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Language use is a form of social action. When people
speak, they are usually attempting to do something with
their words; they are complimenting, complaining, criti-
cizing, and so on. But the link between language and ac-
tion is not always clear. The same action (e.g., a request)
can be performed in many different ways, and the same
utterance can, depending on the context, perform many
different actions. Moreover, it is not clear whether com-
prehension even involves recognition of the action that is
performed with an utterance. That is, when we compre-
hend a speaker’s remark, does that comprehension involve
recognition, at some level, of the action that the speaker
is undertaking? Does comprehension of “Don’t forget to
stop at the store” involve recognition that the speaker is
performing the act of reminding? Surprisingly, with the
exception of research on recognition of indirect speech
acts (e.g., Gibbs, 1983), very little empirical research has
addressed this issue. The purpose of this research was to
undertake some initial analyses of the extent to which
comprehension involves recognition of the action—or
speech act—that is performed with an utterance.

The view of language as social action is most clearly
captured in speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle,
1969; Searle & Vanderveken, 1985). Fundamental to this
approach is the concept that language use involves the
simultaneous performance of multiple acts. At one level,
a speaker is performing a locutionary act, or producing a
sentence with a particular sense and reference (roughly,
its propositional meaning). Simultaneously, a speaker is

performing an illocutionary act, or act in saying. The
term illocutionary act refers to the specific force associ-
ated with the uttering of particular words in a particular
context; it is the specific speech act (e.g., warn, request,
promise, etc.) that a speaker performs. This view has clear
implications for models of language comprehension, be-
cause it suggests that the comprehension of an utterance
will involve recognition of both the propositional mean-
ing and the act performed with the remark.

Although the illocutionary act places some restrictions
on propositionalmeaning (e.g., one cannot request another
to perform some act in the past), it is possible for utterances
to have the same propositional meaning but perform dif-
ferent speech acts. Consider the following utterances:

(1) I predict you will come to my party.
(2) Will you come to my party?

(3) Please come to my party.

The propositional meaning (that the addressee will at-
tend the speaker’s party) is the same for all three utter-
ances. Yet, in most contexts the first has the force of a
prediction, the second a question, and the third a request.

How is it that addressees recognize the specific speech
acts performed with these utterances? Sometimes an ut-
terance will contain a performative verb, a verb that names
the speech act performed. For example, in (1) the verb pre-
dict names the specific speech act that is performed with
the utterance. But many times an explicit performative is
not part of the utterance, in which case the speech act
performed is named with an implicit verb (a verb that is
not literally in the remark). For example, in most contexts
(3) performs the speech act of requesting, and the perfor-
mative verb (request) is implicit.How is it that addressees
will recognize that it is a request that is being performed
with this remark? In general, speech act theorists have sug-
gested that sentence type and mood, intonation, back-
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ground knowledge,and other relevant features of the con-
text come into play and aid the addressee’s recognitionof
the speech act performed (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969).
But a more fundamental question needs to be addressed.
Specifically, is it the case that addressees actually recog-
nize the performance of a specific speech act? When
Andy says to Bob “I’ll definitely do it tomorrow,” does
Bob’s representation of Andy’s utterance include the il-
locutionary force of the remark (that it is a promise)?
Note, in this regard, that there are alternatives to speech
act theory for which illocutionaryforce recognition is not
required (see, e.g., Cohen & Levesque, 1990).

Although activation of illocutionary force has not yet
been investigated, Schweller, Brewer, and Dahl (1976)
have demonstrated that readers often misremember speech
act verbs (e.g., ask) as having been present in sentences
(e.g., The cute little girl told her mother she wanted a
drink) that they have read earlier. This suggests that il-
locutionary force at some level and at some point in time
is playing a role in the comprehension and representa-
tion of these sentences. More recently, Amrhein (1992)
has shown that the comprehension of certain speech acts
(e.g., promise) involves recognition of the components
underlying illocutionary force. For example, the compre-
hension of promise entails recognition of the speaker’s
desire and ability to perform a particular act; hope en-
tails recognition of the speaker’s desire but not his or her
ability to perform the particular act; and so on. In Am-
rhein’s research, the critical sentences contain explicit
performative verbs (e.g., promise, hope, etc.); whether
implicit performative verbs are activated at comprehen-
sion has not been demonstrated. Moreover, other re-
searchers have reported evidence that some explicit per-
formative verbs such as to promise do not require the
meeting of felicity conditions in order to be validly used
(Gibbs & Delaney, 1987).

