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Abstract 

Road signs form a non-verbal semiotic system – by many encountered on a daily basis – that 

dictates the actions of the users of the road, in order to create a safe and efficient traffic 

environment. It is clear that road signs are not just ‘saying’ things but ‘doing’ something. 

This study examines the commanding and performative aspects of a set of Swedish road 

signs. The first part of the analysis is a detailed investigation of (the ‘grammar’ of) the 

warning sign, drawing on a theoretical framework of semiotics and Grice’s cooperative 

principle. The second part investigates the speech act status of warning signs, priority signs 

and prohibitory signs, by applying Searle’s taxonomy of illocutionary acts. Results show that 

the warning triangle is not arbitrary but iconically motivated, both in color and in form, and 

that the silhouettes vary on a number of parameters, including the perspective of their 

mapping, the degree of iconicity and the degree of ‘danger reality’. Warning signs, just like 

verbal warnings, are best categorized as directives, whereas priority and prohibitory signs, 

unlike verbal prohibitions, emerge as declarations. Ultimately, this raises questions regarding 

the limits of and the ‘translatability’ between verbal and non-verbal language. 

 

Keywords: road signs, speech act theory, linguistic landscape studies, cooperative 

principle, semiotics 
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1 Introduction  

 

Nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign. 

– C. S. Peirce 

 

Non-verbal semiotic systems, such as musical scores, mathematical notations, emojis, the 

Morse code, gestures, colors and sounds are all used by humans and most of them are also 

invented by humans and used internationally, across language families. There has 

furthermore been a rapid development and an increase in amount of these within the written 

verbal domain since the entry of internet and smartphones: people nowadays communicate 

extensively through non-verbal and multimodal signs, such as screenshots, memes, deliberate 

use of alternative punctuation as well as of variations of upper- and lowercase letters. The 

field of linguistics can thus clearly gain important insights from taking up the study of 

semiotics in a broader sense yet again, and thus make way for a prolific future in this 

interdisciplinary domain. 

 

Regardless of being a pedestrian or the driver of a vehicle, most people interact with road 

signs on a daily basis and it lies in everyone’s interest that the traffic environment is safe. An 

important component in traffic safety are the road signs, which makes them highly relevant 

to study. Automatic recognition of road signs is an active area of study, which can also benefit 

from further linguistic insight into the system of road signs.  

 

To use language is to act. Language is not just describing or reporting facts about the world 

but is performative in nature. John Searle (1969: 22) once said, “talking is performing acts 

according to rules”. It is important to understand what verbal language does, but it is also 

important to think of non-verbal language in these terms. Signs on the road are clearly doing 

something (or getting others to do things): they dictate the actions of the users of the road, 

by controlling the speed of the vehicles, by indicating who has to give way and by prohibiting 

certain actions. What mechanisms and what kind of “rules” lie behind these acts on the road? 

The two questions that have inspired this study are precisely these: “If signs are acts, what 

do they do?”, and furthermore, “If signs are speech, what do they say?”  
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1.1 Aim 

The overall aim of this paper is to get a better understanding of non-verbal performatives. 

This will be done through applying approaches to speech acts and semiotics to a case study 

of simple, stylized images. The material under investigation is Swedish road signs, which 

intuitively seem to have a performative function. The precise questions this study seeks to 

answer is thus: 

• In what way can Swedish road signs be understood as acts of speech? 

• To what extent is it a useful way to think about a non-verbal semiotic domain from 

the point of view of speech acts and how can such an analysis be done? 
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2 Foundations  

This chapter will cover the relevant background for the study: important theory as well as 

more recent empirical studies. The first section offers a brief review of elementary semiotics 

and multimodal theory. The second section moves on to pragmatics and gives a summary of 

Grice’s cooperative principle. The third section gives an overview of speech act theory and 

begins with a review of Austin’s (1962) seminal work, followed by a discussion on Searle’s 

classification of illocutionary acts. Lastly, to show the applicability of speech act theory 

beyond verbal language, previous research by scholars outside the realm of linguistics is 

being presented together with recent multimodal linguistic studies, ending with the results of 

a recent study on, precisely, road signs. 

 

2.1 Semiotics 

Semiotics is the study of signs and meaning. Historically, there are two important figures 

who together form the foundation of modern semiotics: the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 

Saussure (1857-1913) and the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) 

(although Saussure is more often regarded as the father of modern linguistics). In short, 

Saussure’s important contribution was to bring structuralism into the study of language. For 

him, signs only make sense in relation to the system in which the sign appears. One of 

Saussure’s most significant ideas is the notion of the two aspects of the sign: the signifier (le 

signifiant) and the signified (le signifié). In contrast to this dyadic model, Peirce’s model of 

the sign includes three functions: the representamen (the ‘sign vehicle’, i.e. the form of the 

sign), the object (the referent), and the interpretant (the sense) (Chandler 2017: 1–38). 

Another important semiotician, Charles W. Morris, also argued for a triadic model of the 

sign, sometimes recognizing a forth component, the interpreter, by which he emphasized the 

role of the function of the sign (as opposed to the structure and meaning of it) (Morris 1938). 

 

There are different kind of relationships between the components of the sign, called sign 

relations (sometimes referred to as sign types). In the Peircean model, sign relations are built 

on the reference between the representamen and the object (although sign relations always 

require an interpretant). The three well-established sign relations are: symbolic, iconic and 
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indexical. Symbolic relations are arbitrary, conventional and thus unmotivated; they have to 

be learned. Iconic relations are built on a perceived resemblance between the representamen 

and the referent and are thus (iconically) motivated. Indexical relations are built on a direct 

connection between the representamen and the referent, so that the link can either be observed 

(e.g. pointers) or inferred (e.g. ‘natural’ signs such as smoke) (Chandler 2017: 40–41). 

 

Language is the ultimate example of a symbolic system and the idea of language arbitrariness 

(often attributed Saussure) has for a long time heavily influenced linguistic research. 

According to some scholars (e.g. Haiman 1980; 1983; Dingemanse et al. 2015), this has 

caused the research field to overlook the role of iconicity. Now we see a new wave of research 

concerning iconicity in language, which has not only caused an advancement of research 

methods (Dingemanse et al. 2020), but also resulted in ample research on sign languages and 

iconicity (Ortega 2017). Among this recent research, the notion of iconicity tends to be 

understood as a matter of degree, rather than the categorical ‘arbitrary, iconic or indexical’. 

This can be useful in the understanding of the appearance of the road signs. 

 

2.2 The Cooperative Principle 

Generally speaking, pragmatics is the study of language in use, as opposed to semantics, 

which is the study of the (literal) meaning of words and sentences. An important figure for 

the foundation of the field of pragmatics is H. P. Grice (1975, 1978), who dedicated his life 

to the study of meaning. He coined the term implicature: whatever is meant but not explicitly 

said in a conversation, the hints and implications of our utterances. Implicature can be found 

on word level, so called conventional implicatures, such as the implied contrariety in the 

word ‘but’, as opposed to the logical equivalent ‘and’ which does not imply any opposition, 

as well as in the shape of conversational implicatures. To illustrate, imagine that person A 

calls person B and asks, “Are you coming for dinner on Saturday?” upon which person B 

replies “I will be in Copenhagen. My brother is ill”. In this situation, person A will 

undoubtedly interpret the answer as “No, I am not coming for dinner”, even though person 

B (literally) said no such thing. This is because person A will conclude, or infer, a number of 

things from the context. Person A will assume that the brother lives in Copenhagen and that 

person B has to travel there and that therefore, person B cannot attend the dinner on Saturday. 
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When engaged in a conversation, people cooperate in unraveling each other’s implicatures. 

