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The classical debate on the conventionality of language, immortalised in Plato’s 
Cratylus, was focused on words and their meanings. That issue has long been 
settled in favour of the view that the pairing between lexical forms and their 
contents is conventional. In more recent times, Austin (1962) sparked a debate on 
the conventionality of speech acts with his claim that every speech act is defined 
in terms of the conventional role it fulfills. Austin never provided a theory to 
flesh out this idea, but Searle (1969) famously did, and his account was 
controversial even before it was published. This controversy is not about the 
relation between form and content. Indeed, it is evident that the connection 
between, e.g., the imperative sentence form and the type of speech act it typically 
conveys is every bit as conventional as the connection between “Boston” and 
Boston; so that is not the issue. Rather, what is at stake is the nature of speech 
acts as such. What is it that makes a promise a promise? 
 According to Austin and Searle, a speech act is a form of action which could 
not exist without a convention defining that type of action. Prima facie, at least, 
this view seems plausible for the ceremonial uses of language Austin was 
preoccupied with, along the lines of: “I name this ship Modest Mussorgsky” or “I 
hereby bequeath to you my Labrador”. However, as argued at length by 
Strawson (1964), Austin’s wholesale conventionalism is decidedly implausible 
when applied to the great majority of everyday speech acts. It just doesn’t seem 
to be right to say that, if there were no conventions for making promises, 
objections, or entreaties, these speech acts could not be performed. 
 Strawson thought Austin was right about his ceremonial examples, but he 
argued that they were untypical. For run-of-the-mill speech acts, Strawson 
recommended a Gricean approach: as a rule, a speech act is characterised by the 
communicative intentions of the speaker, and in order to recognise the speaker’s 
intentions, the hearer may but need not rely on conventions for promising, 
objecting, entreating, and so on. Thus, Strawson introduced a division between 
Austinian speech acts, which are essentially conventional, and Gricean ones, 
which are not. 
 One assumption that is widely shared amongst the participants in this debate, 
and throughout the speech-act literature, is that speech acts are essentially such-
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and-such. For Austin and Searle, speech acts are essentially conventional, and 
although Strawson rejected their conventionalism he still seemed to buy into 
their essentialism. Speech-act essentialism was endorsed quite explicitly by 
Searle (1969), and it is of some interest to note that he was well aware of the 
attending problems: 
 

In order to give an analysis of the illocutionary act of promising I shall ask 
what conditions are necessary and sufficient for the act of promising to have 
been successfully and non-defectively performed in the utterance of a given 
sentence. [...] So described, my enterprise must seem to have a somewhat 
archaic and period flavor. One of the most important insights of recent work 
in the philosophy of language is that most nontechnical concepts in ordinary 
language lack absolutely strict rules. (Searle 1969: 54-55) 

 
Undeterred by the said insight, Searle brazenly accepted that conceptual analysis 
inevitably involves some degree of “idealisation”: 
 

In the present case, our analysis will be directed at the center of the concept 
of promising. I am ignoring marginal, fringe, and partially defective 
promises. This approach has the consequence that counterexamples can be 
produced of ordinary uses of the word “promise” which do not fit the 
analysis. (Searle 1969: 55) 

