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I dove into speech act theory with J.L. Austin’s “How to Do Things With Words.” I was not sure 
what I was getting into; I have learned some things, but I also know there is so much more to go.  
 
To begin, there are a multitude of different statements that denote intent, such as questions, 
exclamations, commands, concessions, etc. The big thing to focus on is that there are descriptive 
statements, and constative statements, which we can determine as either true or false. Austin 
explains that “Not all true or false statements are descriptions, and for this reason I prefer to use 
the word 'Constative'” (3). So, there are descriptions, such as “There is a chair,” which we can 
conclude is either true or false, and then there are constatives suchs as “I marry today.” In the 
text, Austin explains that there is an importance on understanding if a statement is true or false, 
and this gets into performative statements and utterances. Austin defines utterances as “they do 
not 'describe' or 'report' or constate anything at all, are not 'true or false'...The uttering of the 
sentence is, or is a part of, the doing of an action, which again would not normally be described 
as saying something” (5), and this goes hand in hand with a performative, which is saying an act 
of doing something. An example of this would be “I do.” You are uttering a sentence that is the 
act of marrying, so this is a performative utterance.  
 
AR: This true vs. false stuff would be really interesting to juxtapose with Nietzsche. Austin says 
there’s an importance in delineating (this is a hedge, but idk if i’m using this word right) whether 
or not a statement is true or false...but do we (humans) want to know or have the capability of 
knowing the truth?  
 
DK: there are different kinds of truth, and the kind of truth Austin is dealing with here is mostly 
to do with correspondence, wherein statements either accurately describe a state of affairs in the 
world that are accessible to third person verification (epistemological objectivity) or not. If the 
statement does correspond, then it’s true, if not, false. 
 
The kind of “truth” at work in a speech act is qualitatively different (in kind) from the 
correspondence theory of truth. We ought to talk about this on Tuesday. 
 
TB: Amanda, I can understand your thought about truth. We’ve been discussing this notion of 
truth a lot, and there are different realms. How can we say something that is not related to our 
actions to know that it is true? But it is as Kopp says, the truth here is something we can 
conclude. If I say “I apologize” then it is true that I am apologizing, because the act of saying it 
makes it true that I am performing the act. Whether I mean it or not is a different story.  
 
AR: Okay, I see. This reminds me of something I said in response to Eric’s latest blog. If a 
comedian apologizes for a joke they make, does it really mean anything? They say the words 
“i’m sorry,” but they don’t necessarily mean the words they say. If the joke was against their 
values to begin with, they wouldn’t have made the joke. Apologizing for the joke doesn’t change 
their values.  
 
It’s interesting to differentiate between the act of saying something and the act of meaning 
something that’s said. Despite knowing that lying is a real thing that some people do (obviously), 
I don’t think I ever thought critically about this difference until now.. 
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TB: Yes, you make a good point. They still said the joke, which is true, and if they thought it was 
funny then it falls in line with their values. They can apologize, but not mean it. The apology 
may still not lessen the blow of the joke if it was offensive or impactful.  
 
There are rules to determining a performative, and if it is true or false, or happy or unhappy (DK: 
felicitous or infelicitous). The happiness of a performative is important. The rules are as follows: 

(A. I) There must exist an accepted conventional procedure having a certain conventional 
effect, that procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain persons in certain 
circumstances, and further,  
(A. 2) the particular persons and circumstances in a given case must be appropriate for 
the invocation of the particular procedure invoked.  
(B. I) The procedure must be executed by all participants both correctly and (B. 2) 
completely. (r= I) Where, as often, the procedure is designed for use by persons having 
certain thoughts or feelings, or for the inauguration of certain consequential conduct on 
the part of any participant, then a person participating in and so invoking the procedure 
must in fact have those thoughts or feelings, and the participants must intend so to 
conduct themselves, and further (r. 2) must actually so conduct themselves subsequently. 
( 14-15) 

In order to have a happy performative function, as rules A.1 and A.2 state, both parties must 
have the correct status to engage in the function, and must be in the correct context. The speaker 
must have the correct role to say “I do,” so it should be the husband, and the receiver should be 
the appropriate person to speak to (i.e. the bride). Or, a lawyer cannot say that you are guilty, 
only a judge, because the judge has the authority to state that for it to be true. It must also be true 
that you are able to engage in the function, such as, if you are already married, you cannot marry 
again and say “I do.” It is important that these performatives take place in the correct context, 
such as a wedding, or a courthouse. If these functions are incorrect, then the performative is void.   
 