Grice summarizes the mechanism of people understanding each other beyond the 

propositional level in the cooperative principle:  

 

“Make your contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 

purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged.” (Grice 1975: 45) 

 

Grice further elaborates on the cooperative principle by identifying that in conversation, there 

are different types of inferences (or implicatures, depending on the perspective) that can be 

made. He calls them maxims: the maxims of quantity, quality, relevance and manner. The 

maxims are formulated as imperatives but should not be regarded as conventional rules that 

people engaged in a conversation are obliged to follow, but rather rational rules that govern 

conversation in general. As such, the four maxims of conversation read: 

 

Maxim of Quantity: 1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current 

purposes of exchange). 2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required. 

Maxim of Quality: 1. Do not say what you believe to be false. 2. Do not say that for which you 

lack adequate evidence. 

Maxim of Relevance (or Relation): 1. Be relevant. 

Maxim of Manner. Be perspicuous, or specifically 1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 2. Avoid 

ambiguity. 3. Be brief. 4. Be orderly. 

(Grice 1975: 45–46) 

 

This study will use Grice’s CP and the maxims as a means of investigating the pragmatic and 

functional aspects of road signs, as a step towards the understanding of them as acts of speech. 

2.3 Speech Act Theory 

J. L. Austin’s lecture series delivered at Harvard University in 1955, and published 

posthumously in 1962 as How to Do Things with Words, introduced a number of 

groundbreaking ideas on language which formed the foundations of what was later to be 

known as speech act theory. Austin was a proponent of what was called Ordinary Language 

Philosophy (together with, among others, Gilbert Ryle and P. F. Strawson), a method of doing 

philosophy that was influenced by the “later” Wittgenstein as against the more positivist 

methodology of the time. Austin begins by making two modest yet important observations: 
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(i) not all utterances are declarative, i.e. not all utterances report something about the world 

and can be said to be true or false: e.g. questions, exclamations and commands, and (ii) not 

all declarative sentences are descriptive statements, e.g. “I do” uttered during a wedding 

ceremony, or “I bet you sixpence it will rain tomorrow” (Austin’s examples). Although 

syntactically declarative, these last two sentences do not describe the act of marrying 

someone or the act of making a bet, but they constitute the two respective acts themselves. 

Marrying someone is to utter “I do” in a certain context and making a bet is, precisely, to say 

“I bet”. Austin calls these utterances performatives. At the start, Austin makes a dyadic 

distinction between performatives (‘doing’ sentences such as warnings, threats, promises 

etc.) and constatives (‘saying’ sentences such as statements, assertions etc.). One important 

difference between the two types is that a performative does not have a truth value but can 

instead be felicitous or infelicitous. Conditions of felicity are typically governed by social 

conventions. 

 

Austin proceeds by identifying certain characteristics of the performative utterance, such as 

the containing of particular speech act verbs (promise, apologize, bet, name) or the first 

person singular present indicative active verb form (I promise, I warn) or the ability to insert 

the word hereby after the pronoun (I hereby promise you). Utterances that have these 

characteristics are called explicit performatives, but Austin soon arrives at the conclusion that 

explicit performatives are rare and that most performatives are actually implicit. An implicit 

performative is, according to Austin, identified by an utterance’s ability to be expanded into 

an explicit performative. 

 

Eventually, Austin realizes that also a statement is an act (i.e. the act of stating), and that in 

fact every utterance is a speech act.1 This leads Austin to introduce some new terminology, 

as an attempt to replace and get beyond the ‘saying’ and ‘doing’. The more general 

terminology recognizes the three elements of a speech act: the locutionary act, the 

illocutionary act and the perlocutionary act. Uttering a sentence, and thus performing a 

speech act, involves (i) saying something according to the grammatical rules in a given 

language that makes sense (locutionary act), (ii) indicating the intended action (illocutionary 

 
1 Austin’s final conclusion, that in fact every utterance is a speech act, is in my opinion often mentioned all 

too briefly or is blurred with Austin’s primary ideas on the performative utterance in introductions to Austin’s 

ideas. Searle (1976: 14) also stresses this conclusion as the main theme of the book and indicates that it is 

overlooked still by some philosophers. 
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act) and (iii) causing some effect (perlocutionary act). In essence, it is the illocution that will 

form the spine of subsequent work by other scholars on classifying families of speech acts.  

 

But to what extent can road signs be interpreted as involving these three acts? 

2.3.1 On the Classification of Illocutionary Acts 
The task of classifying speech acts stems from Austin’s original search for ways of 

recognizing implicit performatives and the transition from the specific theory of constatives 

and performatives to the more general theory of locutionary and illocutionary acts. Towards 

the end of his seminal work, Austin (1975 [1962]: 151) identifies five categories of speech 

acts: verdictives, exercitives, commissives, behabitives and expositives. However, the 

classification is tentative, and he expresses specific uncertainty about the last two categories. 

Besides, Austin builds his classification on speech act verbs, what Allan (1997a) calls a 

lexical approach, and since the purpose for this paper is to analyze a non-verbal semiotic 

system, it seems reasonable to use a classification based on illocutionary acts rather than 

language specific verbs. Searle (1976) offers such a classification. His work is a direct 

response to Austin’s, with continuous commenting on how they relate to each other. The 

taxonomy is built on a classification of illocutionary acts, which in turn is determined by 

several criteria regarding the different types of differences between the acts. Searle lists 

twelve criteria but points out that the three most important ones, around which most of the 

taxonomy is built, are illocutionary point, direction of fit and sincerity condition. More recent 

scholars have claimed that Searle makes equal use of the additional criterion of propositional 

content (Allan 1997b: 458; Saeed 2016: 237). Yet, the present study will adopt only Searle’s 

original three criteria. 

 

The illocutionary point of an utterance is the purpose of it. The point or purpose of a request 

is to get the hearer to do something or to elicit some information, and the point or purpose of 

a promise is for the speaker to undertake an obligation for future action. The direction of fit 

is about the functional relationship between the words and the world in which the words are 

uttered. For some sentences, e.g. descriptive statements, the words aim to ‘match the world’, 

while for others, e.g. commands, the function of the sentence is rather to get the world to 

match the utterance. The sincerity condition is the expressed psychological state in the 
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performance of an utterance. An assertion expresses a belief that the propositional content 

holds true, a threat expresses an intention to act, and a command expresses a desire. 

 

The classification Searle arrives at contains the following five categories: representatives, 

directives, commissives, expressives and declarations. Representatives are sentences where 

words try to fit the world, and the utterances belonging to this category have a truth value. 

