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1.0.  Introduction 

We begin with a consideration of meaning in communication. How do we convey something 

meaningful to someone else, and how does that person understand what we mean?  It is through 

language, whether through speech or writing, by using words and sentences. Meaning is there in 

individual words, and in the construction of sentences.  Joined together, we get a unit of language that 

`makes sense’ or conveys an idea.  

One level of understanding the meaning of a sentence is to see it as a logical statement. 

However, meaning is more than that – it is an act performed through an utterance by a speaker. Thus, a 

sentence, while being a grammatical unit is also an utterance. It is enacted within a framework we can 

call the `context of utterance’.  There is a difference between sentence and utterance. While a sentence 

is a grammatical form, following rules of syntax and semantics, an utterance is a speech act, the 

performance of an action by a speaker. It is a pragmatic reality in human communication. 

  

                     SENTENCE `s’ --------------------- UTTERANCE `u’       

 

2.0.  Speech acts, performatives, felicity conditions  

2.1. Austin’s theory of speech acts 

The philosopher J.L. Austin was the originator of the term `speech act’ in his book How to do 

things with words (1962).  Austin developed the first systematic theory of utterances as human action.  
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The basic concept he began from is that language is used to perform action. The reason for putting this 

concept forward was to explain the limits of semantic theories which held that a sentence can be tested 

for truth or falsity, and if it can’t be tested for truth or falsity it is not meaningful.  In other words, 

according to the semantic theory of truth conditions, a sentence is meaningful if it is makes a statement 

which can be true or false. This applies to declarative sentences such as `the earth goes round the sun’, 

which is true if and only if the earth does go round the sun. But Austin pointed out that some declarative 

sentences are not apparently being used to declare a logical truth. They seem to be doing something 

else. For example, look at the following sentences: 

1) I bequeath my house to my brother. 

2) I bet you ten rupees it will rain today. 

3) We declare war on Germany. 

4) I name this ship `the challenger’. 

5) I pronounce you man and wife. 

Animation: 

 

 

 

 

 

As we can see, these utterances do not report anything, nor are they true or false. They are not 

being used to describe a state of affairs, but to perform an action in their very utterance, such as 

bequeathing (as in a will), betting, naming (christening), declaring war, ordaining marriage, respectively. 

Austin termed these kinds of sentences `performatives’, as contrasted to `constatives’ or declarative 

statements which are either true or false, such as `Its cold outside’ or `this book is not about history’. 

We may say that in terms of their grammatical structures, sentences can be declaratives, interrogatives 
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and imperatives, while the speech acts in them can be those of declaring, questioning, requesting, 

commanding etc. 

 

2.2.  Felicity conditions 

Though the condition of truth or falsity does not arise with performative utterances, they can go 

wrong, or be `unhappy’ or `infelicitous’, if certain conditions necessary for their performance are not 

observed.  For example, if the person who says `I bequeath my house to my brother’ does not possess a 

house, his utterance would fail as an act of bequeathing. Likewise, if the one who declares the war is not 

the person authorized to do so, the declaration will not go through.  Thus, it is only under the right 

condition that a speaker can use an utterance to perform actions.  Austin proposed four conditions for 

the successful production of speech acts, which he called `felicity conditions’: 

i) The existence of an `accepted conventional procedure having a certain conventional effect.’ 

ii) The presence of a `particular person and circumstances’. 

iii) The correct and complete execution of the procedure 

iv) Certain thoughts and intentions appropriate to the act. 

Utterances that fulfill felicity conditions are felicitous, and those that fail to meet them are 

infelicitous. We see that speech acts are conventional, or set procedures. Speech acts, then, are actions 

performed via verbal utterances in appropriate conditions, actions performed through language, such as 

making promises, making declarations, asking questions, giving commands, and so on. They are 

felicitous when the conditions for performance prevail e.g. saying `I promise to return your money’ is 

felicitous when uttered by a borrower to a lender, where the borrower has the intention of returning 

the money and uses the verb `promise’ explicitly. 

 

2.3. Explicit and implicit performatives 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Pragmatics And Discourse Analysis 

 
Module      : Speech Act Theory-I 

 

 

 

Let us look again at the performative sentences listed above.  We may notice that each one has 

a particular verb, e.g. `bet’, `name’, `pronounce’ etc.  This shows a particular quality of such 

performative utterances, that is, the presence of these verbs that are `performative verbs’.  Utterances 

of this kind are called `explicit performatives’.  This can be distinguished from implicit performatives 

where the performative verb is not explicitly present.  For example, if a judge says `Not guilty’, he is 

issuing a judgment without explicitly saying `I declare that (the accused) is not guilt’.  Saying `I’ll return 

your money’ is an implicit performative, without the use of an explicit performative such as `promise’. 

Thus, utterances can be performative without being in the form of explicit performatives, and without 

the performative verb. Every utterance is the performance of an action, whether explicitly stated or 

implicit. Austin therefore concludes that `to say something is to do something’. 