When it comes to the B rules, the matter of sincerity is important to the happiness of the 
statement. Such as, two people could say “I do,” but the husband is cheating on the wife, thus 
making their marriage unhappy, and therefore the statement unhappy because the husband had 
no intent to be faithful to the wife. It is an unhappy statement, as well, because it is true that they 
have married, but the marriage is insincere. Similarly, with statements such as “I apologize.” It is 
true that the speaker is apologizing and they are performing the act of apologizing, but if they do 
not mean it, then the statement is unhappy. 
 
DK: Well, the issue here is a matter of sincerity versus integrity. If I am my feelings, thoughts, 
memories, bodily sensations, or state of mind, then if my words do not conform to those, I am 
lying, which would then deem those statements “unhappy.” However, if who I am is my word 
and act accordingly, regardless of what I am feeling, thinking, remembering, sensing, then I am 
being given by the speech act, and it is “happy.” 
 
TB: You make a good point that I hadn’t considered. To be sincere is to be true to our feelings. 
To be true to our words is our integrity. So, if I am sincere to my feelings, and my words reflect 
that, then I am also true to myself. But, if something doesn’t match up, then there is an issue. 
Perhaps intent is a part of this? We may not always fully understand who we are and what our 
integrity is, which can create a gray area if we think we are acting accordingly to our integrity, 
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but realize after the fact that it was not. Unless, if we consider who we are in the moment is what 
matters, even if we change moment from moment. On the other hand, I can see how sincerity can 
play off of our integrity based on intent. If we have our integrity and we lie, then that is the intent 
to be insincere, making a statement unhappy. Same if we intend to be sincere, then the statement 
is happy.  
 
CG: What if our intent was to be insincere because it aligns with the values that we hold closely. 
Insincerity in moments that help to preserve and further our goals or values. Would that make 
those statements “happy” for us? Because that would be truthful to their integrity of who they 
are. It seems to be performing the same role for us. So what's “unhappy” for some could be 
“happy” for others? 
 
AR: Can intentional insincerity actually be insincere anymore? Once you make the conscious 
choice, doesn’t it then sort of become sincere? TB: Yes, I think then our values would change.  
 
TB: I suppose that if we are insincere then we don’t need the intent to fulfill it. We just are. But 
I’m not sure if they would be “happy” for us. If we insult someone, and it is in our values that we 
do not care about them or if we were rude, but we say “I apologize” then the statement is still 
true but unhappy, because we did not mean the apology. Our lack of sincerity to the statement is 
true to our integrity, but the actually act of saying “I apologize” is unhappy.  
 
But you do bring up something that I have been wondering about. If we say a performative, and 
it is true and happy to us, what happens when the listener does not agree with it. Such as, “I am 
complimenting you” (very basic, but the act of complimenting someone), but the listener does 
not accept the compliment. The statement would still be true and happy to the speaker, right? Or 
would it no longer be happy? Or, if the listener responds “Thanks,” but doesn’t mean it, then that 
is the unhappiness, therefore completing the exchange?  
 
CG: I think that it is then “unhappy” because the performance was not done correctly and 
completely by both parties. One of the parties misinterpreted the performance which made the 
interaction “unhappy.” Whether the person who made the utterance in question believes that the 
performance was “happy” or not doesn't matter because the intention and the reception do not 
match, meaning that the exchange is unhappy as per rule B from above. Eventually they will 
come to realize that the exchange that they thought was happy was actually unhappy. Right? 
 
TB: But do we look at speech acts individually? If we are, then “I compliment you” stands on its 
own, which is then happy because it matches the speaker’s intent. But, the overall procedure is 
unhappy, because the listener does not complete it in the same way. I guess? 
 
