
Suggestions in British and American English 

 

Empirical research on speech acts in English has so far only dealt with a very limited set of 

illocutions. While requests, apologies, compliments and compliment responses have attracted 

the attention of many researchers, other illocutions remain chronically under-researched. This 

research gap has both theoretical and applied implications: Classifications of illocutions 

(Searle 1976) have regarded speech acts as entities with readily definable boundaries. 

Research into boundary structure, however, has revealed that natural objects and many 

linguistic units have fuzzy boundaries and are organised in prototype structures (Rosch 1978, 

Taylor 1989). Since only a limited number of individual illocutions have been studied it is 

impossible to say whether the assumption that speech acts have clear cut boundaries can be 

maintained. From an applied linguistics perspective the lack of variety in the selection of 

illocutions for linguistic research is regrettable since existing studies have pointed into the 

direction that the realisation of speech acts differs across cultures. From a theoretical and 

didactic perspective it is therefore desirable to use a broader range of illocutions in linguistic 

research. 

In choosing suggestions as the variable under investigation the present study focuses on a 

speech act that has so far not been described in a systematic manner and compares surface 

realisation forms in two national varieties of English. It is based on recordings of naturally 

occurring conversations included in two corpora of English, the Santa Barbara Corpus of 

Spoken American English and the British component to the International Corpus of English. 

The subcorpora selected for the study are highly comparable in terms of speaker selection and 

the genre included and contain approximately 200,000 words each. The data were analysed 

for head act structure and means of internal and external modification used. 

The results reveal that the head act strategies are structurally similar between the two 

varieties. In both varieties, highly frequent substrategies were found. The modal verbs can 

and should and the specific formula let’s together account for 67.5% of all suggestions found 

in the British data set and for 71.6% of all American suggestions. There are, however, 

differences in the kind and the amount of modifiers used. British speakers used both more 

downgrading and more upgrading modifiers than American speakers. The higher overall 

number of modifiers in the British data set can be accounted for by the higher usage of 

upgrading strategies since head acts containing upgraders were additionally modified heavily 

with downgrading devices. 

Since suggestions contain both commissive and directive elements and share many 

structural features with requests, the speech act raises the question if a prototype approach to 

classifying speech acts would not be more fruitful. The functional ambiguity of surface 

realisations further leads to the question how hearers are able to infer speaker in conversation. 
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