Recognitionof the illocutionary force of implicit per-
formatives represents an inference process of sorts; the
speech act verb is not literally present in the sentence and
must be inferred. Although this issue has not been ex-
amined directly, research on the comprehension of texts
does support this notion. For example, much research on
text processing has been directed toward uncovering the
extent to which text comprehension involves inferential
processing (e.g., Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994;
McKoon & Ratcliff, 1992). According to a construc-
tionist model (Graesser et al., 1994), readers make in-
ferences that are necessary for maintaining local coher-
ence, and these include referential (Dell, McKoon, &
Ratcliff, 1983), causal antecedent (Singer, Halldorson,
Lear, & Andrusiak, 1992), and case role assignment in-
ferences (Swinney & Osterhout,1990). These inferences
appear to be generated automatically (i.e., on line) dur-
ing comprehension (see also McKoon & Ratcliff, 1992).

But additional inferences may also be made on line
(depending on the type of text and the reader’s process-
ing goal). Specifically, inferences regarding superordi-
nate goals (Dopkins, Klin, & Myers, 1993) and charac-

ters’ emotional reactions (Gernsbacher, Goldsmith, &
Robertson, 1992) appear to be made under certain con-
ditions. These inferences are made as a means of ex-
plaining why various actions have occurred in the text, as
a result of a general search after meaning (Graesser
et al., 1994). In a similar manner, illocutionary force can
be viewed as representing the “why” behind a particular
remark; the remark is being uttered in order to perform
a particular act. Thus Bill says “I’ll definitely do it to-
morrow” to Bob in order to perform a promise. Hence,
Bob’s representation of Bill’s remark may include the in-
ference that his utterance constitutes a promise.

Finally, the research of Uleman (1987) and others on
spontaneous trait inferences also supports the possibility
of illocutionary force activation. Spontaneous trait in-
ferences are dispositional inferences made about a per-
son that occur when one is comprehending a description
of that person’s behavior. For example, the sentence The
librarian carries the old women’s groceries across the
street implies that the librarian is “helpful,” and com-
prehension of this sentence appears to involve an activa-
tion of the trait helpful. Using a variety of methods, in-
cluding recognition probe reaction times (Uleman, Han,
Roman, & Moskowitz, 1996), cued recall (Winter &
Uleman, 1984; Winter, Uleman, & Cunniff, 1985), and
implicit memory (Whitney & Williams-Whitney, 1990),
researchers have documented the on-line activation of
trait inferences. Although there has been some debate
about whether or not these inferences are truly sponta-
neous (i.e., automatic) (Bassili & Smith, 1986; Higgins
& Bargh, 1987), it is clear that under many conditions
such inferences will be made during comprehension.
Just as trait inferences represent the categorization of a
verbal description, speech act recognition involves the
assigning of an utterance to a particular speech act cate-
gory. If comprehension of behavior descriptions entails
the activationof trait inferences, it seems reasonable that
speech act recognition should accompany the compre-
hension of certain conversation remarks.

In the present research, we used a recognitionprobe re-
action time procedure (Experiments 1 and 2) and a lexi-
cal decision task (Experiments 3 and 4) to investigate
whether or not illocutionary force is activated during
comprehension. The speech acts used in these studies
were chosen from the list of illocutionary verbs devel-
oped by Searle and Vanderveken (1985) and represented
four of these authors’ five illocutionary points: expres-
sives (apologize, thank), assertives (brag, agree, accuse,
remind, blame), directives (warn, beg, encourage), and
commissives (threaten, invite).