CG: Maybe the acts are initially individual, and then they become collective upon reflection, no 
matter how long between the initial act and the meaning that is generated from it. Like with the 
christening and naming of a boat example. In the instance that the event was happening, wasn’t 
the speech act aligning with truth and happiness from the perspective of the person that later was 
determined to not be the correct person, unless they knew they couldn’t name the boat? In that 
moment, they were speaking truth, but then it was determined that it wasn’t actually happy 
because they didn’t have the authority.  
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TB: With the boat instance, that was a moment of misfire. Austin frames the example that the 
speaker knew they were not the correct person to be speaking.  
 
CG: So then we’re looking for those moments when someone doesn’t realize they are misfiring. 
Doesn’t the fact that misfiring is still happening make it unhappy then, regardless of how it is 
viewed by people? It's just hard recognize that as truth when there are differing voices on it 
maybe. 
 
TB: My understanding from Austin is that first we need to determine if a statement is true or 
false, then we can determine if it is happy or unhappy. So, because the speaker knew they were 
not the correct person to name the boat, they were not fulfilling the procedure correctly, so their 
statement was void.  
 
CG: Sorry, I was going back to the two people talking to each other example when I was writing 
that comment above. 
 
TB: Which reference of them talking? The compliment? 
 
CG: Yup.  
 
TB: If we are referring to a compliment, we are able to deem that it is true. So, two friends are 
talking, and - for this purpose of an example - says “I compliment you” we can determine that 
that is true, because by saying that is doing that. There is no possibility of a misfire, because they 
are friends, and they are allowed to compliment each other. When it comes to the happiness, the 
speaker is able to determine if they mean it or not. So they could mean it, which could line up 
with their integrity, but the listener has the possibility of interpreting it differently, or simply 
does not want to accept it. I think the listener not accepting it or not acknowledging the good 
intent does not make the speaker’s statement unhappy, but it would make the overall procedure 
unhappy.  
 
CG: So Speech Act Theory would focus more on the speaker then, regardless of the reactions of 
the audience. However, there is acknowledgement that reactions/consequences will occur 
regardless of intention as a result of speech acts. So the speech act is determined through the eyes 
of the speaker? 
 
TB: I believe so. I would say, yes, the speech act is determined through the eyes of the speaker, 
and that reactions will happen. The reactions of others gets more into illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts. So perlocutionary acts is about how the words affect the listener. So, I guess, 
if we intend to evoke meaning or a reaction, we make a perlocutionary act. I think what is 
missing from this is our own acknowledgement that we are responsible for the reaction. I discuss 
more on this later down in the text, but like reactions and effects will happen, sometimes 
regardless of our intent, but I suppose match up to our integrity.  
 
CG: Creating a disharmony that involves taking on or refusing responsibility? 
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TB: What do you mean? Am I creating this disharmony? 
 
CG: Perhaps our speech acts are a disharmony when we do not accept or avoid responsibility for 
the ramifications or interpretations by others of our speech acts.  
 
TB: Yes, you have verbalized something I have been grappling with in terms of my research. Not 
taking responsibility can occur, but what are the dangers when we do that? Is it simply that we 
create an unkind world, or just a misunderstood one? 
 
DK: a world in which no one takes responsibility for the impact of their word is one without 
integrity. “Things fall apart, the center cannot hold. Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. The 
blood-dimmed tide is loosed and everywhere the ceremony of innocence is drowned. The best 
lack all conviction while the worst are full of passionate intensity” (William Butler Yeats, the 
Second Coming). 
 
CG: I think that goes back to whether a statement in true/false and happy/unhappy right? If it's 
true and happy and the reactions are interpreting it another way its misunderstood. And if they 
are false or unhappy and are done with intention they are resulting in an unkind world? 
 
TB: Well, I suppose it also depends on what’s being said. If a racist says something racist that 
matches with their integrity, then it wouldn’t be misunderstood. But if someone makes a racist 
joke, whether it is satire or just “meant” as a joke, is that not also misunderstood, or does the 
misunderstanding not matter if offense has been made and it negatively impacted someone?  
 
CG: Can’t both be true? It can be misunderstood and hurtful. Thats where they have to accept 
responsibility of the results of their speech act that is disharmonious with them because they 
believe that it is just a misunderstanding, but they must also realize that there were effects that 
they weren’t planning on. 
 
