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Abstract
A lot of theories are proposed in the field of Pragmatics which attracted the interest of linguists,
philosophers and psychologists. But the start of this history is unquestionably with Austin's
Speech Act Theory (ASAT). The aim of this study is to view this theory and to explore Austin's
Classification of Speech Acts and the components of this theory.
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Introduction

One important area of pragmatics is that of Speech acts, which are communicative acts
that convey an intended language function. The Speech Act Theory (SAT) is originally
developed by the Oxford philosopher J. L. Austin in the 1930s and expounded in a series
of lectures which he gave at Harvard in 1955, published in 1962 in a book entitled How
to Do Things with Words. The SAT since its publication has aroused the widest interest
among psychologists, literary critics, anthropologists, philosophers and linguists.The
theory emphasizes that the utterances have a different or specific meaning to its user
and listener other than its meaning according to the language. The theory further
identify that there are two kinds of utterances, they are called constatives and
performatives.
Austin (1962: 3-6) made two important observations. The first is that not all sentences
are statements and much of conversation is made up of questions, exclamations,
commands and expressions of wishes as in:
1. 'Are you serving'?
2. 'Excuse me!'
3. 'Give me the dry roasted ones.'
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The second observation is that even in sentences with the grammatical form of
declaratives, not all are used to make statements as in:
4. 'I promise to take a taxi home'.
5.'I declare this meeting open'.
These two examples are "in themselves a kind of action: by uttering (4) the speaker
makes a promise rather than describing one. Austin calls these sentences performatives"
(ibid: 6), in contrast to descriptive statements which he calls constatives (ibid: 3).This is
the philosophical content in which Austin first puts forward his distinction between
constatives and performatives which are being discussed below.
Section 1: Austin's Classification of Speech Acts
After Austin's original explorations of speech act theory there have been a number of
works which attempt to systematize the approach. Searle (1975) proposed that all acts
fall into five main types. Austin (ibid: 150f) classifies performative verbs into five
general classes. They are as follows:
1.1 Verdictives
This class is used to give a verdict by a jury, arbitrator, or umpire. Examples: acquitting,
assessing, characterizing, convicting, ruling, etc.
1.2. Exercitives
They are used to exercise "the powers, rights or influence. An exercitive is the giving of a
decision in favour of or against a certain course of action, or advocacy of it. Examples:
appointing, warning, commanding, advising, ordering, etc." (ibid).
1.3. Commissives
These verbs are typified by promising or otherwise undertaking; they commit the
speaker to doing something. The whole point of commissives is to commit the speaker to
a certain course of action. Examples: promising, undertaking, betting, adopting, etc.
1.4. Behabitives
This class forms a very miscellaneous group, and has to do with attitudes and social
behaviour. It includes the notion of reaction to other people's behaviour and fortunes
and expressions of attitudes to someone else's past conduct or imminent one. Examples:
apologizing, congratulating, condoling, cursing, challenging, etc.
1.5. Expositives
Austin (ibid.) claims that "these are used in acts of exposition involving the expounding
of views, the conducting of arguments and the clarifying of usages. Examples: stating,
telling, asking, denying, emphasizing, etc... There are other accounts of the theory given
by other writers which seem a bit different from the above classification.
Section 2: Components of Speech Acts
Bach and Harnish (1979: 3) state that "there are certain aspects which can be
distinguished in any Speech Act. And through these aspects, language results from the
utterances a speaker utters with or without prosodic features (refers to the variations in
pitch, loudness, tempo and rhythm) in a language, in a particular place and in a
particular context."
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Austin (1962: 6) holds the fact that " in issuing any word or an utterance, a speaker can
perform three acts simultaneously: Locutionary act (LA), Illocutionary act (IA) and
Perlocutionary act (PA)"
2.1 A locutionary act: "to say something means to do something including "the utterance
of certain noises, the utterance of certain words in a certain construction, and the
utterance of them with a certain meaning" (with its sense and reference). A locutionary
act involves the following three components": (ibid: 94)
2.1.1 “The phonetic act which is the act of vocal noises as "merely the act of uttering
certain noises."
2.1.2. The phatic act is "the uttering of certain vocals or words, i.e. noises of certain
vocabulary, conforming to and as conforming to a certain grammar."
2.1.3 The rhetoric act is "the performance of an act using those vocals with a certain
more or less definite sense and reference", e.g.
.6. 'He said that the cat was on the mat.'
This sentence represents the three components (the phonetic, phatic, and rhetic) which
are interrelated, in order to perform one of them involves performing the other. In other
words, "in order to perform a phatic act, one must perform a phonetic act but the
reverse is not true" (ibid: 95-96).
2.2 An illocutionary act: "an act is performed in saying something such as making
promise, a request or give advice. The sentence is uttered by the conventional force
associated with it. (or explicit performative paraphrase) through which a speaker
performs an act. The distinction between locutionary and illocutionary acts is not an
easy task. Some linguists state that the former is concerned with meaning while the
latter with force." (Holdcraft, 1978: 16; Coulthard, 1985: 18; and Al-Husseini (2003: 1).
2.3. A perlocutionary act: an act when it is performed has a great effect upon the feelings
or thoughts of the audience" (Austin, 1962: 101)
The perlocutionary effect comes as a result of both the locutionary and illocutionary
force that the hearer recognizes utterances.
For example:
7. 'John told me, you can do it.' A locution