EXPERIMENT 1

Participants read scenarios that were followed by a
short conversational exchange (see Table 1). On critical
trials, the final remark of the exchange either performed
a specific speech act (e.g., remind as in Table 1) or did
not perform this particular speech act. After having read
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the final remark, the participants were asked to indicate
whether or not a probe word (e.g., remind) had literally
appeared in the last remark that they had read. If com-
prehension of a remark involves activation of its illocu-
tionary force, then, when the probe represents the speech
act just performed, participants’ ability to verify that the
probe had not been literally present should be slowed;
activation of the speech act term should interfere with
performance on this task. For example, participantsshould
be slower at verifying that the word remind had not liter-
ally been present in the remark Don’t forgot to go to your
dentist appointment today relative to a control remark
I’ll bet you forgot to go to your dentist appointment today.
On the basis of speech act theory and the empirical re-
search cited above, we expected reaction times to be
slowed, and errors to be increased, when the probe word
characterized the speech act performed with the final re-
mark than when it did not.

Method
Participants . Participants (N = 55) were students enrolled in in-

troductory psychology classes at Ball State University who partic-
ipated for partial course credit. All participants were native speak-
ers of English.

Materials . Twelve scenarios and corresponding dialogues were
written. The scenarios contained two to five sentences and were fol-
lowed by either a single remark or a two-remark exchange. Two ver-
sions of each scenario/dialogue were written. In the speech act ver-
sion, the final remark performed a particular speech act (e.g.,
apologize , brag, agree, etc). In the control version, the last remark
did not perform this particular speech act. An example is presented
in Table 1.1

The speech act remarks were chosen on the basis of a pretest in
which a group of participants (N = 36) was asked to read a scenario/
dialogue and then provide a single word that described what the
speaker of the last remark was doing with the remark. For the
speech act sentences, an average of 75% of the pretest participants
provided the expected speech act term.

Two sets of the materials were created, with each set containing
six speech act scenarios and six control scenarios. The two sets
were mirror images of each other; if the control version of a sce-
nario appeared in one set, the speech act version appeared in the
other set. In this way each participant saw equal numbers (six) of
speech act and control scenario/dialogues, and across the experi-
ment equal numbers of participants saw the control and speech act
versions of each scenario/dialogue.

For the 12 critical trials the probe word had not literally been in
the final remark. In order to prevent participants from developing

an expectation that the probe word was never included in the final
remark, 12 filler trials were included. The format of these trials was
identical to that of the critical trials, except that the probe word al-
ways appeared in the last remark. The presentation order of the ma-
terials was randomized for each participant.

Procedure. The experiment was conducted on a personal com-
puter using the Micro Experimental Laboratory software package
(MEL, Version 2). The participants f irst read detailed instructions
regarding the task and then engaged in four practice trials. The ex-
perimenter provided feedback during the practice trials.

The participants pushed the Enter key to begin a trial. The first
sentence of the scenario appeared on the screen. The participants
read the materials at their own pace, pushing the Enter key to pro-
ceed through the material. After indicating comprehension of the
last remark, the screen went blank for 250 msec, a 500-Hz tone
sounded for 50 msec, and the probe then appeared in the middle of
the screen. The participants were instructed to indicate, as quickly
as possible, whether or not the probe had literally been in the last
remark they had read. They pushed the key marked YES (/ key) if it
had been in the previous remark, and the key marked NO (z key) if
it had not been in the previous remark. For the 12 critical trials, the
probe was always the speech act term and so the correct answer (for
both the control and speech act versions) was NO. For the 12 filler
trials, the correct answer was always YES. Immediately after mak-
ing a judgment, feedback (correct /incorrect and response time) was
presented on the computer screen for 1,750 msec. The participants
then pushed the Enter key to begin the next trial.

Results and Discussion
In this and all subsequent experiments, analyses were

conducted with both participants (F1) and stimuli (F2 ) as
random variables. All reported means, however, were cal-
culated averaging over participants. For the analysis of
recognitionprobe reaction times, only error-free trials were
included in the analyses. Unless otherwise noted, all ef-
fects described as significant were reliable at least at p <
.05. The results are summarized in Table 2.