TB: Yes, I would agree with that. The trouble is just being aware of all of those factors, I 
suppose.  
 
CG: It's definitely a lot to think about in the moment considering we talked about it for a few 
pages here. 
 
TB: Well, I think if we are just talking about morals and disharmonies, it may be easy to 
understand that our words have meaning. The trouble is people who are resistant to the idea that 
words have meaning, especially if they think that jokes are meaningless, for example. But there 
are also moments where we say more indirect things, which after the fact we realized had 
unwanted impacts.  
 
To explain this further, to have successful performatives we must determine if they are true or 
false first. If the statement is true, then we have to decide if it is happy or unhappy. We can have 
a performative that is true and happy, but we can also have a performative that is true and 
unhappy. If there is an instance where the statement is false, such as a couple intends to marry, 
but the wife is already married, that would be a misfire, as Austin calls it. Or, if the statement is 
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true, but something goes wrong in the acting of the procedure, then it is a misexecution. Austin 
explains further, that there are “'statements' which, though not false exactly nor yet 
‘contradictory', are yet outrageous. For instance, constative statements which refer to something 
which does not exist as, for example, 'The present King of France is bald'” (20), and I am 
interested how this can relate to humor. I see this example, and the word choice of “outrageous” 
alluding that statements such as this are funny in their inaccuracy. I am understanding more just 
how important our word choices are, and this distinction of “outrageous” statements makes me 
wonder just how much we can play around with words to evoke particular feelings and 
responses. Can we create humor by saying something so outlandishly false, or does there still 
need to be an aspect of truth? 
 
Austin continues with the examples of inaccurate statements by saying: 

“Suppose, for example, I see a vessel on the stocks, walk up and smash the bottle hung at 
the stem, proclaim 'I name this ship the Mr. Stalin' and for good measure kick away the 
chocks: but the trouble is, I was not the person chosen to name it (whether or not-an 
additional complication-Mr. Stalin was the destined name; perhaps in a way it is even 
more of a shame if it was). We can all agree (1) that the ship was not thereby named;= (2) 
that it is an infernal shame.” (23) 

Austin explains that this is a misfire, because the person was not the intended person to name the 
ship, and the name that they chose was not publicly recognized. I connect to this by the naming 
of a stray cat. When I lived with three other roommates at my undergrad, we took in a stray cat, 
which I named Oscar. I did not consult my roommates on the name--I named him before we 
decided to take him in, therefore there was no authority to my naming him. As well, when we 
took him in, I did not take primary responsibility for him, such as taking him to the vet or buying 
litter. The roommate who did do those things called him Kitty, and because she had more 
responsibility over him, that became his name, and the name of Oscar was not publicly 
recognized.  
 
When it comes to interpreting this language, we are to also consider things such as mood, tone or 
voice, emphasis, adverbs, etc. It is speech act theory, afterall, so it matters how we speak and 
what we say. The trouble with this is that we are not always aware of how we speak and the 
words we use, but we are able to plan our writing. Often, when we have conversations with 
people, we speak without thinking. How often have we said something to someone and then 
kicked ourselves because we realized what we said was rude, or had the wrong effect? We could 
say “Shut the door, now” which is given as a command, but perhaps we meant to say “Shut the 
door, please” or “You can shut the door.” The trouble goes further when the person we are 
speaking to interprets our language. They may interpret our intent differently, for good or bad. 
With this, Austin states that there are primary utterances and explicit performatives, whereas “I 
shall be there” is a primary utterance, and “I promise I shall be there” (69) is an explicit 
performative. The latter is explicit because it is making clear the action, and intent, that is taking 
place, yet “I shall be there” connotes only intent. Through this, there are tools to enable us to 
speak correctly so that we are understood. 
 