The typical sentence type of this category is an assertion. Directives are essentially utterances 

which attempt to get the addressee to do something: the direction of fit is thus ‘world-to-

word’. Typical cases of directives are requests and commands, but permissions and advice 

also belong to this category. Commissives are also ‘world-to-word’ utterances, but here it is 

the speaker who commits themself to a future course of action. Typical cases of commissives 

are threats and promises. Expressives are neither ‘word-to-world’ or ‘world-to-word’ 

utterances, but they express some psychological state. Typical cases of expressives are 

thanking, apologizing and welcoming. Declarations are sentences which upon successful 

uttering immediately change the state of affairs so that correspondence between the utterance 

and the world is guaranteed. This could be declaring war or agreeing to marry someone as 

part of a ceremony. Utterances in this category would form a subset of the utterances that 

Austin originally named performatives (Searle 1976). 

 

These five categories have been broadly adopted in subsequent research on speech acts and 

have even been regarded as linguistic universals. Some studies, however, question the 

universal status of the classification. See for example Rosaldo’s (1982) study on Ilongot 

speech acts, where she identifies a lack of commissives and expressives. For more on speech 

act theory, see Levinson (1983: 226–283); Allan (1997b); Saeed (2016: 232–245). 

 

2.4 Previous Research 

Most studies using speech act theory do so on either written or spoken language, but the 

theory has also been applied to a number of other genres, for example within theological 

analysis. Botha (2007) provides a review of the use of speech act theory in biblical 

interpretation and identifies two main approaches: one where speech acts are used and dealt 

with individually, and one with focus on the overall perlocutionary effect of a text. It is the 

opinion of Botha that speech act theory as an interpretive tool in biblical text analysis is an 
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unexplored resource with considerable potential, but he acknowledges the arcane literature 

surrounding the theory and gives that as a possible explanation to its absence in the field. 

Briggs (2001) is another scholar who speaks in favor of the importance of speech act theory 

in biblical interpretation. 

 

Goldblatt (2011) makes use of Austin’s speech act theory in his search for an answer to why 

art can be taken personally. He explores the similarities between the structure of the reception 

of art and the structure of a performative utterance, with certain focus on threats and 

warnings. In the analysis, he brings up warning road signs and claims that as explicit 

warnings, they are performative, even though they are not acts of speech. The identification 

of felicity conditions and the role of the author in the context of road signs is being discussed. 

Goldblatt also observes that the intensity of road sign warnings can vary and illustrates this 

by imagining the sign “bridge freezes” during warm weather periods. 

 

Yet another area of study where speech act theory has shown to generate new insights is 

political cartoons. Abdel-Raheem (2020a) investigates the relationship between cartoons and 

power, by studying spiked cartoons from Arab and Western media, i.e. silenced political acts 

of speech. The characterization of cartoons as speech acts helps to explain why some cartoons 

are refused by the newspapers, but the author requests further research on how pictorial 

speech acts are processed. In another article, Abdel-Raheem (2020b) elaborates on the 

classification of pictorial acts. Empirical data in the form of cartoons and op-ed illustrations 

is combined with a theoretical speech act framework. Both direct and indirect pictorial acts 

are identified. It is suggested that cross-disciplinary works like this is desirable and profitable 

for the study of multimodal cognition. The author indicates that speech act theory within 

multimodal pragmatics is a neglected topic, and shows, by his work, the potential that lies 

therein.  

 

Many studies on road signs are within the field of engineering. The studies often concern the 

issue of e.g. color segmentation and automatic recognition of road signs (e.g. Broggi et al. 

2007), which is relevant in a world where machine learning and artificial intelligences are 

developing rapidly. The present linguistic study on road signs can very well be of interest for 

such studies.  
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One example of a linguistic study on road signs is Forceville and Kjeldsen (2018), who did 

a study on unusual traffic signs2 where they argued that visuals and multimodal signs function 

rhetorically and argumentatively. The rhetorical analysis of traffic signs involves the 

understanding of them as speech acts, even though speech act theory in particular is not 

covered extensively. I will briefly summarize the chapter on multimodality and traffic signs, 

since the premises will form the basis of the present study. The material used for the analysis 

is based on the three generalized sign categories warning signs, prohibitive signs and 

mandatory/instructive signs. The authors say that some traffic signs are multimodal, i.e. 

combining the visual and the verbal mode, but most signs are visually monomodal and for 

these signs they identify three parameters: color, form and the depicted silhouette. The color 

and form of the sign constitute a Peircean symbol and express the general meaning, such as 

“beware of” or “you must not” (this meaning is coded, in the sense that it is knowledge that 

has to be learned), while the silhouettes are usually Peircean icons. Furthermore, the authors 

point out the importance of understanding traffic signs in their context of use, as opposed to 

much other semiotic studies which tend to be more discourse internal in their analyses. 

 
2 The authors’ use of the term traffic signs is completely interchangeable with the term road signs, which is 

used in the present study. 
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3 Methodology 

This study will investigate the performative nature of a selection of Swedish road signs and, 

further, investigate in what ways and to what extent an analysis of road signs, a non-verbal 

semiotic domain, in terms of speech acts can gain new perspectives. The foundational theory 

of the study is naturally speech act theory. Applying speech act theory onto road signs 

involves an understanding of the signs as acts of speech which, in turn, raises the question of 

whether the interaction between road signs and drivers in general is governed by the same 

pragmatic rules as verbal interaction or, if not, what an analysis of road signs can offer 

analyses of verbal communication. It therefore seems appropriate to study the signs from the 

point of view of Grice’s cooperative principle.  

 

The analysis will be executed in two parts. The first part will be a detailed investigation of 

warning signs, where I search for a better understanding of the structure of the sign, by 

decomposing it and drawing on parallels to verbal language. The other part is where I will 

use Searle’s taxonomy of illocutionary acts, as a means of discovering systematic differences 

between different kinds of road signs. For this part, two more categories of road signs will 

be added which enables a comparison between the categories and a more wide-ranging 

discussion of the speech act status of the signs.  

 

3.1 Material 

The current set of road signs in Sweden is regulated by Vägmärkesförordningen (‘the road 

sign regulation’), SFS 2007:90, which also regulates e.g. road markings, traffic light signals, 

police signals and temporary road signs. This regulation is in turn based on the UN’s 

Economic Commission for Europe’s (UNECE) Convention on Road Signs and Signals 

(commonly referred to as the Vienna Convention on Road Signs) from 1968. The national 

Swedish regulation specifies that all signs should be designed and placed in such a way as to 

be understandable and detectable for the users of the road, and that the aim for the system of 

road signs is to create an efficient and safe traffic environment (1 kap. 3 §). When obtaining 

a driver’s license, knowledge of the traffic rules, including knowledge of road signs, is tested 

and all drivers are expected to know the meaning of the signs (Trafikverket 2020). 
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Since the present study will investigate performativity, road signs from the following three 

categories are chosen to be examined: 

1. Warning signs (for complete category graphics, see appendix A) 

2. Priority signs (for complete category graphics, see appendix B) 

3. Prohibitory signs (for complete category graphics, see appendix C) 

 

(a)      (b)   (c)   

Fig. 1. (a) Prototypical warning sign: “Beware of slippery road”. Generally not used for 

slippery roads caused by e.g. snow or ice.  