As expected, participants were significantly slower at
verifying that the probe had not been literally present
when it represented the speech act performed with the
final remark (M = 1,037 msec) than when it did not (M =
960 msec). This difference was reliable over participants
[F1(1,54) = 14.28, MSe = 66,846], although not over
stimuli [F2 (1,11) = 2.56, MSe = 15,569, p < .15].2

The overall error rate was 3.9%. However, as expected,
the error rate varied as a function of whether or not the
probe word characterized the speech act performed with
the final remark. When it did, participants were more
likely to incorrectly indicate that the probe had been pre-
sent (6.36%), relative to the control versions (1.52%).
This difference was reliable over participants [F1(1,54) =
9.92, MSe = .04] and over stimuli [F2 (1,11) = 6.90,
MSe = .002].

Table 1
Sample Scenario and Speech Act Manipulation

Jenny and Emily had been close friends since grade school. Now they
were rooming together at college.

Emily was very forgetful.
Today, Jenny was sure Emily didn’t remember (had forgotten) her den-

tist appointment.
Jenny: Don’t forget (I’ll bet you forgot) to go to your dentist appoint-

ment today.
Probe: remind

Note—The speech act version contained the italicized material; the
control version was created by replacing the italicized material with the
material in parentheses.

Table 2
Probe Reaction Times (RT, in Milliseconds) and

Error Rates (E): Experiments 1 and 2

Speech Act Sentences Control Sentences

Experiment RT E RT E

1 1,037 6.36% 1,960 1.52%
2 1,099 9.42% 1,047 5.44%
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Taken together, the results for judgment speed and
error rate indicate that comprehenders were recognizing
the illocutionary force of these utterances. A potential
problem with this experiment is that participants took
longer to read the final remark when it performed the
relevant speech act (M = 3,118 msec) than when it did
not (M = 1,965 msec) [F1(1,54) = 168, MSe = 1,265,991;
F2 (1,11) = 21.8, MSe = 9,657,136]. Hence, slowed judg-
ment speeds following the relevant speech act utterances
could have been due to the greater comprehension diffi-
culty for these remarks, relative to the control remarks.
In order to eliminate this as a possibility, an additional
analysis of covariance was conducted, with reading time
for the final remark as a covariate. In this analysis, the
main effect of speech act activation on judgment speed
remained significant [F1(1,53) = 5.09, MSe = 10,475].

EXPERIMENT 2

This experimentwas an attempt to replicate and extend
the results of Experiment 1. The participants performed
the same recognition probe reaction time task as before.
However, two changes were made in the procedure. First,
the final remarks in the control versions of the dialogues
were lengthened in order to equate comprehension diffi-
culty for the speech act and control remarks.

Second, a modified recognition memory task was in-
cluded in the procedure. After completing the reaction
time portion of the study, the participants were given a
list of 24 words and asked to indicate which of the words
characterized remarks that they had read earlier. Twelve
of these words were the speech acts examined in this re-
search. Thus, for any participant, 6 of these words rep-
resented speech acts that had been performed with re-
marks they had read earlier; the remaining 6 words did
not represent performed speech acts (i.e., they had been
paired with the control remarks).

This task served as an off-line measure of illocution-
ary force activation; it provided an additional means of
verifying that the critical remarks had been characterized
in terms of the speech acts they performed. If compre-
hension involved speech act recognition, the participants
should display subsequent awareness of the speech acts
performed with the remarks that they had read. Accord-
ingly, we expected the participants to be more likely to
indicate that the speech act words characterized remarks
that they had read earlier, relative to words that had not
performed speech acts. Note that the participants saw all
12 of the speech act words (they constituted the pre-
sented probes) prior to the administration of this task.
However, this was the case for both the 6 words repre-
senting performed speech acts and the 6 words that had
not performed speech acts. Thus, any difference between
the speech act words and the controls would reflect
recognition of the illocutionary force of the speech act
remarks.

Method
Participants. The participants (N = 46) were students enrolled

in introductory psychology classes at Ball State University who
participated for partial course credit. All participants were native
speakers of English.

Materials . The materials for the reaction time portion of the
study were identical to those used in Experiment 1, except that each
of the control sentences was lengthened.