 
Unfortunately, Searle failed to explain what the point of such an enterprise 
might be, nor did he leave instructions for locating the centre of a concept. 
 Since essentialism is a dubious doctrine in practically any shape or form, it is 
unsurprising that all attempts at compiling the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for making promises, assertions, etc., have come to naught. Hence, 
the prospects for speech-act conventionalism à la Austin and Searle are bleak. 
There is little point in trying to capture the essence of promising and its kin. 
However, what remains to be elucidated is the relationship between speech acts 
and the conventional devices speakers employ for bringing them about. So we 
are back to Plato’s problem. In my opening paragraph, I suggested that in this 
respect speech acts don’t present us with a special problem, and in the 
remainder of this paper I will try to make good on that suggestion. 
 Since we are concerned with the connections between speech acts and 
conventions, let me first try to clarify what I take conventions to be. In order to 
do so, it’s best to start with precedents. The main idea is simple enough: if it is 
common ground between interlocutors that a given expression or construction α 
has previously been used (either by themselves or others) for a particular 
purpose p, then in principle they can reuse α for the same purpose. Precedents 
are past actions that may serve as templates for present ones. It doesn’t matter 
whether or not α is more or less widely used to achieve p, and even one 
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precedent may be enough, provided it is common ground that α has served to 
achieve p, and the precedent is sufficiently salient. 
 I distinguish two types of utterances: speech acts and alignments. I will not try 
to define what speech acts are, as for my current purposes it is not necessary to 
take a stance on this contentious issue. I will assume that utterances may serve to 
inform, request, ask, and so on, and that it is a key part of linguistic 
communication to establish what speech acts are being performed. If speech acts 
are the princesses of linguistic interaction, alignments are their servants. Their 
purpose is joint contemplation. If I utter the name “Clyde”, for example, then I’m 
trying to get us aligned on a particular individual I have in mind. More generally, 
an expression α serves to align speaker and hearer on an entity of α’s semantic 
type. Thus, if our semantic theory of choice stipulates that declarative sentences 
express propositions, then an utterance of “It’s cold outside” will usually serve 
to align the interlocutors on the proposition that it is cold outside. Note, 
incidentally, that the same utterance will also serve to make a speech act, so an 
utterance may fulfill several purposes at once. 
 Formally, a convention is simply a type of precedents that resemble one 
another in certain respects and have occurred with greater or lesser frequency. 
This rather minimalist definition leaves it open how many precedents are 
needed to make a convention; which is as it should be, since it is widely agreed 
that conventions are vague entities: there is no clearcut divide between singular 
precedents and bona fide conventions. Like precedents, conventions are first and 
foremost resources for agents to exploit in coordinating their actions; just as 
there may be good reasons for not following a singular precedent, it is not in the 
nature of a convention to impose itself on the the members of a community. 
However, conventions may acquire lawlike status in two ways. One is that it 
may be in everyone’s interest that a convention should be followed by all; this is 
the type of case that Lewis (1969) was concerned with, epitomised by the 
convention of driving on the right (or left, as the case may be). Another 
possibility, not necessarily disjoint with the first, is that conventions are enforced 
autocratically or institutionally; again, driving on the right is a case in point.! 
 Corresponding to the bipartite division of utterances, I distinguish between 
two types of communicative conventions. One type consists of templates for 
using words, syntactic constructions, intonation contours, etc., for interlocutors 
to align on this or that meaning. The other type consists of templates for using 
syntactic constructions, particles, intonation contours, etc., to realise speech acts. 
As a rule, communicative conventions do not require or presuppose general 
conformity, since in many cases the same communicative purpose may be 
achieved in more than one way. For example, if a speaker wants to get himself 
and his audience aligned on the concept of a sofa, then two conventions suggest 
themselves: one involves uttering the word “sofa”; the other, the word “couch”. 
 These ruminations suggest the following picture. The average language user 
will have witnessed or been at either end of a great many speech acts of all sorts, 
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each of which is a potential precedent for new speech acts he may want to 
perform. This vast collection of potential precedents is structured into families 
and subfamilies, some of which will be more numerous than others. Much of this 
structure will be shared between speakers of the same language, and more of it 
will be shared between some subpopulations than others; this shared structure 
defines the speech-act conventions that are common ground between any given 
group of speakers. Unlike traffic rules, communicative conventions don’t impose 
themselves on speakers, and pace Austin and Searle, this goes for speech-act 
conventions as well. Rather, speakers are free to exploit them as they see fit, 
though the discourse context will impose signficant constraints on how 
communicative conventions may be used cooperatively (I will return to this 
point). 
 In many respects, speech-act conventions are no different from alignment 
conventions, and to flesh out the general picture a bit more, let us consider the 
parallels between the pragmatics of lexical meaning and that of speech acts. To 
begin with, in both cases content is underdetermined by form. Lexical 
indeterminacies are positively virulent: practically all words in everyday use 
have more than one sense that is common ground throughout large parts of the 
language community. The same holds for grammatical moods, intonation, and 
other “force-indicating devices”, as Searle calls them: the linguistic form of an 
utterance constrains but doesn’t determine its speech act on any given occasion, 
just as the form of a word constrains but doesn’t determine its interpretation, 
and the simple fact that a handful of grammatical moods suffices to perform an 
indefinite variety of speech acts indicates the extent of the indeterminacy. 
 Secondly, the various senses of a word are usually related. It is no accident 
that the word “table”, for example, can refer to a piece of furniture with a flat top, 
a group sharing a table, various kinds of flat surfaces, and so on. Similarly, the 
word “school” has a variety of conventional senses interconnected by world 
knowledge: 
 

Our school is ... 
... on holiday. (staff/students)! 
... on the list of institutions currently being reviewed by 
    the Department of Education. (institution)  
... on fire. (building) 