(b) Yield sign: “Give way”. Representative of the priority signs.  

(c) Prototypical prohibitory sign: “No pedestrians allowed”.  

Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

The prototypical warning sign is a red and yellow equilateral triangle with a black silhouette 

in the center (see fig. 1a). The prototypical prohibitory sign (see fig. 1c) is also red and yellow 

with a black silhouette in the center but has the shape of a circle. Some prohibitory signs have 

a red line on the diagonal, running between north-west to south-east. The majority of 

countries following the Vienna Convention have a white background on their warning and 

prohibitory signs but yellow is considered to be more visible during winter, especially if there 

is snow, as there often is in Sweden. There is no prototypical priority sign (the signs in 

Appendix B display ample variation in design), but the yield sign (see fig. 1b) serves as a 

representative for the priority signs. 

 

On warning signs, the regulation says that warning signs should (i) address dangers and (ii) 

give information about what kind of danger that is to be expected (2 kap. 4 §). If the danger 

pertains to a longer road section, the regulation states that an additional sign could be added 

underneath the warning sign, indicating the scope of the warning (2 kap. 4 §). Exceptions 

from the triangular warning sign include special signs used in connection to railways and a 

rectangular sign marking the end of a stretch of roadworks. It is worth noting that warning 

signs do not appear systematically, in the sense that they correspond to any traffic rules. The 

relevance of this fact is that warning signs are unexpected (unless you have taken that route 
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before). On priority signs, the regulation simply declares what signs belong to the category 

and states that the signs give information about priority rules (2 kap. 6 §). On prohibitory 

signs, the regulation says that the indicated prohibition is valid from the location of the sign 

until the next road intersection or until an “ending sign” appears (2 kap. 7 §). 

 

The road signs from the categories above are all expressions of authority. Through warnings 

and commands, the signs seem to be a means of governing the activities on the road in a 

performative way, i.e. ‘doing’ something on the road. Another similarity is the color palette, 

as all categories largely consist of red and yellow signs. Moreover, warning signs and 

prohibitory signs are similar in the sense that both categories convey a prototypical sign (red 

and yellow warning triangle vs red and yellow circle, with or without a red line on the 

diagonal). The priority sign category is not as regular as the other two in this respect. 

However, some signs in this category seem to have a strong commanding function indeed, 

which makes the category appealing to investigate. Yet a similarity between the three 

categories is the relative lack of text-based (i.e. multimodal) signs, which allows a focus on 

the visual communication in the analysis. 
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4 Analysis 

The analysis chapter is organized in two parts. Section 4.1 is an in-depth analysis of the 

warning sign, drawing on the theoretical frameworks of semiotics and Grice’s cooperative 

principle. Section 4.2 investigates road signs in relation to Searle’s taxonomy of illocutionary 

acts. 

 

4.1 The Grammar of Warning Signs 

The section on warning signs is divided into two parts. Section 4.1.1 examines the 

characteristic red and yellow triangle (i.e. the speech act type) and section 4.1.2 covers the 

analysis of the silhouettes (i.e. the act of indicating the type of warning).  

4.1.1 The Warning Triangle 

For all warning signs, it is true that they (i) warn the driver about an upcoming danger, and 

(ii) indicate the nature of the danger. The partition of these two interconnected activities is 

similar to the separation of the illocutionary act in the following examples, brought up by 

Searle (1969: 22): 

 

1. Sam smokes habitually. 

2. Does Sam smoke habitually? 

3. Sam, smoke habitually! 

4. Would that Sam smoked habitually.  

 

In uttering the sentences above, the speaker completes four different speech acts, 

respectively: an assertion, a question, an order, and a wish. However, there are common acts 

in all the utterances, such as the act of referring to the object Sam or the act of predicating 

Sam’s habitual smoking. The analogy with the road sign can be seen in fig. 2, where the two 

signs differ in their illocutionary act (one is a warning and one a prohibition) but they share 

the same propositional content. Searle argues that the illocutionary act should be separated 

from these common acts and, therefore, the illocutionary act of the warning road sign will be 

analyzed individually in this section. 
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(a)  (b)  

Fig. 2. Two signs performing different illocutionary acts, (a) a warning and (b) a 

prohibition, but sharing the same propositional content (bicycles).  

Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

The characteristic red and yellow triangle constitutes the act of warning. A quick glance at 

the sign suffices to infer that the act of warning is properly communicated – the two variables 

color and form are combined in a simple, yet powerful way – but are they cooperative 

according to Grice’s maxims? Considering the purpose of road signs, to create a safe traffic 

environment, the warning signs seem highly relevant. Avoiding accidents should be top 

priority for users of the road. Whether the individual warning signs are speaking the truth or 

not will be revealed from analyzing the silhouettes (see sec. 4.1.2). Below follows a 

discussion of the maxims of quantity and manner. 

 

It is hard to find any simpler form for the sign than what we see in fig. 2a, since it has to be 

two-dimensional and make room for the centered silhouette, and a more complex form seems 

unnecessary, considering the need for simplicity due to the limited time of exposure of the 

sign for the driver. Other possible shapes of equal degree of simplicity are circles and squares 

but the choice of the triangle turns out to be superior to the others, in the sense that the form 

is iconically motivated. The angular and edgy appearance evokes a state of alertness in the 

perceiver of the sign. Following the contour of the triangle, during one lap, three sudden 

changes of directions are made. (Compare this to the circle, around whose contour one runs 

smoothly and predictably, or to the square, which is too systematic and neutral, and the 

standard shape of any type of written communication: the A4 paper, post-it notes etc.). The 

angles of the triangle trigger associations with sharp objects, which are often perceived as 

somewhat dangerous. This association is further justified by the rotation of the triangle: due 

to the everyday experience of gravitation, the triangle is perceived as lying flat on the ground, 

with an upward pointing body matter (yet again edgy and thus associated with something 

dangerous). Hence, it is appropriate for a warning sign to take the shape of a triangle. 
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It could be argued that the use of two colors, red and yellow, instead of just one is a violation 

of the maxim of quantity, since a single colored sign might be sufficient for the purpose of 

indicating the act of warning (see fig. 3). A larger number of colors seems uncalled-for.  

 

 

Fig. 3. Example of a single colored (yellow) warning triangle.  

Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

 

Nonetheless, the red framing serves a highlighting purpose, accentuating the black silhouette 

against the yellow background, and therefore is justified by the maxim of manner. Red is also 

the conventional color of anger, danger, passion and fear (cf. e.g. blood), and thus serves the 

purpose of getting the driver’s attention. Instead of regarding the triangle as a yellow triangle 

with an additional red framing, the sign can be understood as a red triangle, hollowed out in 

the center. Moreover, most countries following the Vienna Convention use a white 

background on the warning triangles. If considering white (together with black) the most 

basic colors of all – a ‘zero level’ (cf. Berlin and Kay’s (1969) seven stage model) – then the 

red warning triangle is no longer violating the maxim of quantity. The yellow alternative to 

white is justified by Sweden’s snowy winter periods, during which a white sign would not 

be as visible as a yellow. Interestingly, next after black and white, red is the most basic color 

term, whereupon yellow3 follows in the order (Berlin and Kay 1969).  