The recognition task consisted of a list of 24 words. Twelve of
these words were the speech acts performed with the final remarks.
For any participant, then, 6 of these words represented speech acts
that had been performed with the final remark (the 6 speech act sen-
tences) and six words that had not performed speech acts (the six
control sentences). For each of the 12 speech act words, an equal
number of participants responded to the word when it represented
a performed speech act and when it did not. The 12 remaining
words served as fillers and were not associated with the presented
sentences.

Procedure. The procedure for the reaction time task was identi-
cal to that used in Experiment 1, except that a sentence was inserted
in the instructions to the effect that the participants should read the
material carefully because later they would be asked some ques-
tions about what they had read.

After they had completed the reaction time portion of the exper-
iment, the participants were given the list of recognition test words.
For each of these words, the participants were asked to “indicate
whether or not it characterizes a remark that you previously read.”

Results and Discussion
Lengthening the control remarks had the desired effect.

In contrast to the results of Experiment 1, the control re-
marks (M = 3,747 msec) now took longer to read than the
speech act remarks (M = 3,386 msec) [F1(1,45) = 13.53,
MSe = 1,299,178; F2 (1,11) = 1.54, MSe = 10,134,957,
p > .05].

The results are summarized in Table 2. As in Experi-
ment 1, the participants had difficulty correctly rejecting
probes representing speech acts performed with the final
remark. First, the participantsmade more errors when the
probe represented a performed speech act (9.42%) than
when it did not (5.44%) [F1(1,45) = 3.9, MSe = .06, p =
.055; F2 (1,11) = 5.09, MSe = .04]. And second, the par-
ticipants were again significantly slower at making this
judgment when the probe represented a prior speech act
(M = 1,099 msec) than when it did not (M = 1,047 msec).
This effect was reliable over participants [F1(1,45) = 6.2,
MSe = 45,536], althoughnot over items [F2 (1,11) = 1.24,
MSe = 281,101, p < .30].

In Experiments 1 and 2, the reaction time differences
were reliable over participants but not over items. To pro-
vide a more powerful test of this effect over items, the
data from these two experiments were combined (thereby
providing more stable reaction times for each stimuli).
In this analysis, the reaction time difference was quite
reliable over items [F2(1,11) = 9.41, MSe = 2,989], as was
the error rate difference [F2 (1,11) = 11.86, MSe = .001].

Performance on the delayed recognition test was con-
sistent with performance on the recognition probe reac-
tion time task; the participants displayed significant
memory for the speech acts performed with the remarks.
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Specifically, the participants were far more likely to in-
dicate that the speech act words characterized remarks
read earlier (M = 60%), relative to words that had not
performed speech acts (M = 44%). This effect was reli-
able over participants [F1(1,45) = 19.62, MSe = .031] and
over items [F2 (1,11) = 9.81, MSe = .016].

EXPERIMENT 3

The purpose of this experiment was to obtain addi-
tional evidence regarding the activation of illocutionary
force. It was possible that the reaction time results in Ex-
periments 1 and 2 were due to some type of context-
checking procedure that occurred when the participants
verified the probes. That is, reaction times might have
been slowed for the speech act probes, not because these
words had been activated during comprehension, but be-
cause when the judgments were made, the speech act
probes were more plausible than the control words. Be-
cause of this plausibility (rather than any actual activa-
tion), the participants might have spent more time con-
sidering whether the probe had been presented. This
possibility was less plausible as an explanation for the
obtained differences in error rates and delayed recogni-
tion memory. Still, additional evidence would be desir-
able. This was the purpose of Experiment 3.

The stimulus materials were the same as those used Ex-
periment 2. However, the experimental task was changed.
Rather than verifying whether a word had been literally
present in the preceding remark, the participants instead
performed a lexical decision task (judge whether a pre-
sented letter string was a word). On critical trials, the tar-
get was always a word; one half of the time it was the
speech act performed with the final remark, and one half
of the time it was not. If comprehension of the utterance
involved speech act activation, the participants should be
significantly faster at this task when the target repre-
sented the performed speech act than when it did not. On
the basis of the results of Experiments1 and 2, we expected
faster reaction times for the former than for the latter.

