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the language well enough to say what | mean, for instance, if | am Xhosa speaking and
trying to communicate in English. Worse, because the language may not contain words or
other devices for saying what | mean. But even in cases where it is in fact possible to say
exactly what | mean, it is in principle to come to be able to say exactly what | mean.

The hypothesis that the speech act is the basic unit of communication, taken together with
the principle of expressibility, suggests that there are a series of analytic connections
between the notion of speech acts, what the speaker means, what the sentence uttered
means, what the speaker intends, what the hearer understands, and what the rules

governing the linguistic elements are.

The hypothesis of Searle’s work is that speaking a language is engaging in a rule-
governed form of behaviour. To put this more clearly, talking is performing acts according
to rules. Searle then goes further and makes some distinctions, which naturally suggest
themselves to us as soon as we begin to reflect on simple speech situations. Imagine a
speaker and a hearer and suppose that in appropriate circumstances the speaker utters
one of the following sentences:

Sam smokes habitually

Does Sam smoke habitually?
Sam, smoke habitually!

Would that Sam smoked habitually

5 A A ok

One thing is obvious: anyone who utters one of these can be said to have uttered a
sentence formed of words in English language. In uttering 1. a speaker is making an
assertion, in 2. asking a question, in 3. giving an order, and in 4 . expressing a wish or
desire. And in the performance of each of these four different acts the speaker performs
certain other acts which are common to all four. In uttering any of these the speaker refers
to or mentions or designates a certain object Sam, and he predicates the expression
‘smokes habitually” of the object referred to. Thus, we shall say that in the utterance of all
four the reference and predication are the same, though in each case the same reference
and predication occur as part of a complete speech act which is different from any of the
other three.
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