 

To conclude, the warning triangle is not saying either too much or too little. It avoids 

obscurity of expression and ambiguity. It is brief, and it is orderly for its purpose, that is, by 

breaking the “rule” of being “plain and simplistic”, it gets the receiver’s attention, which is 

precisely what it is there for. The findings also suggest that the form and color of the warning 

sign are iconically motivated, and so the claim that they should constitute a Peircean symbol 

(Forceville and Kjeldsen 2018), i.e. an arbitrary sign, could be challenged. 

 
3 Yellow has the same position in the hierarchy as green. Green is a bad choice for a warning sign though, 

since nature is often green. 
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4.1.2 The Silhouettes 

The second part of what the warning sign is doing is providing the sign with propositional 

content and thus indicating the nature of the warning. This is accomplished by the silhouette, 

which will be subject for analysis in this section. First, the issue of the cognitive perception 

of the signs is addressed, followed by a discussion on iconicity and ending with an 

introduction to the concept of danger reality. 

4.1.2.1 Figure–ground mappings 

The context in which the sign appears includes a triadic semiotic relationship between the 

driver, the sign and its projection onto the real world. To use terminology commonly used 

within cognitive linguistics, the assumption will be that the driver perceives themself as the 

moving object, the figure, and the road as the static space in which the driver moves, the 

ground. 

 

(a)   (b)  

Fig. 4. Examples of silhouettes mapping onto the perceived ‘ground’ from different 

perspectives: (a) from above, and (b) from the side (of a road).  

Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

With the figure–ground perspective in mind, there appears to be variation in the projections: 

some silhouettes map onto to the road itself, while others map onto objects on the road (of 

which some are moving and some are stationary). Examples of silhouettes mapping onto the 

road can be seen in fig. 4. Fig. 4a maps from the perspective of an imagined perceiver hanging 

up in the air and vertically looking down at the road just as it takes a heavy turn to the right. 

Fig. 4b on the other hand maps from the perspective of an imagined perceiver standing on 

the side of the road, horizontally looking at it. The silhouette in fig. 5 depicts two vertical 

arrows pointing in opposite direction. It is attempting to interpret this too as a projection onto 

the road (which indeed “leads” in the respective directions), but the referent is in fact the 

oncoming traffic, i.e. other moving vehicles on the road. 
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Fig. 5. Example of a silhouette mapping onto the perceived ‘figure’, in this case the traffic 

on the road. Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

Furthermore, some silhouettes depict a scenario that includes a car – the prototype vehicle. 

The sign in fig. 6 depicts a scenario of a car driving off the road due to a soft road shoulder. 

The depicted vehicle is a projection onto the driver’s own vehicle, regardless of the kind of 

vehicle the driver sits in (it might as well be a truck or a motor cycle). The depicted car could 

of course be interpreted as a projection onto another car on the road, moving in front of the 

driver’s vehicle; thus warning the driver not to do what a potential driver ahead might have 

done. Either way, the driver will perceive the sign as concerning themself and thus, the 

projection issue is a matter of indirect vs direct mapping. In the case of the projection onto 

the driver, the imagined perceiver is taking yet another perspective: standing behind the 

driver on the road.  

 

 

Fig. 6. “Beware of weak roadside”. Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

The relevance of the observations thus far in this section is that the silhouettes are full of 

implications that the driver constantly has to interpret in order to understand the meaning of 

(as is the case of verbal interaction). Perspective is not the most important aspect of the 

appearance of the silhouettes per se (e.g. salience is also an important aspect), but the signs 

presupposes that the driver is able to vary between perspectives and (immediately) realize a 

multi-perspective possibility.  

4.1.2.2 Iconicity 

It is hard to bring about an analysis of simple stylized images without addressing the topic of 

iconicity, which currently is gaining more popularity within research in general linguistics. 

Forceville and Kjeldsen (2018) claim that the depicted road sign silhouette is iconic, as 
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opposed to the symbolic color and shape of the sign. While that is true in general, I argue 

that there is a ranging degree of iconicity of the silhouettes (a semiotic view shared with other 

scholars, see 2.1). This is most likely known to the authors, and the present study is in no 

way an attempt to dispute them, especially given that their focus is on the rhetorical part of 

the signs and that they work with a generalized material, whereas this paper examines a 

specific system of road signs.  

 

(a)  (b)  (c)  

Fig. 7. (a) An instance of the sign “Beware of animal”: very iconic.  

(b) “Beware of roundabout”: vaguely iconic.  

(c) General warning sign: arbitrary. Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

Some of the warning sign silhouettes resemble their real-world referent to such a degree, that 

it cannot be taken for anything else (given that the observer has pragmatic knowledge about 

that real-world object). The “beware of animal” sign (see fig. 7a) is such an example.4 

Regardless of the road context, or the warning triangle, it is unambiguous what the silhouettes 

on the “beware of animal” signs depict (an animal). This is not the case for all silhouettes. 

For example, imagining the silhouette of the sign “beware of roundabout” (see fig. 7b) 

outside of the road and warning triangle context, and in a different color (say green), it would 

be more likely to be interpreted as a symbol for recycling, and not a sign referring to a 

roundabout. The resemblance with the referent is thus less than for the “beware of animal” 

sign and, hence, so is the degree of iconicity. Even less iconicity is found in the general 

warning sign (see fig. 7c), which among the danger warning silhouettes is the only 

completely arbitrary, or in Peircean terminology, symbolic, one.5 In fact, I argue that the 

silhouette of the general warning sign is even more arbitrary than the color and form of it, 

which at the start was assumed to be the arbitrary, symbolic part of the sign, as opposed to 

the iconic silhouette. As seen in sec. 4.1.1, the warning triangle is vaguely iconic due to its 

motivated form. Besides, the high frequency of the characteristic warning triangle might 

 
4 Note that it does not have to be a moose, see Appendix A for all possible animals. 
5 In most countries following the Vienna Convention, the vertical line appears as an exclamation mark, which 

would not be as arbitrary as the plain vertical line. The warning sign Unicode character (U+26A0) also 

contains an exclamation mark. 
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result in some degree of ‘lexicalization’ that does not apply to the vertical line on the general 

warning sign, which only form a small subset of all warning signs.  

4.1.2.3 Danger reality 

If road signs cooperate according to communicational principles and the silhouettes are 

supposed to depict the nature of a danger, it is appropriate to ask whether the silhouette is 

saying too much or too little about the situation that the sign aims to prevent from occurring, 

as well as it is appropriate to ask whether the sign is speaking the truth or not. I will for this 

discussion introduce the term danger reality and argue that (i) the silhouettes demonstrate 

various degrees of danger reality and (ii) danger reality correlates with the signs’ potential 

violation of conversational maxims. 