Method
Participants. The participants (N = 48) were students enrolled in

introductory psychology classes at Ball State University who partic-
ipated for partial course credit. All were native speakers of English.

Materials . The materials were the same as those used in Exper-
iment 2, with one exception. For the 12 filler trials, the target was
always a nonword. In this way, the targets for the 12 critical trials
were always words (requiring “Yes” responses) and the targets for
the 12 filler trials were always nonwords (requiring “No” responses).

Procedure. The procedure was identical to that used in Experi-
ment 2, with the following exceptions. After the participants had
indicated their comprehension of the final remark, the screen went
blank for 250 msec, a 500-Hz tone sounded for 50 msec, and the tar-
get then appeared in the middle of the screen. The participants were
instructed to indicate, as quickly as possible, whether the presented
target was a word. They pushed the key marked “Yes” (/ key) if the
target was a word, and the key marked “No” (z key) if the target
was not a word. The participants were given feedback after every
trial. After they had completed this task, the participants then com-
pleted the modified recognition memory test used in Experiment 2.

Results and Discussion
Only error-free trials were included in the analyses.

The overall error rate was 9.6%, and this rate did not vary
across conditions [F1(1,47) = 1.38, MSe = .10; F2(1,11) =
1.94, MSe = .07]. The results (see Table 3) were quite
consistent with those of Experiments 1 and 2. As ex-
pected, the participants were significantly faster at the
lexical decision task when the target represented the
prior speech act (M = 1,002 msec) than when it did not
(M = 1,095 msec) . This effect was reliable over both par-
ticipants [F1(1,47) = 6.4, MSe = 169,598] and items
[F2 (1,11) = 8.01, MSe = 137,758].

And again, performance on the delayed recognition
memory test was consistent with performance on the on-
line task. The participants were more likely to indicate
that speech act words characterized the remarks that they
had read earlier (M = 73%), relative to words that did not
represent performed speech acts (M = 59%) [F1(1,47) =
14.44, MSe = .034; F2 (1,11) = 7.98, MSe = .015].

EXPERIMENT 4

A potential problem with Experiment 3 was that faster
lexical decisions might have been due to the priming of
semantic associates of words in the speech act sentences,
rather than a result of participants’recognizing the speech
act performed. Experiment 4 was conducted to control
for this possibility.Experiment 4 was an exact replication
of Experiment 3, but with the target sentences equated in
terms of their semantic associates.

Method
Participants. The participants (N = 60) were students enrolled

in introductory psychology classes at Ball State University who
participated for partial course credit. All were native speakers of
English. The data from 2 participants were excluded because of
failure to follow instructions (and read the materials before making
the lexical decision).

Materials and Procedure. The procedure was identical to that
of Experiment 3. However, the control sentences were changed so
as to be as similar to the speech act sentences as possible. In gen-
eral, this was accomplished by using the speech act remark in the
control condition, but by either changing its tense (past rather than
present) or by changing the referent (the remark referred to some-
one other than the recipient of the remark).

Results and Discussion
Only error-free trials were included in the analyses.

The overall error rate was 9%, and this did not vary over
conditions [F1(1,57) < 1, MSe = .06; F2 (1,11) < 1, MSe =
.09]. The judgment speed results are presented in Table 3.

The results were quite consistent with those of Exper-
iment 3. As expected, the participants were significantly

Table 3
Lexical Decision Reaction Times (in Milliseconds):

Experiments 3 and 4

Experiment Speech Act Sentences Control Sentences

3 1,002 1,095
4 1,887 1,999
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faster at the lexical decision task when the target repre-
sented the prior speech act (M = 887 msec) than when it
did not (M = 999 msec). This effect was reliable over
both participants [F1(1,57) = 4.82, MSe = 51,723] and
items [F2 (1,11) = 5.31, MSe = 50,513]. And again, per-
formance on the delayed recognition memory test was
consistent with performance on the on-line task. The
participants were more likely to indicate that speech act
words characterized the remarks that they had read ear-
lier (M = 58%), relative to words that did not represent
performed speech acts (M = 47.7%) [F1(1,57) = 8.9,
MSe = .035; F2 (1,11) = 12.05, MSe = .0056].