This is why I think it is good to understand speech act theory and the different nuances it has. I 
think it can help people become more mindful of the way they speak, and can give people the 
tools to create the right effect they want when speaking. I know after reading the text I have tried 
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to be more careful of the words I use. Austin states that “Saying something will often, or even 
normally, produce certain consequential effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the 
audience, or of the speaker, or of other persons: and it may be done with the design, intention, or 
purpose of producing them” (101). We are able to create meaning and we should be aware of the 
consequences of that. We can say that our words do not have meaning, yet words are designed to 
produce meaning, and it is important to understand that. Words create emotional responses, good 
or bad. Words of authority figures can create mass hysteria or feelings of hatred towards a group 
that has been deemed an “other.” Or, words may inspire people. On the other hand, Austin also 
states that “Since our acts are acts, we must always remember the distinction between producing 
effects or consequences which are intended or unintended; and (i) when the speaker intends to 
produce an effect it may nevertheless not occur, and (ii) when he does not intend to produce it or 
intends not to produce it it may nevertheless occur” (105), showing that our performatives will 
have an affect, intentional or not. I am wondering how to grapple with this. I see this in the 
instance of a comedian, who creates a form of rhetoric to evoke a humorous response, but it is 
very possible they will not get that outcome. They may intend for a specific joke to receive 
boisterous laughter, but instead they only get a few chuckles, then when they say something else, 
perhaps a set up to a joke that they don’t intend to receive laughs, they may actually get the 
response they were looking for earlier. This could happen for numerous reasons, whether their 
tone of voice had an effect, or the way they shaped their language. I think it is important to 
understand that our words will create an effect, but I think a further distinction is knowing the 
type of effect that may occur based on the context that surrounds the language, and our 
accountability to that. 
 
CG: Speaking of comedians, thinking back to your discussion of the rules determining a 
performative as true/untrue, happy/unhappy, etc., do you think that these rules could help explain 
what the phenomenon is that is occuring when comedians from the past or whose comedy was 
celebrated in the past could be having different reactions in the present. The crowds have 
determined that those comedians are not the right people to speak about certain topics and 
therefore do not recognize those statements as “true” or “happy” and then demonstrate this 
incongruity between what the comedian and the crowd thinks. Then this brings to question what 
the correct and complete procedure of their performance or interactions are in this situation, and 
do how do they handle them? For instance, the comedian says something inappropriate, then the 
crowd responds, and the comedian fights back or defends their choices instead of apologizing 
with sincerity as the crowd that is determining truth/falseness deems the correct course of action. 
Thoughts? 
 
TB: So, I’m actually currently reading a text about the place of jokes and humor in speech acts. I 
have now learned that jokes are not recognized as “full” speech acts, but authors such as Sean 
Zwagerman argues that they are. I think the fact is, that a comedian is performing in the context 
of comedy, therefore fulfilling an aspect of performative speech acts. So, what he says is true in 
the context of the joke. I don’t think we can compare instances of the past with the present, 
because just the fact that comedians said a joke makes it true (not that the joke itself is true, but 
that saying a joke is true). I’m not entirely sure what to make of the happiness, perhaps after I 
finish reading this new text, but I think what the question comes down to is if the listener can 
determine the happiness of a statement. I don’t think it is up to the listener to determine this, 
because speech acts focus first on the speaker. So, the example of a husband getting married and 
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saying “I do,” in which we understand that he promises all the typical vows to the wife and to be 
faithful to her, but he is actually cheating on her. In this marriage moment, the wife does not 
know about the cheating, but the husband does, so the husband knows that his speech act is being 
insincere, even if it is true to his integrity.  
 
Similarly for writing. We can create a piece of text that more effectively persuades or evokes 
meaning. I am seeing the benefits to fiction, when it comes to illustrating the intents of 
characters, or creating an experience for the narrative audience. I want to be able to go forward 
and apply the methods that Austin explains to improve my writing and create emotional effects. 
For instance, with my project I intend to create surrealist stories, and I think it is very important 
to understand how to shape language to create multiple effects.  
 
JD: Can you explain surrealist stories? What does that mean and what are the multiple effects 
you seek to incorporate in your writing? 
 
TB: Surrealism is a genre in fiction where stories take place in the “real world” or worlds 
resembling our world with mundane attributes, but moments of bizarre fantasy or imagination is 
thrown in in a way, to me, makes the reader question the reality of the story. I believe they can 
also be called slipstream stories, but that is usually more with sci-fi, which I don’t seek to write. 
My main thing with these stories is that I want to create world where the reality is constantly 
questioned. I want to draw attention to how humans interact with each other, and what outside 
factors cause these interactions to either go poorly or positively. I want to write in a way where, 
to the reader, horrible or bizarre things are happening that we would question, but the characters 
in the story behave as if it is all normal, even if that means dangering people they know. I still 
am working on what exactly I want out of it, or what the guiding them would be, but this is what 
I have so far.  
 