 

As much else, the danger reality parameter should be regarded as a continuum, with dynamic 

and static projections occupying each end. By this, I mean that static projections or facts 

maintain a constant high degree of truth, whereas dynamic projections or facts either fluctuate 

in the degree of truth or merely signal a raised probability for an event to occur. For instance, 

the “beware of curve” sign (see fig. 4a) depicts a static fact, in the sense that the road ahead 

will always be curvy (assuming the sign is accurately placed), regardless of any temporary 

circumstances. The “beware of slippery road” sign (see fig. 1a) is a (fluctuating) dynamic 

fact, in that the warning is inaccurate during periods of warmer weather, if the sign is placed 

to warn about a weather caused slippery road, such as snow or ice.6 The “beware of animal” 

sign (see fig. 7a) depicts a dynamic fact too, in the sense that there is no guarantee that an 

animal will cross the road at the time of the driver’s passing, only a raised probability 

compared to other road sections.  

 

What further follows is that if a driver is warned about a curvy road and soon after the sign, 

the road does in fact make a heavy turn, the driver gets immediate feedback on the 

communicative input. The driver might even be thankful for having slowed down and thus 

prevented an accident or inconvenience for the passengers from occurring. The immediate 

feedback that follows static facts ensures a perception of the maxim of quality not being 

violated. Moreover, the sign appears to be relevant (here it becomes clear that the maxim of 

relevance is closely related to the maxim of quality: if something is true, it certainly gets 

 
6 The observation is similar to Goldblatt’s (2011), see sec. 2.4. 
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more relevant and vice versa7). If warned about the weather causing a slippery road during a 

warmer period, not only is the sign not speaking the truth, it is also saying too much and thus 

violating both the maxim of quality and quantity. However, if the road is indeed slippery, the 

situation is similar to the one for static facts. (Perhaps this is an underlying reason why the 

road sign authorities “only under certain circumstances” use the “beware of slippery road” 

sign for weather caused slippery roads – to avoid violating conversational maxims.) Most of 

the time when driving past a “beware of animal” sign, there is no animal running across the 

road and so without the real-world feedback, the sign appears not to speak the truth. The 

maxim of quality might be saved from being violated because of the driver’s ability to 

imagine an animal crossing the road. If the situation is governed by the general cooperative 

principle, it will make the driver put that imaginary ability into practice and so even without 

the real-world feedback experience of an animal crossing the road, the sign appears to speak 

the truth. 

 

In sum, danger reality seems to be a parameter affecting the degree to which warning signs 

follow conversational maxims. The question it raises is whether it has any consequences for 

the driver’s behavior in a generalized way. Are drivers more prone to slow down when 

confronted by the “beware of curvy road” sign than by the “beware of animal” sign? 

According to Searle, perlocutionary effects cannot be calculated from a specific speech act. 

However, different actions are clearly called for if the “beware of animal” sign depicts a 

moose or, say, a deer. Are perlocutionary effects in fact possible to anticipate? 

 

Section 4.1 examined the ‘grammar’ of the warning sign (i.e. the components of the sign): 

the warning triangle and its silhouettes. The color and form of the warning triangle showed 

not to be arbitrary, but to contribute to the purpose of the sign, namely to get the driver’s 

attention. The silhouettes showed variation in the perspective of the mapping, the degree of 

iconicity and the degree of ‘danger reality’. The ranging degree of iconicity of the silhouettes 

contributes to the idea that iconicity is indeed a matter of degree. The following section will 

examine the illocutionary act categorization of road signs. 

 

 
7 Cf. Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1986), which, in essence, is an attempt to combine Grice’s 

original four maxims into one single maxim: the relevance maxim. 
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4.2 Illocutionary Act Categorization 

For Searle, warnings fall under the category of directives and section 4.2.1 will examine and 

theorize over in what way this categorization holds for warning road signs as well. Section 

4.2.2 will investigate the performative nature and thus the speech act classification of priority 

signs and prohibitory signs. 

4.2.1 Warning Signs 

Warning signs are a type of command in the sense that the purpose, or illocutionary point, is 

to get the driver to act in a certain way. On the road, the driver is constantly confronted with 

different kinds of input, such as road signs, road markings, other users of the road etc. For 

every input, the driver has to process and make a choice of how to act. If a pedestrian walks 

right out into a street, the driver will (if sane) press the brake pedal. The same effect follows 

from the confrontation of e.g. the warning sign “beware of speed bumps”. Searle (1976: 3) 

points out that the identification of the purpose of a verbal utterance does not automatically 

entail a corresponding perlocutionary act. This applies to road signs as well. The warning 

sign is not predetermined to cause a specific event or activity but is dependent on the situation 

and other parts of the speech act (e.g. the propositional content). However, warning signs are 

indeed capable of getting drivers to do things. 

 

That leads to the next classification criterion, direction of fit. It is tempting to analyze the 

sign as a ‘word to world’ match, since the propositional content of the warning sign, 

consisting of the silhouettes, is a reflection of the real world (a detailed analysis is given in 

section 4.1.2). For example, the road does not become slippery just because of the “beware 

of slippery road” warning sign. The function of the warning sign in whole is nonetheless to 

raise awareness of a potentially dangerous situation so that the driver can act appropriately, 

i.e. to change a driver’s future behavior, and we see that the direction of fit is to get the ‘world 

to match the words’ (or in this case, the sign). 

 

It is reasonable to question whether the criterion of expressed psychological state, or sincerity 

condition, applies to visual signs, since there is no obvious animate sender of the message. 

However, the agency of the road sign could be attributed to the road sign authorities, who 

make the decisions about where to locate particular signs. They are the sender of the road 
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sign message in the same way as the author of a note on a door. Another view on visual 

agency is given by Bredekamp (2010), who suggests that the image should be regarded not 

only as a replacement for the verbal utterance itself, but also as a replacement for the speaker. 

If we apply his idea of ‘the image as a protagonist’ on the road sign, the sign is allowed some 

degree of agency. Regardless of which, the conclusion is that it makes sense to apply the 

notion of sincerity condition to (the agency behind) road signs. Following Searle’s 

terminology, the sincerity condition for warnings is desire – the warning sign wants the driver 

to pay particular attention to a potential danger on the road. 

 

In summary, warning signs fall under the speech act category of directives, the same 

categorization as verbal warnings, which is not too surprising a result.  

4.2.2 Priority Signs and Prohibitory Signs 

Searle’s last category of speech acts – declarations – is the most special of them all (according 

to himself) and because of the performative nature of its members, it is tempting to suspect 

that this category is somehow unique to verbal language, since this is in many ways superior 

to other communicative systems in terms of flexibility and creativeness. A declaration is 

identified by the immediate correspondence between the propositional content and the real 

world, and the performative nature of it lies in the utterance’s ability to immediately create a 

change of status or condition in the object that is referred to. Some of Searle’s (1976: 13) 

examples are, “If I successfully perform the act of appointing you chairman, then you are 

chairman” and “If I successfully perform the act of declaring a state of war, then war is on”. 

In what way does this apply to road signs?  

