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“Let's listen to The Commitments, you wanna?”: Realising and identifying suggestions in 

American English conversations 

 

In his programmatic publication How to Do Things with Words John Austin (1962) estimates 

that there are between 1,000 and 9,999 different speech acts. Of these illocutions, only a 

handful has been systematically analysed. „Famous‟ illocutions include requests, apologies 

and compliments. Suggestions, however, belong to the vast group of speech acts which have 

so far been largely neglected by researchers. They are, however, an interesting case because 

they share functional attributes and surface manifestations with other directives (e.g. requests 

and orders). This formal and functional overlap raises the question of how conversationalists 

are able to identify the illocution of a speech act. 

 Speech act theory has largely occupied itself with the question of how speakers encode 

the intentions they want to express. The vast majority of empirical studies on speech acts do 

not concern themselves with the question of how hearers decode such speaker meaning. There 

are, however, a few psycholinguistic approaches to studying intention recognition. In his 

priming experiments, Holtgraves (2008) finds that hearers are able to activate metapragmatic 

knowledge when being confronted with authentic language material. The question remains, 

however, on which linguistic or contextual clues speech act identification is based. 

The talk will give an overview of how directive speech acts are realised structurally in 

spoken American English conversations collected in the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken 

American English. It will furthermore outline how identification of illocutions can be 

investigated experimentally on the basis of spoken language samples. 
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