Austin: How to Do Things With Words

Lecture I

Business of “statements” is not just to describe states of affairs or state facts truly or falsely

A revolution in philosophy: diagnosis of mistakes that arise from taking nonsensical or nonfactual utterances as stating facts. 

Performatives: grammatically unremarkable, yet:

A. Do not describe or report and are not true or false

B. Uttering of the sentence is or is part of the doing of an action

Examples: marrying, christening, giving, betting

For the performative to succeed, the circumstances must be appropriate.

But must the utterance also be “serious”?  (Hippolytus)

Lecture II

Infelicities.  Some conditions for the “happiness” of a performative:

I. Misfires (Act is not really achieved): 

A1. There must exist an accepted conventional procedure having a certain conventional effect, including the uttering of certain words by certain persons in certain circumstances

A2. The particular persons and circumstances must be appropriate for the particular procedure invoked

B1. Procedure must be executed correctly and

B2. Completely

II. Abuses (Act is achieved, but is “hollow” and not implemented)

(1. Person must have the right thoughts and feelings, and right intentions to conduct themselves in the right way in the future

(2.  And must actually conduct themselves in this way.

The infelicities seem to apply to all conventional acts

Is the classification complete?

1) Doesn’t include unsatisfactoriness to which all actions are prone: performed unintentionally, under duress, etc.

2) We exclude from consideration certain kinds of ill that can affect all utterances:

Spoken on stage, in poetry, ‘not seriously’.

3) We leave out of account the possibility of “misunderstanding” through mishearing, etc.

The cases of infelicity are not mutually exclusive: we can go wrong in more than one way at once, and cases of infelicity shade into one another.

Lecture III:

Expanding on infelicities.

A1: Procedure may be rejected by one or more parties; may not seem to be authoritative.  (Who determines the boundaries of the “we” so constituted?  How is authority constituted in general?)  Or the procedure may not even exist (anymore) or may be just being constituted.  We may have to make decisions about how to extend existing procedures.  In some cases, it is not explicit that a performative is being used; and it may not be taken that way.

A2. Shades over into cases A1 (inappropriate circumstances) and B1 (procedure wrongly executed)

B1. E.g., wrong formulas

B2. Requirement to endorse or countersign isn’t fulfilled

Lecture IV:

(1. May not have the right:


Feelings: e.g. congratulating when I do not feel pleased; then act is insincere


Thoughts: e.g. advising what I don’t think best; again insincere (cf. lying)


Intentions: e.g. promising when I don’t intend to do it.

1) the cases shade into one another again and

2) we have to distinguish really thinking so (and being mistaken) from not really thinking so.

(When we think so mistakenly, various other kinds of infelicities may result)

3) Special awkwardnesses in the case of intention:

a. Dubiety about what constitutes the act, as opposed to its “consummation”

b. Cases where you just have to have the right intentions vs. cases where you have to carry out the right subsequent actions in detail.

For a performative to succeed, certain other statements must be true, involving my performing it, the conditions (A1, A2) obtaining; conditions ( obtaining; and that I am committed to doing something subsequently.

What is the relation between my saying “I apologize” and the fact that I am apologizing?  Not same as relation between statement that I am running and fact that I am running.   (direction of fit between statement and world is, as it were, reversed)

Some varieties of implicature for constatives:

1. Entails (traditional logical notion); truth-functional

2. Implies: cf. Moore’s paradox “It is raining but I do not believe it”; not a matter of the inconsistency of propositions; but rather of insincerity; here the unhappiness is just the same as the unhappiness that may affect a performative

3. Presupposes; again not truth-functional; failure here (“devoid of reference”) is like failure in cases A1, A2; the preconditions for the possibility of truth or falsity aren’t satisfied.

Lecture V.

Noticing that there are presuppositions for the success of constative utterances that resemble A1, A2 (in the sense of presupposition) and (1 and (2 (in the sense of ‘implies’), the distinction between performatives and constatives seems in danger of breaking down.

Is there a grammatical criterion for distinguishing performatives from constatives?

Performatives are often in the first person indicative; but they need not always be.

And there are no simple vocabulary criteria either.

But there does seem to be, always, an essential reference to the actor. 

When there is not an explicit reference to the actor (e.g. first-person pronoun) he will be ‘referred to’ by

a) Being the person who is doing the uttering

b) Appending his signature

This reference “tethers the speech act to its origin”.

There is a performative asymmetry with verb-uses that are performative.  In uttering “I bet,” I actually bet.  “I run” is as much a description as “he runs” but “I bet” is not a description whereas “he bets” is.   “Only I can bet my bet.”