Austin also explains locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts. Austin defines these acts 
as follows: 

Locutionary act: “a group of things we do in saying something...which is roughly 
equivalent to uttering a certain sentence with a certain sense and reference, which again is 
roughly equivalent to 'meaning' in the traditional sense” 
Illocutionary act: “informing, ordering, warning, undertaking, &c., i.e. utterances which 
have a certain (conventional) force.” 
Perlocutionary act: “what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such as 
convincing, persuading, deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading.” (108) 

I summarized these acts as meaning, force, and achieving of certain effects, respectively. In 
which, “He said to me “Shoot her!”” “meaning by 'shoot' shoot and referring by 'her' to her” 
(101), and this is locutionary because it is uttering a sentence in which the reference is clear. A 
illocutionary act would be “He urged me to shoot her,” in which “urged” creates force. A 
perlocutionary act would be “He persuaded me to shoot her,” because “persuaded” shows that an 
effect was achieved, where the effect is the person being persuaded to shoot her. According to 
Austin, illocutionary acts are the result of locutionary acts, in which they add force to the subject, 
but I am still a bit confused about perlocutionary acts. Another example I have to help me 
understand this is with the statement “In saying I would shoot him I was threatening him.” With 
this statement, we see that it is illocutionary because it is highlighting that the speaker was doing 
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something (threatening), which is a warning, and creating a force. “In saying I would shoot him” 
describes what the speaker was doing. Shooting would create a force of an effect, and the 
speaker is deciding that the effect is to threaten. Then, with the statement “By saying I would 
shoot him I alarmed him,” we see that it is perlocutionary because the speaker is creating an 
effect that the subject had. You cannot necessarily prove that the object was alarmed, it is what 
the speaker perceived.  
 
Stanley Fish also talks about these specific acts in his chapter “How to do Things With Austin 
and Searle: Speech-Act Theory and Literary Criticism” from the book Is There a Text in This 
Class? Within the chapter, Fish analyzes the play Coriolanus, arguing that it is a speech act play, 
and he also talks about the distinction of fiction and its relation to speech act. I am not familiar 
with the play, so it was difficult to follow the specific moments he describes, but the big 
takeaway is that the play “is about speech acts, the rules of their performance, the price one pays 
for obeying those rules, the impossibility of ignoring or refusing them and still remaining a 
member of the community. It is also what the theory is about, language and its power: the power 
to make the world rather than mirror it, to bring about states of affairs rather than report them, to 
constitute institutions rather than...serve them” (244). I think this is all very interesting, and very 
relevant to the world in general. We all have the ability to ignore rules or obey a society that is 
perhaps unjust, and with everything we do there is a consequence. It would make sense that 
language is reflective of our world and the challenges we face, such as the power we have to 
create a world, and to ignore it.  
 
I also see how this is relevant to the convention of theatre. Isn’t the act of theatre its own 
performative? The actor is performing acts, which then create a new world around them. 
Wouldn’t everything that the actor says be true to the audience? Perhaps to the ideal narrative 
audience, but the actual audience may be resistant. Fish states that “one can constitute a state by 
simply declaring it to exist” (216) which is what happens in theatre. Fish relates this to a man 
claiming land for himself and a distant monarch (such as, the colonization of America), but we 
can also look at this in a more simple way, such as the way an actor performs in black box 
theatre. In this space, they lack props, so they may use a box as an ornate table or chair, or 
perform the act of drinking with simply a curved hand. To understand this is to be a part of the 
narrative audience.  
 