 

Warning signs, as seen in the previous section, function in the way that they aim to get the 

driver to act in a certain way. The desired change, however, does not occur immediately, 

upon the mere existence of the sign, but lies in the driver’s response. Nor does the warning 

sign change any state of affairs regarding what the warning is about: no road become slippery 

or bumpy or curved because of the existence of a warning sign reporting about it. All the 

warning sign can do is to call for future action through the illocutionary act of warning. 

Prohibitory signs and some priority signs, on the other hand, have the performative quality 

of changing the status of the object (typically a road or a vehicle/driver) it is referring to. Fig. 

8 shows examples of four such signs: two signs belonging to the priority sign category (8a 
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and 8b) and two signs belonging to the prohibitive sign category (8c and 8d). A way to try 

and identify the referred-to object and the changed condition for that object is to find 

corresponding verbal direct speech acts: 

 

(a)   (b)    (c)     (d)  

Fig. 8. (a) Yield sign (or give-way sign). Indicates that the driver needs to prepare to stop if 

necessary. (b) Main road sign. Indicates that vehicles on connecting roads need to give 

way. (c) Vehicle entrance prohibited. Indicates that vehicles are not allowed to enter. 

(d) No left turn sign. Indicates that vehicles are prohibited to turn left.  

Source: Transportstyrelsen 2019. 

 

a) Yield sign. I declare: Drivers on this road are (hereby) obliged to give way. 

b) Main road sign. I declare: This road is (hereby) the main road, i.e. vehicles on 

connecting roads are (hereby) obliged to give way. 

c) Vehicle entrance prohibited. I declare: Vehicles are (hereby) prohibited from entering 

the road from this direction, i.e. this road is (hereby) a one-way road. 

d) No left turn. I declare: Drivers are (hereby) not allowed to turn left. 

 

It is because of the yield sign that drivers on that road section are obliged to give way.8 The 

rule is abstract, yet real, and its existence follows directly from the sign. This is an example 

of immediate correspondence between the sign and the world, which follows from the 

uttering, or rather, the mere existence of the sign. The same argument holds for the other 

three signs. The main road only becomes the main road because of the sign declaring it is the 

main road. (There is a special relationship between the yield sign and the main road sign: the 

latter entails the former.) One-way roads are only one-way roads because of the existence of 

the vehicle entrance prohibited sign at one end of the road. Lastly, what prohibits drivers 

from turning left at a certain point is the sign saying so. The sign makes it unlawful for drivers 

to turn left, which should definitely count as an altered status for the objects (i.e. 

vehicles/drivers) concerned. 

 

 
8 There are often additional markings on the road as well. 
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The importance of a successful performance of the declarations, in order for them to bring 

about any change of reality conditions, is much emphasized in the literature. If road signs 

qualify as declarations, then what distinguishes a successful performance from an 

unsuccessful one (or to use Austin’s terminology: a felicitous from an infelicitous one)? First, 

it should be noted that road signs are indexical in nature. This is already implied, as an iconic 

projection could be understood as “pointing” at an object and that the illocutionary act of a 

sign concerns or “points” at the road section surrounding the sign, but should for the sake of 

the present argument get explicit attention. It seems that the indexicality, or the scope, of the 

sign (i.e. the road section where the sign is valid) is an important factor for the felicitous 

performance of it. Imagine for example the no left turn sign being located at a road section 

without any connecting roads. A left turn would be impossible to make without driving off 

the road and so there is no possible left turn that the sign prohibits. Another way to put it is 

that the no left turn sign (or equivalent, the verbal sentence “drivers are hereby not allowed 

to turn left”) presupposes the existence of a possibility to turn left. In either case, the sign is 

infelicitous in creating an unlawful option for the driver. There might be a possible left turn 

later on the road section, but if the possibility to turn left does not occur close enough to the 

sign, i.e. within the indexical scope of the sign, the sign is unsuccessfully performed. 

 

Another type of infelicitous performance is obtained if there are two intersecting roads which 

both are declared the main road by main road signs. It is self-explanatory that both roads 

cannot be the main road simultaneously, since the main road sign “promises” that all 

intersecting roads will be under obligation to give way. One of the promises must clearly be 

false and two intersecting main roads is thus a contradiction. Nor is it completely right to say 

that none of the intersecting roads are main roads, because of what was said earlier, that a 

road simply becomes the main road in the presence of the main road sign. The conclusion 

must be that a felicity condition for the main road sign to perform successfully is that 

intersecting roads are not main roads.9 

 

To sum up, priority and prohibitory signs fall under the speech act category of declarations, 

in contrast to verbal commands and prohibitions, which have to be categorized as directives. 

Felicity conditions can be identified for both priority and prohibitory signs, which strengthen 

their declaration categorization and the understanding of them as speech acts.  

 
9 If two main roads lead to an intersection with e.g. traffic lights, the lights take precedence over the signs. 
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5 Discussion, Implications and Conclusion 

This concluding chapter begins with a brief summary of the most important findings from 

the study, followed by a discussion of the results as well as of the methodology. Finally, a 

number of suggestions for future research are presented. 

 

5.1 Summary of Results  

The first part of the study covered an analysis of the warning sign, within a theoretical 

framework of semiotics and Grice’s cooperative principle. The warning triangle proved to be 

iconically motivated, both in color and in form. The silhouettes showed variation within a 

number of parameters, including (i) the perspective of the iconic mapping, (ii) the degree of 

iconicity and (iii) the degree of ‘danger reality’. The second part of the study discussed 

speech act classification of the road signs in relation to Searle’s taxonomy of illocutionary 

acts and found that warning signs, just like verbal warnings, should be categorized as 

directives, whereas priority and prohibitory signs, unlike verbal commands and prohibitions 

should be categorized as declarations. Felicity conditions were identified for both priority 

and prohibitory signs, which strengthens their declaration categorization and the 

understanding of them as speech acts.  

 

5.2 Discussion of Results 

The overall aim of the study was to investigate non-verbal performatives. One of the most 

interesting findings regarding that aim is that there is a discrepancy between the 

categorization of verbal and road sign prohibitions that does not appear between the 

categorization of verbal and road sign warnings. According to my findings, road sign 

warnings should be categorized as the same speech act type as verbal warnings, i.e. as 

directives, and so do verbal prohibitions. Road sign prohibitions on the other hand should be 

categorized as declarations. Why aren’t road sign prohibitions as “translatable” as road sign 

warnings? 
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The result above can be explained through something Searle (1976: 14) points out in his 

outline of the speech act category of declarations. He emphasizes the need for some extra-

linguistic institution, such as the Church, the law, the state etc., to rule the situation in order 

for declarations to occur and be successfully performed. The idea is that within such an extra-

linguistic institutional system, the speaker and hearer are assigned certain positions in 

relationship to each other, with consequences for the interpretation and understanding of all 

utterances uttered within the situation at hand. To illustrate this, imagine two friends sitting 

in a room having a conversation, one of whom suddenly says, “I forbid you from walking 

out of this room”. The prohibition is clearly not successfully performed, since there are 

(typically) no apparent retributions following the action of walking out of the room. (If 

anything, the utterance might be interpreted as a threat.) This is an example of a situation that 

is not governed by any extra-linguistic institution. For road signs, the extra-linguistic 

institution that enables declarations to occur is the law in form of Vägmärkesförordningen. 