Still, this does not seem to amount to a grammatical criterion.  For we sometimes use the first-person indicative in ways that don’t exhibit this asymmetry; and some other utterances, like “I state that …” do seem to exhibit the asymmetry even though we might not want to class them as performatives.

Lecture VI

The suggestion: to reduce all performative utterances to a normal form of first-person indicative with certain performative verbs.

But it doesn’t seem as if this program can succeed.

Suggestion: “primary performative” is actually evolved from more primary utterances. E.g. “I promise I will” is evolved from “I will”.  At first, these utterances don’t have a completely determine use or character.  (cf. Wittgenstein’s slab-language).  We shouldn’t take it that we know that the primary or original use of sentences is descriptive or constative.  

Other primitive devices that may be taken over by explicit performatives:

1. Mood

2. Tone of voice

3. Adverbs and adverbial phrases

4. Connecting particles

5. Accompaniments of utterance

6. Circumstances of utterance

Lecture VII

Performatives often are true or false; even if they aren’t truly or falsely describing the feelings or intentions that underlie them.  Often they involve stating or asserting something; and we can’t always easily segment the constative from the performative part.

Searle: What is a Speech Act?

I

Three kinds of acts in a typical speech situation:


i) physical acts: moving jaw and making noises


ii) perlocutionary acts: irritating or boring the listener


iii) locutionary acts: referring to something


iv) illocutionary acts (speech acts): making a statement, giving a report, etc.

We regard communicative noises or acts as produced by beings with intentions (and not just naturally).

“To perform illocutionary acts is to engage in a rule-governed form of behavior.” (p. 61)

II: Rules

Regulative vs. Constitutive Rules: Regulative rules regulate some already existing form of behavior (e.g.: rules of etiquette regulate social behavior).  Constitutive rules constitute or define the activity (e.g.: rules of football).

Thesis: “The hypothesis that lies behind the present paper is that the semantics of a language can be regarded as a series of systems of constitutive rules and that illocutionary acts are acts performed in accordance with these sets of constitutive rules.”  (p. 62).

III: Propositions

One and the same proposition can figure in a variety of illocutionary acts.  For instance:

1) Will John leave the room?

2) John will leave the room.

3) John, leave the room!

4) Would that John left the room

5) If John will leave the room, I will leave also

All “contain” the proposition: “John leaves the room.”

We distinguish between the propositional content and the illocutionary force (asking, demanding, ordering, asserting, etc.)  

IV: Meaning

What is it to mean something by x?  

Grice: “To say that A meant something by x is to say that ‘A intended the utterance of x to produce some effect in an audience by means of the recognition of this intention.’”

(intuitively: If I say to you “please clean your room” I intend to get you to understand that you should clean your room; and I intend  you to recognize that this is what I intend.)


A counter-example:

I mean to get the Italians to think that I am a German officer; I intend them to recognize this is what I intend; but that doesn’t mean that I use “Kennst du das Land …” to mean “I am a German officer.”

V. How to Promise

If a speaker S utters a sentence T in the presence of a hearer H then S sincerely promises that p to H if and only if:

1. Normal input/output conditions obtain

-e.g. both are conscious, know the language, are not acting in a play or telling jokes.


2. S expresses that p in uttering T



-this is just the propositional content


3. In expressing that p, S predicates a future act of S



-S says that “I will do A”


4. H would prefer S’s doing A to his not doing A, and S believes this.

-You can’t promise to do something that the hearer doesn’t want done: then it becomes a threat




5. It is not obvious to both S and H that S will do A in the normal course of events



-If you obviously do it anyway, there’s no need to promise


6. S intends to do A

-Sincerity condition.  I have to really intend to do it, or I am promising insincerely (am I promising at all?)


7. S intends that the utterance of T will place him under an obligation to do A.



-In genuinely promising, we intend to obligate ourselves.

8. S intends that the utterance of T will produce in H a belief that conditions (6) and (7) obtain 

-S is trying to get the hearer to understand that he has obligated himself and that he intends to do what he promises. 

9. Semantical rules of dialect are such that T is correctly and sincerely uttered only if (1) – (8) obtain.



-eliminates soldier counterexample

(6*). S intends that the utterance of T will make him responsible for intending to do A



-This makes it possible to promise insincerely

VI. Rules for the function-indicating device.
-We extract from this some rules for the verbal device (“I promise that …”) that indicates the function of the utterance
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