Another point that Fish talks about is the convention of fiction and how it relates to the world 
and other types of writing. I got the impression that there is this larger conversation about fiction, 
whereas genre fiction is lower than literature. Fish comments on this by use of Searle, another 
speech act theorist, who says that fiction is non serious because in formal literature (high brow or 
what-have-you) “the speaker is held responsible for the way his (or her) utterance relates or does 
not relate to the world: he commits himself to the truth of the expressed proposition” (234), so it 
is not that the act of writing fiction is non serious, but, according to Searle, the effects are non 
serious because, the speaker (author) is not responsible for the truth presented in the text because 
it does not have relevance to the real world. This does not mean that there is not truth within 
fiction; fiction is a creation of a whole new world, and Fish states that “What may be fiction for 
the characters in one standard story will be obvious and common sense truth for characters in 
another. The distinction between what is true and what is fictional will always be made, but it 
will be made within a story (or dimension of assessment) and therefore will always be a 
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distinction between what is true and what is not from the vantage point of that story.” (199) This 
shows we create truth and meaning within a piece of fiction, a story, and in that there are 
characters that are aware of the truth and characters that are not.  
 
AR: One thing (of many!!) that makes theater so interesting is that so much of it is portrayed by 
the actor, and not by the playwright. Sure, the playwright is the one who wrote the words, but the 
actor is the one who SAYS them. And their voice, combined with the body language and their 
interpretation of the words and thematic elements. Who is responsible for the speech act in a 
performance, then? 
 
JD: I’m curious if you have any additional reflection on this passage. What do you take away 
from this, and how is it relevant to your project, and/or mission statement? 
 
TB: I find issue with the hierarchy of writing, I don’t agree that one form should be seen as lesser 
than because it doesn’t adhere to certain conditions. I’ve always felt that writing should be 
creative, and I suppose I have always been resistant to rules that try to structure writing. As I’ve 
learned more, I’ve understood the importance of those rules, and learning how to crawl before 
you can run, but I am still grappling with fiction being “nonserious” because the language to it 
does not reflect truth into the real world. The fact is, even if the story is complete fiction and is 
about disagreeable characters, the author still came up with them and wrote them. They have to 
take responsibility for that creation, and understand how it makes sense in terms of the story. 
Such as, an author writing about racists, that is reflective of the “real world” which shows that 
there is truth in what they are writing, the important part comes in how the author is writing 
about them. Is it a narrative where the racists do terrible things and it’s fine? Then we may have 
to question the integrity of the author, because at that moment they are responsible for how their 
words relate to the world. But I also understand a story where an author creates a fantasy story, 
then those words about the truth of that particular world wouldn’t have as much weight. Overall, 
I still think fiction has relevance to the real world, because aspects of fiction always reflect the 
world around us, and we shouldn’t dismiss that because a theorist says so. I guess it is pretty 
similar to my disharmony, that words have meaning. We can use words to highlight 
disharmonies we see around us through fiction. We can use them to discuss relationships. We 
can use them to discuss totalitarian dictatorships in even subtle ways. I like the discussion of 
truth, and I think we can encapsulate the truth of one story on its own, and that all of those 
characters have their own truths, but at the same time, those truths are reflective of a bigger truth.  
 
AR: I think this is a really important distinction to make. Fiction writing may be “fictional,” but 
having “historical truth” (history makers!!!) in the play-by-play of the plot isn’t what gives 
fiction its validity. It’s what the reader can gain from it. It’s the lessons and the reflection that the 
reader can reach if they become the narrative audience and submit to the text in the way the 
author needs them to. Whether or not the words on the page actually happened is far less 
important than what the reader does with those words.  
 
Controlling Values of Austin’s text:  
 
Context: Language is misunderstood if we do not understand its purpose. 
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Purpose: Understanding the conventions of language gives us tools to engage in the world and 
evoke meaning. 
Opposing Context: Even with numerous possibilities to language, we can still be misunderstood, 
or unable to execute speech acts correctly. 
Opposing Purpose: Striving to understand how speech acts work is all that is necessary to engage 
in language with others.  
 
Controlling Values of Fish’s text: 
 
Context: Speech acts are unable to reveal truth to us through conventions of fiction. 
Purpose: When we look at works through the lens of fiction, we are able to understand the power 
of language. 
Opposing Context: Understanding the power of language is unnecessary if the author is not 
accountable for the truth it reveals.  
Opposing Purpose: The author creates truth in the world of fiction, which in that case, they are 
responsible.  
 
 
 
 