.

8. 'John refuses the offensive treatment.' An illocution.
9. 'John disturbs me.'

A perlocutionary.

Section 3: Performative-Constative Distinction
Austin (1962: 4f) draws a distinction between constative and performative utterances.
Constative utterances are statements whose function is to describe some event, process
or state-of –affairs, and their propositions have the property of being either true or false
as in:
10. "I drive my car"
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Lyons (1977:726) states that:
"Performative utterances, on the other hand, do not describe, report
or constate anything at all, although they fall within the domain of
statements; therefore, they are neither true nor false. The uttering of
them is, or is a part of, the doing of an action"
They are used to do something rather than to say that something is or is not the case
(Austin, ibid: 5) as in:
11."I advise you to stop smoking."
12. "I name this ship 'Liberty."
These two utterances are used to perform particular kinds of acts (act of advising, act of
naming) which could hardly be performed in any other way.
Roughly speaking, we can say that the distinction between constative and performative
utterances is based on the distinction between saying something and doing something".
Austin (1962: 133) suggests that "statements, i. e., constatives, are merely one kind of
speech act, for, he argues, to state is "as much to perform an illocutionary act (IA), say, to
warn or pronounce." This denotes that constative utterances can be used
performatively."
3.1 Explicit and Implicit Performatives Distinction
Austin made "a distinction between explicit performative and implicit performative,
thus: "I'll be there at six o'clock ", is a primary (Implicit) performative, whereas "I
promise to be there at six o'clock " is an explicit performative, because it is more specific
and precise in meaning, so the speaker cannot deny that he has made a promise in the
second utterance, unlike the first one which might be only a prediction" (Lyons,
1981:730). Primary or implicit performatives are those utterances which do not contain
explicit performative verb subjected to the performative criteria to specify their
illocutionary force, consider the following :
Out!
Six pence

.