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Speech act theory (Searle, 1969) has been an influen-
tial approach to language use; it represents one of the
major lines of research in pragmatics and discourse
analysis. Yet, apart from the exceptionof indirect speech
acts, there has been relatively little empirical research on
issues raised by this approach. Although speech act the-
ory has been criticized in various ways (e.g., Cohen &
Levesque, 1990; Levinson, 1983), it does have the re-
deeming feature of providing the conceptual machinery
for undertaking an analysis of language as social action.
And in this way it allows for an empirical examinationof
the role of language as action in comprehension.

In general, our results support illocutionary force ac-
tivation as an aspect of comprehension, at least for the
speech acts that we examined. Specifically, when the
participants in Experiments 1 and 2 read remarks per-
forming a speech act, their ability (in terms of both speed
and accuracy) to verify that a word naming that speech
act had not been literally present in the remark was hin-
dered. When the experimental task was changed to a lex-
ical decision procedure (Experiments 3 and 4), the par-
ticipants were faster at indicating that a letter string was
a word when it represented the performed speech act
than when it did not. This suggests that comprehension
involved activation of the speech act word, and that this
activation interfered with performance on the recogni-
tion probe task and facilitated performance with the lex-
ical decision task. Finally, in Experiments 2–4 the par-
ticipants demonstrated significant memory for the
speech acts performed with the remarks that they had
read. Thus, we have converging evidence from four sep-
arate experiments and three different methods that illo-
cutionary force is activated.

Recognition of illocutionary force represents an in-
ference of sorts, and it is difficult to assess unequivo-
cally the extent to which inferences are made during
comprehension. There are no completely unambiguous
measures in this regard (see, e.g., Keenan, Golding,
Potts, Jennings, & Aman, 1990). Thus, there is the pos-
sibility that performance on the recognition probe task
(Experiments 1 and 2) reflected some type of context
checking procedure. But obtaining conceptually similar
results in Experiments 3 and 4 argues against this possi-

bility. Importantly, performance on the two on-line mea-
sures that we used (recognition probe reaction time and
a lexical decision task) is differentially affected by speech
act activation; speech act activationhinders performance
on the recognition probe task but facilitates lexical deci-
sion performance. The consistency of our results over
these different tasks provides relatively strong converging
support for the operation of the hypothesized processes.

But what exactly is the nature of speech act recogni-
tion? Our results point to speech act recognition as the
activation, to some degree, of discrete lexical items (i.e.,
speech act verbs). Thus, we view our data as indicating
that it is the illocutionary force rather than illocutionary
point (e.g., assertive, directive, etc.) that is activated.
However, the information contained in a speech act verb
can be substantial. It appears, for example, that the com-
prehension of some speech act verbs (explicit performa-
tives and quasi-performatives) entails recognition of the
felicity conditions underlying those verbs (Amrhein,
1992). Whether or not abstract knowledge of this sort
plays a role in the comprehension of the implicit speech
act verbs that we investigated is not clear.

Another potentially relevant aspect of speech act verbs
is their perlocutionaryeffects. The perlocutionary dimen-
sion refers to the effect(s) that an utterance has on the in-
tended recipient (Searle, 1969). For example, a request
to perform some action may have the perlocutionary ef-
fect of the recipient’s performing that action, or promis-
ing to do so. As with this example, many perlocutionary
effects are systematically related to a specific illocu-
tionary point. And there is some evidence that readers
falsely recognize the perlocutionary effects of sentences
that they have read earlier (Schweller et al., 1976), sug-
gesting that the perlocutionarydimension may play some
role in comprehension. It is not clear, however, whether
such effects would occur on line. And it should be noted
that unlike illocutionary force, perlocutionary effects are
indeterminate. No single perlocutionary effect is alone
associated with a remark; the range of reactions elicited
by a remark is potentially infinite.

