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Towards a Brief History of Speech Act Theory

Lecturer Assistant Zainab Abbas Naji Al-Timimi
Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research

Introduction

Humans are social creatures who cannot live alone. In this case we
as humans needs to use language to express their feelings. By using
language human can make the purpose deliver more clearly to the listener
from the speaker. Language is a human system of communication that
includes signals, such as voice sounds, gestures, and/or written symbols
provides any kind of information. Language is a mean of human beings
communication. Humans need language in daily life to achieve
communication between speaker and listener.Pragmatics is one of the
linguistics branches that concerned with the use of language in social
contexts and the ways in which people produce and comprehend
meanings through language. When humans use the language they are
performing a kind of action which is called as Speech Act.Speech act is
an utterance defined in terms of a speaker’s intention and the effect it has
on a listener. Essentially, it is the actions which the speaker hopes to
provoke in their audience. Speech acts includes requests, warnings,
promises, apologies, greetings, or any number of declarations. Finally, no
one denies that speech acts are an important part of
communication. Therefore, this article will try to shed light on the speech
acts theory.

The Speech Act Theory

After J.L. Austin’s (1962) lectures under the title "How to Do Things
With Words", this was the emergence of the speech acts theory. Austin
was dealing with actions that able to be conveyed by 'explicit formulas'
like "I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth" and "I bequeath my watch to
my brother".The Speech Act Theory is a branch of pragmatics that has
been attached with researches since 1962 up to now. Historically
specking “‘uses of language do have the character of actions was a fact
largely unrealized by those engaged in the study of language before the
present century, at least in the sense that there was lacking any attempt to
come to terms systematically with the action-theoretic peculiarities of
language use” (Smith, 1988). To define Speech act theory, it is a subfield
of pragmatics that associated with the ways in which words can be used
to perform actions (Nordquist, 2019). This article tries to explain a brief
history of the speech acts theory across time with reference to main

scholars who wrote about this theory.

People need both toacquire the language and to have the knowledge on
how to use this language incommunication. The appropriate use of the
speech act can be acquired through the culture which is extremely
important in the embodiment of the social relationships (Bayat, 2013).
Speech acts is the actions performed via utterance. Austin (1962:94) state
that speech acts is a theory in which to say something is to do something.
It means that when someone says something, he or she is not only saying
something but also uses it to do things or perform act. Austin classified
speech act into three categories, while Searle classified them into five
categories. Austin’s speech acts classification includes: locutionary,

illocutionary, and perlocutionary act. In other sides, Searle’s

classification includes: representative, directive, commissive, expressive

and declarative.

Austin’s theory of speech acts is a radical conventionalist account
ofspeech highlighting the ritual practices to which speaking contributes
and revealing two specific acts (illocutionary and perlocutionary) that
arise in linguistic exchanges. This way, it reveals the revolutionary fact
that speaking does change the course of events (Ambroise, 2010).Austin
(1062) makes a distinction related to the speech acts as constatives and
performatives. Constativesused to describe an incident or a situation, are
statements. Constatives can be qualified as true/false values. However,
contstatives are used to perform a task and cannot be characterized as true
or false (Coulthard, 1985). Austin (2009) indicates that three acts can
occur simultaneously while performing a statement, they are; locutionary
act, the action of saying something. Illocutionary act, the action of doing
something by saying something. Perlocutionary act is the effect left on

the hearer.

Searle (2000) stated that speech act is used in real language use
situations. Headded that the basic assumption on the speech act theory
should be that the smallest unit in human communication is the
implementation of certain types of acts. According to Bachman (1990),
“these acts in communication cases are associated with the functional
dimensions of language. As opposed to morphological, syntactic and
rhetorical dimensions regarding organization of the language structures,
pragmatic dimension are associated with producing and understanding
speech acts. These two dimensionsfunction reciprocally in

communication’.

In linguistics, a speech act is an utterance defined in terms of a speaker's
intention and the effect it has on a listener, or can be said as an action
performed by a speaker with an utterance. Austin and Searle believe that
language is not only used to inform or to describe things, it is often used

to “do things™, and to perform acts.

Types of Speech Acts

Austin (1962 as cited in Cameron-Faulkner, 2019) claimed that
each utterance consisted of three facts, all of which wereperformed
simultaneously in its production.According to Austin, there are three
levels of action beyond the act of utterance in communication, those are:
locution is what was said, illocution is what was meant, and perlocution is

what happened as a result.

V. The locutionary act: is the acts of producing an utterance.Locutionary
act is the actual utterance and its actual meaning. (Austin, 1975). When
someone produces the utterance, that utterance is called locutionary
act. It is therefore bears the literary meaning of the actual

words/utterance.

Y. The illocutionary act: The speaker’s purpose or intent in producing the
sentence (e.g. apologising, joking, refusing, promising). llocutionary
act is the act performed in saying something. Illocutionary act in every
utterance, there must be function in it. The function or meaning which
is found in the utterance is called illocutionary act. For example, “it is
very hot here!” the utterance is not a statement, but the utterance may
has meaning that the speaker wish the hearer use open the window

because it is very hot in the room.
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_Practice what you preach.
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_He who makes no mistakes makes nothing.
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_He abima 6es orxsa.

_No smoke without some fire.

Lo3Sall sy Ludg lolad imall G o adylaze alzodl Lag

cadolall Bewy g3 2o1g)l-3

3aTuwbe nepeg bypen . 4aolell G gl coagl_ ans )l
_Silence that precedes the storm.
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_Strike while the iron is hot.
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