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It's been suggested that I add an entry on Speech Act Theory. Of course, it's been suggested that I add entries on a lot of areas, but, for the most part, they are requests for fields or theorists that I know nothing about, so I haven't complied.

However, not only do I know a fair bit about Speech Act Theory (sometimes referred to as "Pragmatics"), I also happen to think that it is potentially crucial to our understanding of how literature works (but doesn't every specialist think that?).

The big names is Speech Act Theory are John L. Austin and John R. Searle. They were philosophers looking into how ordinary language works. To simplify their lifes' work in an almost insulting way, they thought that language was a rule-based activity, and so they wanted to learn the rules. Imagine that you have never seen a baseball game. Now, suddenly, you are dropped down into the middle of the diamond and told to figure out the rules (that sounds a lot like my little league experiences, but enough about me). Some rules, like the direction the runners have to go around the bases (and what the bases are for) would be fairly easy to figure out. Others, like the in-field fly rule, or, god-help you, designated hitters, would be a little tougher. Doing this to language, a game we seem to play instinctively, would be the work of several lifetimes, and so it has been, with lots of false starts and revisions along the way.

The revolutionary thing about Austin and Searle is that they threw out the role of meaning in order to focus on what language does. This sounds a little strange at first, but they manage to make it make sense. For instance, "Why don't you take out the trash?" Do I care why you might or might not do it? No. I just want the trash taken out. If you focus on the meaning of my utterance, you might be confused, but only an alien from another planet or an ornery teenager wouldn't grasp the basic idea that I want you to take out the trash.

That's becase there are several parts to any utterance. First, there is the locutionary act: the basic act of producing a linguistic utterance. Second, there is the illocutionary act: the use to which that utterance is put, such as “warning,” “stating,” “requesting,” or many others. Third,the speaker may be performing a perlocutionary act, or inspiring a certain reaction in the hearer, such as creating anticipation by uttering a promise.

For a long time, it was commonly thought that when you utter a command, you are trying to get something done. However, some scholars have recently suggested that is not the case. Rather, when I utter a command, I am merely trying to create in you the desire to perform the action.

This opens up a door for literature. Most Speech Act Theorists ignore literature, or simply state that it is a suspension of the normal rules. Others, such as Louise Pratt or Richard Ohmann, have applied Speech Act Theory to literary works, but have primarily focused on the structure and parts of literary works rather than the purpose literature in general. So what's that door that opened up?

Well, I haven't run across any scholars who say this, but I make this argument in my thesis, and I think it's a darn good one. For a more complete exploration, see Chapter Three of my thesis. Here it is: Language is an evocative act. A statement evokes (or intends to evoke) a sense of knowledge. A warning evokes fear. A request evokes a desire to provide something. Literature, then, rather than being an exception to the rules of ordinary language, is a hyper-extension of them, because it aims to evoke a complex series of emotions and (supposed) facts in order to tell a story.

There are a lot of implications to this idea. You can do the math. However, if you are interested in what I think some of the implications might be, you can read my thesis. I promise that, at least compared to most literary criticism, it's quite readable.

By the way, if you think this is brilliant, or if you think I'm full of it, or if you've ran across this idea before and think I ought to know about it, then email me and let me know. Thanks!

