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1. Background 

Introduction to speech acts 

• Speech act theory = theory of meaning that explains how a 
speaker can create acts by means of pronouncing words. 

• Whenever we make an utterance, we produce a series of acts 
(Searle, 1969). 

• The main speech acts that we produce = called illocutionary 
acts. => 5 main categories of illocutionary acts (each with many 
sub-categories): 
‣ Assertives: inform, state,… 
‣ Commissives: promise, threaten,… 
‣ Declaratives: baptise, marry,… 
‣ Directives: command, request,… 
‣ Expressives: congratulate, thank,… 

• Illocutionary acts can be either direct or indirect: 
(1)Context: GP asks you about your ability to move your arm. 

Speaker: Can you move your arm? 
➡ Illocutionary act: asking (for information). 

Direct or indirect: direct (since a question = 
standardly used to receive information). 

(2)Context: Sitting too close to the addressee in the cinema. 
Speaker: Can you move your arm? 
➡ Illocutionary act: request (to do something). 

Direct or indirect: indirect (since the primary use of a 
question ≠ to request something). 

Introduction to autism 

• Autism = characterised along a spectrum. There are many forms 
of autism, and this is why autistic people = often referred to as 
people on the autism spectrum.
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• Two models: 

• Among other things, autism is characterised by differences in: 
‣ Social interaction (including non-verbal communicative 

behaviours). 
‣ Behaviours (which are often repetitive) and interests 

(which are often restricted). 
• Autistic people = often said to have some difficulty 

understanding indirect speech acts. On the other hand, they 
pay attention to detail and clearly notice gestures, which they 
integrate independently from speech (Hubbard et al., 2012). 

2. Research question 

• Do pointing gestures help autistic people better understand 
indirect illocutionary acts? 

3. Hypothesis 

• Co-speech deictic hand gestures, because they draw the 
attention of the addressee to the object the utterer is pointing 
at, help autistic adults better understand indirect speech acts. 

4. Methods 

• Experiment with 20 examples (each with 4 variants) => 80 
utterances.

Direct Indirect
Without 
gestures

With 
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Without 
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Example

Can you 
please close 
the window?

[POINTING 
GESTURE 
TOWARDS 
THE 
WINDOW] 
Can you 
please close 
the window?

I’m cold. [POINTING 
GESTURE 
TOWARDS 
THE 
WINDOW] 
I’m cold.

The medical model (mostly non-
autistic researchers and 

clinicians):

The neurodiversity model (mostly 
autistic self-advocates and 

families and friends of autistic 
people) (Kapp et al., 2012): 

Refers to autistic individuals as 
people with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD).

Understands the term ‘ASD’ as 
‘Autism Spectrum Difference’.

Usually defines autism as a 
neurodevelopmental disorder.

Knows that autism is a 
neurobiological development 
that differs from that of non-
autistic people.

Sees autism as a disability or a 
deficit. –> Autism ≠ a disease and 
cannot be cured (Tebartz van Elst 
& Kohlhammer GmbH, 2018).

Celebrates autism as identity and 
refuses to see autism as a disorder 
in need of treatment.

Seeks to alleviate and/or treat 
autism.

Wants to improve the situation for 
autistic people.

Figure 1. Linear spectrum Figure 2. Colour wheel spectrum