Although speech act theory has been very influential,
there are alternative views of language use that take issue
with the necessity of illocutionary force activation. For
example, in Cohen and Levesque’s (1990) treatment of
intention in communication, people are viewed as ratio-
nal agents possessing goals and plans designed to achieve
those goals. People recognize each others’ plans and
goals, as well as possible obstacles to those goals, and
act accordingly. Speech act recognition is not required, al-
though it may be entailed in the recognition of the speak-
er’s goals.

Similarly, according to a conversation-analytic per-
spective (e.g., Schegloff, 1991; see also Clark, 1996), an
interactant’s understanding of what has been accom-
plished with a remark is revealed in that person’s subse-
quent turn at talk; there is no need to consider a dimen-
sion of illocutionary force. So, when Karen says “Sure,
we’ll come over for dinner tonight” in response to Ms.
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Ford’s “Why don’t you and your husband come over for
dinner tonight?” Karen’s turn reveals her understanding
of the prior remark as an invitation. Although one’s un-
derstanding of an utterance may be revealed in a subse-
quent turn at talk, there is no guarantee that it will. Thus,
the issue of the comprehender’s representation of the re-
mark remains relevant, and our results demonstrate that
some feature of a speaker’s intention in uttering a remark
may be a component of the comprehender’s representa-
tion of that remark.

Text processing research has demonstrated the crucial
role of inferential processing in the comprehension of
texts. Yet none of the inferences that have been investi-
gated in text processing research are similar to illocu-
tionary force. This suggests that there may be important
differences between processing narrative or expository
texts and comprehending conversation remarks. Text
writers may have a particular intention in writing a text
(e.g., to convey a moral), but that intention will be real-
ized over a stretch of discourse and not on a sentence-by-
sentence basis. Moreover, inferences regarding the au-
thor’s intention do not appear to be generated on line
(Graesser et al., 1994). Conversations, on the other hand,
are interactive; people alternate between the speaker’s
and hearer’s roles, and conversations cannot proceed
(successfully) unless there is some understanding of
what each speaker is attempting to accomplish with each
utterance (Clark, 1996; Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986). If
my words “I will do it tonight” fail to elicit some recog-
nition by my addressee that I am making a promise, I
have not succeeded in doing what I set out to do. And if
I fail in this way, a repair sequence can be initiated in
order to correct the problem. In a conversation (as op-
posed to a text) there must be constant monitoring, on a
turn-by-turn basis, of what each participant is up to.

In this regard, we do not mean to claim that every re-
mark in a conversation performs a particular speech act.
One reason for this is that many speech acts may be per-
formed over a sequence of turns rather than with a sin-
gle utterance (Levinson, 1983). For example, a request
can be performed over a stretch of talk as interactants
first check on relevant background conditions (“Are you
busy right now?”; “No”; “Do you know anything about
x?”), and so on. Still, many conversational remarks (or
short remark sequences) can be viewed as performing
specific speech acts, and the comprehension of those ut-
terances appears to involve some recognition of the
speech act that is being performed.

Language use is a social activity that plays a role in
many social processes, especially the processes involved
in perceiving others. In much the same way that sponta-
neous trait inferences are made when people compre-
hend descriptions of behavior, speech act recognitionap-
pears to be a part of the comprehension of conversation
remarks. And in both instances it is the act that is cate-
gorized rather than the actor (for spontaneous trait infer-
ences) or the speaker (for speech act recognition). But

there are times when spontaneous trait inferences also
result in characterization of the actor (see, e.g., Over-
walle, Drenth, & Marsman, 1999; Whitney, Davis, &
Waring, 1994). And so it is possible that speech act recog-
nition might sometimes result in inferences being made
about the speaker. Utterances that are recognized as per-
forming the acts of bragging, begging, and complaining
might result in perceptions of the speaker as a braggart,
beggar, and complainer. If and when speech act infer-
encing extends to speaker attributionsof this sort remains
to be seen.
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NOTES

1. All stimulus materials used in these experiments are available from
the first author.

2. The effect is significant over items when the data from Experi-
ments 1 and 2 are combined. See the Experiment 2 results.
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