 

2.4. Locutionary act, illocutionary act and perlocutionary act 

Austin shows that, in speaking, a speaker performs three acts simultaneously: a locutionary act, 

an illocutionary act, and a perlocutionary act.  The first is the locution, or the sentence which has a 

particular sense. This `sense’ is the same as the logical meaning or propositional content of the 

sentence, made up of the sounds, the words in a grammatical order, and the referential meaning of 

these words. However, this is only the `sense’ or sentential meaning. The `real’ meaning comes from the 

act performed in the utterance of the sentence, and this is the illocutionary act, or the `force’. Saying 

something is merely the locution; the act done by saying something is the illocution. This has an 

intended effect upon the hearer. The causing of this effect, or the change in the hearer, as a result of the 

utterance, is the perlocutionary act.  The distinction between ``Sense’ (locution) and `force’ (illocution) is 

also explained by G.N. Leech in Principles of Pragmatics (1983). `Sense’ is the propositional content or 

logical meaning of the sentence, `force’ is the act performed in uttering that sentence e.g. asserting, 

questioning etc.  

Of the three parts of the utterance of a speaker, it is the illocutionary act which is important in 

pragmatic terms, as it contains the speaker’s real intention in performing the act. Thus, a speech act is 
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the illocutionary act of a speaker. It has `illocutionary force’ which is understood by the hearer, as 

distinct from the propositional meaning of the sentence.   

When a speaker says `I promise to come tomorrow’, he uses a certain sentence of the English 

language, observing the grammatical rules, and with a sense and reference, to perform an action of 

promising. It may have the perlocutionary effect of reassuring the hearer, or even alarming him, but 

what is important is the intention that the speaker has in mind.  Illocutionary acts are under the control 

of the speaker, and perlocutionary act is under the control of the hearer.  It is for the hearer to interpret 

the utterance by considering the context in which the utterance is made.    

The most straightforward illocutionary acts are those that are most easily interpreted within 

conventional contexts. For example, a speaker may say `please pass the salt’, in which the locution or 

the sense is in the form of an imperative sentence, consisting of an action of passing the salt, the 

illocutionary act or force of the utterance is that of requesting, and the perlocutionary act will consist of 

the hearer understanding it as a request and complying by passing the salt – if the context is that of 

having a meal, and there is actually some salt on the table. Perhaps the use of explicit performative 

verbs has a greater illocutionary force, than those utterances in which an explicit performative is not 

present. Thus, in the utterances such as `Be careful’ and `I warn you to be careful’ the illocutionary force 

of each will be different. 

 

3.0. Searle’s classification of speech acts  

3.1. Conditions for successful performance 

The philosopher John Searle in `Speech Acts’ (1969) worked out the conditions for the successful 

performance of illocutionary acts as follows: 

1) Sincerity conditions require the speaker to be in a certain psychological state, having certain 

beliefs, intentions etc.  If a speaker is to successfully promise to do something, he must sincerely 

intend to do so, otherwise it would not be an act of `promising’. 
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2) Propositional content conditions are those in which the content is that of a logical proposition. 

They contain reference and predication. For example, to fulfil these conditions for the act of 

promising, it is understood that the context is that of an event in the future. If a speaker says `It 

will rain tomorrow’, the act of predicting is only possible if it pertains to the future, not the 

present. 

3) Preparatory conditions are about the background circumstances of the speaker and hearer that 

must hold prior to the performance of the act.  The preparatory condition of the act of promising 

should include the fact that there is an expectation of the event happening in the future. If it is a 

request, it should include the conditions that a) the hearer is able to do the action, and b) the 

hearer would not do it of his own accord in the normal course.   

4) Essential conditions are related to the point and purpose of the utterance. The illocutionary point 

of the act of promising is to commit the speaker to doing something, and the illocutionary point of 

requesting is to get the hearer to carry out an action. 

Thus, each condition focuses on different aspects of the utterance. The propositional content 

condition focuses on the textual content, the preparatory conditions focus on the background 

circumstances, the sincerity rule on the speaker’s psychological state, and the essential condition upon 

the illocutionary point of what is said.   

Searle explains this further by saying that all illocutionary acts are performed in accordance with 

rules, that these rules are constitutive rules, and these rules are both semantic and pragmatic.  Simply 

put, constitutive rules define a form of appropriate behaviour, or constitute the form of activity that 

they govern. To conform to them guarantees the successful performance of the speech act. To put it 

thus:  

S (speaker) and H (hearer) realize: some meaning is intended 

S has some illocutionary goal in mind 

S means F (force) by U (utterance) U also has sentence meaning                                                

S intends H to recognize F by U 
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3.2. Classes of illocutionary acts 

The broad categories of illocutionary acts as defined by Searle are as follows: 

1) Assertives are those which have a truth value that state what the speaker believes to be true. E.g.` 

This book is about history’. `Snow is white’.  Asserting is the confirming of certain beliefs held 

by the speaker. Some speech acts in this category are:  affirming, alleging, claiming, identifying, 

classifying, disclosing, denying, stating, informing, insisting, reporting. 