 
In like manner, a declarative sentence may be used to issue a variety of 
interrelated speech acts: statements, promises, threats, warnings, complaints, 
and so on. In short, the declarative mood is polysemous in much the same way 
as most words are. 
 It is important to note, pace Pustejovsky (1995), that even if polysemy is in 
many ways a regular phenomenon, this doesn’t imply that the lexicon a 
generative system; for the regularities have to be sanctioned by convention. 
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Nunberg (2004) lists several cases that illustrate this point: in French, but not in 
English, names of fruits may be used to refer to the brandies made from them 
(“une poire”, “une prune”); in Russian, but not in English, the name of an organ 
can denote a disease of that organ; and while in English, the same noun can 
generally be used for an animal and its meat, in Greenlandic Eskimo this is not 
permitted, so the equivalent of, “I don’t eat walrus”, is infelicitous. Lexical 
meaning shifts are enabled by world knowledge: from an established word sense, 
a related sense that is sufficiently salient may be derived, but the derived sense 
has to be licensed by convention. 
 The same is true of speech acts. Like lexical meanings, speech acts perforce 
need linguistic vehicles to be brought about: grammatical constructions, particles, 
intonation patterns, and so on; and there are conventional restrictions on what 
form is suitable for what purpose. An indirect request like, “Would you be so 
kind to peel the potatoes?”, is generally the preferred way of requesting the 
addressee to peel the potatoes, but it would be out of place in a recipe, even if it 
might be quite intelligible. When it comes to giving instructions, unadorned 
imperatives are the norm. As in the case of lexical polysemy, even if the intended 
sense of a linguistic vehicle is perfectly clear, it may have to be sanctioned by 
convention. 
 Finally, word senses are predictable to varying degrees. One of the 
conventional uses of the word “table” is to refer to a group of people sharing a 
table. But that doesn’t entail that interlocutors must be aware of this convention 
for, “The whole table cheered”, to be used felicitously. By contrast, since the 
connection between the nominal and verbal senses of “husband” has become 
opaque, it may be hard to guess the meaning of, “She husbanded her strength”, 
unless you know the conventional meaning of the verb. It is the same with 
speech acts. For example, although one of the conventional uses of the 
declarative mood is to issue reminders, interlocutors need not be aware of this 
convention for, “You’re not Jesus”, to function as a reminder. On the other hand, 
the inviting use of, “Have a seat!”, may be hard to fathom for someone 
unfamiliar with convention of using imperatives in this way; the same holds for 
rhetorical questions. 
 To sum up, I have tried to show that there are strong parallels between the 
pragmatics of lexical meaning and that of speech acts. In both cases, content is 
underdetermined by form, which often results in a great deal of indeterminacy 
that has to be resolved. In both cases, it is common for linguistic forms to be 
polysemous; that is, to admit of several, related interpretations. This polysemy 
exhibits regularities and sub-regularities grounded in world knowledge, but 
nonetheless constrained by language conventions. In short, although speech acts 
and alignments are very different types of action, the ways in which they are 
negotiated are remarkably similar, and this includes the role played by 
conventions in the process. 
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 Following Lewis (1969), I take the view that conventions are, first and 
foremost, regularities in social interaction. This leaves out of account the fact that 
conventions are typically normative, and speech acts, too, have normative 
aspects. If I promise you to do the dishes, I commit myself to doing the dishes. If 
I tell you that it is raining, I commit myself to the truth of the proposition that it 
is raining. How do such commitments arise? According to Searle (1969), they are 
the product of speech-act conventions, and many authors seem to agree with 
Searle that conventions somehow have the power of creating commitments. I 
find this a puzzling doctrine, unless it is predicated on a tacit understanding that 
whatever normative effects a convention may be said to have are owed to the 
social interactions in which it is involved. Assuming that is the underlying idea, 
the question becomes how social interactions can imbue conventions with 
normative powers. 
 I believe there are two ways, one of which is that conventions can be enforced. 
The convention of stopping at a red light was instituted by law givers and is 
upheld by law enforcers. It seems unlikely that, when left to their own devices, 
drivers would spontaneously orchestrate their movements by stopping at red 
and driving at green, and therefore social mechanisms external to the interaction 
between drivers are called for. It is in the nature of this kind of arrangement that 
the conventions in question are followed by all, at least de jure. 
 The second way in which conventions may help to create commitments does 
not rely on enforcement by agents external to the interaction itself. Rather, it 
relies on common beliefs and mutual expectations. I argue that this is the 
primary way, and that it generally underwrites the normative aspect not only of 
speech-act conventions but of communicative conventions in general. If I utter 
the word “table”, then in the majority of cases my audience is entitled to infer 
that I’m trying to get us aligned on the table concept. Why are they so entitled? 
Because it is common ground between us that (a) there is a lexical convention to 
use the word for this purpose, and (b) this use fits our current purposes better 
than any other for which the common ground offers precedents (conventional or 
not). If these conditions are met, as they often are, it is common ground that my 
audience is entitled to interpret my utterance of “table” as a bid to align on the 
table concept, and my commitment is simply the obverse of my audience’s 
entitlement. In the exact same way, my uttering, “Does your dog bite?”, will 
typically (though not invariably) commit me to having a wish for information, 
and entitle you to assume that I have that wish. 
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