None of these contain an explicit performative verb but they can be used to perform
acts. According to Parker and Riley (2005:18)"the term explicit performative describes
an utterance that contains a performative verb used in its performative sense ".
Austin (1962: 32-33) distinguishes "between 'explicit' and 'implicit' performatives. In
the case of explicit performatives, the speech act that is being performed is specific and
clear:"
That is to say, they (all) begin with or include some highly significant and unambiguous
expression such as 'I bet', 'I promise', I bequeath'- an expression very commonly also
used in naming the act which, in making such an utterance, I am performing- for
example betting, promising, and bequeathing( .)ibid:32(
An explicit performative clause contains an explicit performative verb, whose function is
to signal a specific speech act. Such clauses have peculiar properties, which set them
apart from non- performative verbs :
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13." I promise that I shall be there." (Explicit)
In the implicit performatives "the speech act is indicated by grammatical mood, modal
verbs, intonation, tone of voice, adverbs, and connectives accompanying the utterance".
(ibid. 73-7)
14." I shall be there." (Implicit)
Thus, in some cases the same speech act seems to be performed in explicit and implicit
performatives. None of the former characteristics is indispensable to perform the latter.
To solve this problem, Austin (1962: 32) suggests that such type of an utterance can be
expanded to an explicit performative that identifies it as a performative utterance.
He suggests that the problem is not too difficult because:
"Any utterance which is in fact performative should be reducible or expandable or
analyzable into a form with a verb in the first person singular present indicative
active…Thus ‘out’ is equivalent to ‘I declare, pronounce, give, or call you out’".
(ibid: 61-62).
The distinction between performatives and constatives are now easily recognized; there
are performatives as well as constatives with “I + present simple active verb” and there
are performatives without a performative verb. The distinction is carried out by the
reducing, expanding or analyzing of the utterances which are actually performatives but
do not have I + present active declarative verb. The question which is imposed here is
how one can decide whether an original or transformed utterance of the form I +
present active declarative verb is performative or constative .
15.

Go !

Here is an implicit performative, if we expand it into:
16." I hereby order you to go out".
The performative is now explicit.
Austin (1962:79-80) suggests "four tests for deciding whether the utterance is
performative or constative as paraphrased in the following points by Coulthard
(1985:1)”
A. 'Does the saying of the words constitute the performing of an act? This can be tested
by asking ‘did he really.'
b. 'Could the action be performed without uttering the words? One can be sorry just as
one can repent without saying anything but one cannot apologize silently.'
C. 'Is the action something that can be done deliberately and voluntarily? One can be
‘willing to apologize’ but not ‘willing to be sorry’- one is either sorry or not.'
D. 'Can the utterance be literally false? Austin sees this as a crucial distinction between
constatives, which can be true or false, and performatives, which can only be happy or
unhappy. Despite saying ‘I am sorry’ it needs not be true that one is sorry; if one says ‘I
apologize’, however, it cannot be false that one has apologized.
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3.2 The Syntactic Markers of the Performatives
'The syntactic structure of the performatives should be (the first person singular)+
present declarative active form.'
Austin (1962: 5) first introduces "performatives as containing explicit performative
verbs in the first person singular indicative active". Later he (ibid: 56-57) expands "his
notion of performatives to include other possible performative forms such as the passive
form with the second or third person". He justifies "this change in his theory that
"person and voice anyway are not essential".
3.3 The syntactic conditions for the fulfillment of correct performatives :
A. "Performatives can normally occur with the adverb hereby to mean ‘in uttering this
performative". This adverb "is a useful criterion that the utterance is performative"
(ibid: 57)
17.' I hereby declare the bridge open .'
'Whereas the use of hereby is not possible with non-performative verbs of speaking :'
18. 'I hereby tell the truth'. (Cruse, 2000: 334)
B. 'Performative verbs are grammatically restricted. The verbs must be in present (nonpast, non-future, non-perfect) tense, because the IA is defined on the moment of saying
an utterance. Consider the contrast between the performative in (19) and the nonperformative in (20) in the following examples.'
19. I promise to take Max to a movie tomorrow.'
20.' I promised to take Max to a movie tomorrow'. (Allan: 1998)
In (19) 'the speaker is making a promise, whereas in (20) the speaker is reporting that a
promise was made.'
Austin (1962: 56) notices that "the present tense is different from the present
continuous tense and distinct from future and past tenses. Present tense is 'habitual
indicative' and it is in a way performative". He states the following:
The 'present', as distinct from 'continuous present ,'
has normally nothing to do with describing (or even indicating, what I am doing at
present, 'I drink beer', as distinct from 'I am drinking beer', is not analogous to a future
and a past tense describing what I shall do in the future or have done in the past.
C. 'The performative verbs may occur in either the simple aspect or progressive aspect,
since the simple aspect is normally used in on-the-spot reporting.'
21. I warn you that the legal action will be taken.'
22. I am warning you that the legal action will be taken.'
D. 'Per formative clauses could be active or passive .'
23.

