to tell someone who says goodbye

that they actually performed two things without realizing. The same applies in the

case of an umpire who says “you are out”. In this respect I share Searle’s view that

these instances are singular speech acts.

An interesting example is given by Smith in order to illustrate the distinction

between formal and communicative acts: Testifying is, according to him, a formal act

that may not even be a speech act.

“I testify under oath, and the formal aspect of this act is the act of taking the

oath. Yes, testifying may involve going into considerable detail, during which I might



make assertions, report things etc. In other words, while I am uttering several

different types of speech acts I am also testifying”.

In my opinion, the act of taking the oath is, communicatively speaking, a

commissive because the subject promises to make only true assertives, and has

also a declarative or formal dimension. The rest of her assertions are not special,

and don’t happen at the same time with a different act, that of testifying. They are

just under the scope of the initial act of taking the oath.

Answer to Possible Objection

There are still declarative speech acts that exist independently of the other

ones,  for example “I hereby declare war!”. We could say that by declaring war, the

speaker orders her army to be ready for fight, or that she is committing herself to

attack, but those are just consequences of the initial act.

I suggest an analysis of the speech act in terms of communicative features (or

dimensions) and the formal or declarative force. The first includes the expressed

psychological state, the way the utterance relates to the interests of the speaker and

the hearer, and probably also the direction of fit because it doesn’t make much sense

for declaratives. The second is what makes a speech act depend on an

extralinguistic institution. It is possible to have pure communicative acts, like “I feel

sick”, “I promise I’ll take out the trash” or “Pass the salt, please”, some speech acts

have features of both types, but it’s also possible to have pure formal or declarative

acts, like “I hereby declare war”, “I declare you husband and wife” and “You’re fired!”.

A probably unintuitive part of my essay is this: I propose pure formal acts to

be treated not as another type of speech acts, but as a void communicative act with

declarative force. I will try to support this view by analyzing what happens in different

situations when the extralinguistic conditions don’t obtain. If the general asks the

private to clean the room but they are not in a military context, but just met in a hotel

while wearing civilian clothing, the order is a simple request. If I say “Ladies and

gentleman, welcome to the second edition of the conference…” but I’m not the

presenter, the conference is not opened by me. All I did was to express my joy or

excitement. When I perform a pure formal act like “I declare you husband and wife”

but I lack the necessary authority, my act can be considered void, as it also seems



appropriate to Austin: “If any of these rules are not observed, we say that the act

which we purported to perform is void, without effect.” [5]

Conclusion

In this essay I started from the taxonomy proposed by Searle, and analyzed

the criticism brought by Smith. I tried to show that declarative speech acts don’t

overlap only with assertives, as Searle notes, and with expressives, as Smith

suggests, but also with commissives and directives.

My solution was inspired from the one proposed by Smith, in the sense that it

doesn’t consider declaratives as another type of communicative act, but the

difference was that it considers every speech act to have a declarative (or formal)

dimension, even if it’s often null.
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