 

What about the ‘translatability’ of Searle’s other speech act categories? Although not 

explicitly examined in this study, representatives are likely to translate well between the 

verbal and non-verbal mode (imagine e.g. the silhouettes without the warning triangle, but 

instead on a blue or green rectangular sign). Expressives and commissives are more 

questionable in terms of non-verbal translation, due to the issue of (visual) agency, and 

indeed, other scholars have questioned the universal status of these speech act categories (see 

2.3.1). On the one hand, an alternative way of analyzing warning signs is precisely to interpret 

them as commissives – “I hereby promise that the road will soon make a heavy turn” 

(although I claim that the illocutionary point is neglected in such an analysis). On the other 

hand, then, all signs can be interpreted in this fashion – “I hereby promise that this road is 

the main road and that vehicles on connecting roads are obliged to give way” or “I hereby 

promise that there will be no pedestrians on this road” – which seems inaccurate. Could this 

be of use in an evaluation of Searle’s five speech act categories? 

 

A central question throughout this study has been whether road signs can be treated with the 

same terminology as verbal language. The question has been elaborated through the notion 

of a ‘grammar’ of road signs as well as through a discussion of the applicability of Searle’s 

taxonomy of illocutionary acts. The original research questions of how Swedish road signs 

can be understood as acts of speech, and how such an analysis could be done, have thus been 
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answered. The ultimate question to raise next concerns the implications of all this. Should 

non-verbal languages, such as the system of road signs, be treated as verbal language? Can 

this give new insights into verbal language, in the same way as the study of sign languages 

has already done? 

 

Without drifting away too far from the core of this topic, it should be said that in many 

respects, the world is already being understood in terms of language, so to use tools and 

models that have originally been developed through questions regarding language in adjacent 

academic domains is not radical, but reasonable. Furthermore, the ‘translatability’ between 

road signs and verbal language opens up a discussion of the limits of language. Going back 

to what was mentioned in the introductory chapter, the domain of written language has 

undergone changes in the digital era (e.g. the merging of spoken and written language in 

online chatting and multimodal communication) that require new approaches to and changes 

of directions in the study of language. I argue that one such (change of) direction is the 

investigation of the visual aspect of verbal language and here, much can certainly be learned 

from the study of the visual aspects of sign language. 

 

5.3 Discussion of Methodology 

An alternative way of selecting the data would have been to use a method commonly used in 

linguistic landscape studies, namely to choose a particular street or road section and analyze 

all road signs on that street or road section. That way of doing the study would have provided 

the possibility of analyzing the road signs in context and would have made it easier to avoid 

too abstract and hypothetical scenarios in the analysis. Such an alternative method would 

also have enabled observations on behaviors of users of the road, of the sort “to what extent 

are drivers affected by this particular road sign?”, by e.g. questionnaires distributed at the 

road side. Moreover, choosing a particular street would have eliminated the need to select 

what road signs to investigate, i.e. several choices could have been reduced into one choice. 

In sum, the two methods complement each other. The present speech act analysis showed 

that even the most mundane objects (road signs) deserve analytical attention and that 

interesting patterns occur even when they are not necessarily expected.  
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In general, I am content with how the theoretical framework and the data supported each 

other. The study showed that Austin’s original ideas on speech acts are still highly functional 

and useful. Further, Grice was useful in the understanding of the communicational situation 

of the signs. Even if his ideas were formed on verbal language, it was feasible to apply them 

in a fairly detailed manner on the road signs, which indeed led to further insight into the 

communicational behavior of the non-verbal data. What turned out to be of particular interest 

was the study of the silhouettes and the issue of iconicity; for this part of the analysis, semiotic 

theory was very useful.  

 

5.4 Future Research 

For future studies on Swedish road signs, I suggest investigating “meaning beyond the road 

context”. By that I mean investigations of the non-conventional meanings that are attributed 

to the road signs when they appear out of their context. This could perhaps be seen through 

the lens of Searle’s expressives. During the process of the present work, this discussion was 

brought up several times, often in the conversations I had with my peers and supervisors. 

Take for example the moose warning sign. The sign has become a (mocking) symbol of 

Sweden, similar to the danger kangaroo sign in Australia for example, and is something you 

can buy reproductions of in any souvenir shop in the country. This “new” meaning of the 

sign clearly has not much to do with roads or traffic anymore. A moose warning sign hanging 

from the ceiling in a storefront in Old Town in Stockholm most likely will not be interpreted 

as a warning, but as a signal of something else (the reader can use their imagination and come 

up with examples of what that could be). Then, can anything be learned from this 

transformative motion of meaning about the original semiotic system? If anything, this 

phenomenon shows that context is crucial and can thus be used to further investigate the role 

and meaning of context. 

 

Further, it should be tested whether there is a hierarchy between the components color and 

shape. Some literature claims that color is a more salient feature, which could be verified 

through manipulating road signs. It could also be investigated whether there is any 

‘lexicalization’ of the road signs. The analysis in the present study relies a lot on the 

compositionality of the signs and the ability to decompose them in terms of the kind of 

utterance, i.e. the illocutionary force, and the content of the utterance, e.g. (propositional) 
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reference. Maybe this is not always a valid distinction to make? This too could be studied 

through manipulating road signs, such as a warning triangle with the number 30 in it or a 

blue and red triangle. What would these signs be interpreted as? A weaker form of a warning 

or a strange prohibition? Perhaps this type of investigation could even be a step in the 

direction of explaining why drivers tend not to always stay below the speed limit? For all of 

these experiments, informants should preferably be young and without knowledge of the 

conventional meaning of the road signs. 

 

For further studies on the authority aspect of the signs, further studies should be made of 

whether the signs can be interpreted as threats (this question approaches the work by Abdel-

Raheem (2020a; 2020b), mentioned in 2.4). A related question is that of visual politeness. 

This is a question that could be investigated from the point of view of e.g. Leech’s (1983: 

79–103) politeness principle. 

 

Last, I want to address the question of universality. As noted in the background section, 

Searle’s speech act categories have by many been regarded as universal (although some 

counterexamples can be found, see 2.3.1). Does this also apply to road signs, or even to non-

verbal language in general? What about signed languages? The present study only 

investigates a limited number of road sign types and a larger number could perhaps prove 

more fruitful in answering that question. Furthermore, many scholars have tried to catalog 

speech act verbs in particular languages and despite opposition towards this kind of 

research10, it is appealing to ask whether visual equivalents can be found. The present study 

only looked at one national system of road signs, which in turn is part of a wider system (the 

Vienna Convention). What are the similarities and differences when comparing road signs 

internationally, in a wider scope? Are there any visual universals? This is a question for future 

studies. 

 
10 For example, Searle claims that “illocutions are a part of language as opposed to particular languages” 

(Searle 1976: 2) 
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Appendix A: Varningsmärken ‘Warning Signs’ 
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Appendix B: Väjningspliktsmärken ’Priority Signs’ 
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Appendix C: Förbudsmärken ’Prohibitory Signs’ 
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