I hereby command you to surrender.'

24. You are hereby commanded to surrender.'
E. 'The performative clause must be declarative and "real, actual, factual" i.e. denotes an
actualization of the IA. An explicit performative clause cannot be interrogative,
imperative or subjunctive. None of the following examples is performative .'
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25.

Shall I bet $ 50 on the cup?

26 .

Get out of here!

27.

Should I recommend her for the job?

F.'There are constraints on the modal auxiliaries that may occur in performative clauses.
Thus in English the typical indicator for the future is the modal auxiliary will .'
28. ' I will hereby promise to visit you next time I’m in town'.
'The modal will should be used in its ‘root’ meaning act on one’s will, desire, want hence
insist on carrying out the IA named in the performative verb, for instance, promise'.
In the example (.28) 'the sentence denotes an ongoing act that can be re-written: (I will
with these words make the promise to visit you). "So if the visit is not fulfilled, there will
be a case of breaking of a promise. This example which has a performative promise
contrasts with the predicted promise'' (ibid: 57) as in:
29. Tomorrow when I see her, I will promise to visit next time I'm in town.'
'The hereby adverb cannot be inserted between 'will' and 'promise' in (29) which
confirms that 'promise' here is not a performative verb. In this example, 'will' denotes an
actualized event, namely the future act of promising.'
As for "the other models for instance, can, could, in uttering them we mean ‘have the
power to’ in accordance with its root meaning, then they are carrying out illocutionary
force (henceforth IF) of having the ability and power. Concerning the model might, it
states the possibility that the speaker will promise without actualizing a promise".
(Allan: 1998) Therefore,
30." I might hereby authorize your release".
'is considered a non- performative act.'
D. 'The subject of the performative clause is conditioned by the fact that the speaker is
agent for either him or herself or another person or institution responsible for enforcing
the illocution described by the performative verb .'
31. The undersigned, promise to pay the amount within ten days.'
32. You are hereby authorized to pay $ 550 .'
33. The court permits you to stand down .'
E. 'Explicit per formatives can be negative. The illocutionary force of a refusal can be
shown either by using a performative verb of refusal:'
34. I refuse your request'
Or by the negative performative verb:'
35. I don’t grant your request'
'The differences between the following two sentences is that, in (36) the sentence is an
act of not-promising, which is different from (37) that is an act of promising not to do
something .'
36.

I don’t promise to come to your party.'

37.

I promise not to come to your party.'
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The adverb hereby must be placed before the negative, and not between it and the verb,
as in.
38. ' I do hereby not grant your request for more funds.'
39. ' I hereby don’t grant your request for more funds.'
)Allan 1986: 171)
3.4 Felicity Conditions
Austin introduces "the term felicity conditions (FCs) which refer to a set of criteria
according to which performatives can be judged as either felicitous or infelicitous. He
gives the following necessary conditions for performatives to be appropriate ")ibid).
a. 'There must be an accepted conventional procedure, having a certain conventional
effect, that procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain persons in
certain circumstances.'
b. 'The particular persons and circumstances in a given case must be appropriate for the
invocation of the particular procedure invoked.'
c. ‘The procedure must be executed by all participants both correctly.'
d. ‘And completely.'
To end with, Austin (1962: 16) explains that if the speech act is unsuccessfully
performed, then there is a misfire. If the act is insincerely performed, then there is an
abuse. For example, when I say, "I bet … with no intention to pay, or I promise … with an
intention to break the promise."
Conclusions
John L. Austin (1962) espoused the SAT, and this was developed by John Searle (1969).
Austin divided his linguistic act into three different components or categories. They are:
1- Locutionary
Austin himself admits that these three components of utterances are not altogether
separable. He refers to the total situation in which the utterance is issued- the total
speech act.
Austin draws a distinction between constative and performative utterances. Constative
utterances are statements whose function is to describe some event, process or state-of
–affairs, and their propositions have the property of being either true or false. He further
states that there is no great distinction between statements and performative
utterances.
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