2) Expressives are those acts which are about the feelings of the speaker.  They may express likes, 

dislikes, praise, blame etc. This class includes complaining, complimenting, praising, 

apologizing, lamenting, congratulating, condoling, greeting, acknowledging etc. 

3) Directives are those acts that attempt to get the hearer to do something. They express what the 

speaker wants, e.g. requesting, ordering, suggesting, advising, forbidding, warning, urging, 

permitting, instructing asking and begging are directive speech acts. 

4) Commissives are those that commit the speaker to fit some future course of action.  These express 

the intention of the speaker to do something e.g. pledging, swearing, refusing, threatening, 

inviting, agreeing, promising.  

5) Declaratives are speech acts that change the world because of the very fact that they are uttered. 

The utterance itself brings about a change in the state of affairs, in the world. For the declarations 

to be performed felicitously, the speaker must have a special institutional role in a specific 

context, as in the examples `I pronounce you man and wife’ (as uttered by a priest) or `OUT’ (as 

uttered by an umpire or referee in a game).  These are the most conventionalized utterances as 

they are very much constrained by institutional practices.  

 The above are merely the broad categories there are many sub-categories of speech acts, and there 

may be difficulties in categorizing some of them.  Some are explained in the discussion of examples 

below.  

 

4.0. Discussion of examples  
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i.  `Shut the door’. 

Sentence form: Imperative  

(propositional content: someone has to do something: `shut’ an object i.e. `door’ which is open. 

Speech act: ordering  (Illocutionary force of S ordering the H to do something) 

Preparatory condition: Door is open. H is in a position to shut it.  

Sincerity condition: S wants H to shut it. 

Essential condition: S is in a position to order H. 

If these conditions prevail, the utterance will have the force of ordering and it will have the 

required effect on the hearer, i.e. the hearer will do what is required.  The speech act will be complete 

as a felicitous act, as it will be understood as a performative that can be explicitly stated as `I order you 

to shut the door’.  (Of course, the act can be performed in other ways too, which we will consider in the 

discussion of indirect speech acts) 

Animation 

 

 

 

 

 

ii. `I pledge that I will serve my country’ 

Sentence form: declarative 

Propositional content: action of service to country is to be done in future by the speaker 

Speech act: Commissive, S is committed to serve the country in the future.  
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Preparatory condition: Background of service to country, belief that it is necessary to do the stated action. 

Sincerity condition: it is the intention of the speaker to do something for the country. 

Essential condition: There is need for S to do as committed and S is in a position to do as stated. 

Pledging is a commissive speech act which is highly conventionalized and would be felicitous 

only within such a convention (where a declaration of patriotism towards the country is deemed to be 

absolutely essential). Outside this convention, such an utterance would have no meaning- in other 

words, no force. It is also clear that the utterance contains an explicit performative, `pledge’. 

 

iii. `I want to complain about the delay’. 

Sentence form: declarative 

Propositional content: A delay has occurred (past event) about which there is a present intention to 

influence a future event.  

Speech act: Expressive: Expressing dissatisfaction (but there may be an additional force of commissive as 

the speaker wants something to be done by the hearer about the complaint) 

Preparatory condition:  S believes H is in a position to do so. S wants H to do so. S believes H has some 

relation to, or responsibility for the past event (the delay).   

Sincerity condition: S is dissatisfied. S wants to improve matters (the delay).  

Essential condition:  Something unsatisfactory has happened, and some redressal is required. 

The act of complaining is felicitous only when the hearer is the person who can do something to 

improve the state of affairs or is in some way responsible for it.  There has to be a belief that the past 

event and present state of affairs is highly undesirable. Only then will the utterance have the force of 

complaining. 

 

5.0. Summary 



    

 
 

Linguistics 
 Paper        : Pragmatics And Discourse Analysis 

 
Module      : Speech Act Theory-I 

 

 

 

We have seen that meaning is combination of the literal sense of a sentence and the force of an 

utterance by a speaker. Only then does the hearer understand what is meant. Therefore, we take each 

utterance as a speech act.  The performance of such acts is regulated by certain constitutive rules or 

conditions. As such, they are largely bound within convention. There are various kinds of speech acts, and 

understanding the performance of speech acts is the basis of pragmatics.    

 

6.0. Storyboard 

In Section 2.1, an animation shows a man and woman in a wedding ceremony, and a priest 

holding the prayer book and saying: `I now declare you man and wife’. In Section 4, an animation shows 

one person saying to another person: `Shut the door’ while pointing to a door that is already closed. The 

hearer is shown as looking puzzled while staring at the door. A question mark can be shown above the 

head of the hearer. 

 


