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PREFATORY NOTE 

The papers in this issue by STANLEY FISH, BARBARA 
HERRNSTEIN SMITH, MARTIN STEINMANN, and E. D. HIRSCH 
are versions of their contributions to the forum, 
"Speech Acts and Literature," organized by the edi-
tor for the Seventeenth Annual Meeting of the Midwest 
Modern Language Association held in Chicago in Novem
ber 1975. A transcript follows of the discussion 
among the panelists and with the audience. (Refer
ences by panelists to page numbers, and some references 
to details of argument, refer to the original versions 
of the papers predistributed to the panelists and aud
ience. An expanded version of Professor Fish's paper 
appears in the Centennial Issue of MLN [91:5, October 
1976; pp. 983-1025] under the title~ow to Do Things 
with Austin and Searle: Speech Act Theory and Liter
ary Criticism.") 

Forthcoming issues of Centrum will include the follow
ing: 

BRENDA DANET / "Speaking of Watergate" 
ROBIN LAKOFF / review of Edwin Newman, 

Strictly Speaking 
MARJORIE PERLOFF I "Symbolism/Anti-Symbolism" 
KENT BALES I review of Richard H. Brodhead, 

Hawthorne, Melville and the Novel and 
Ruth Bernard Yeazell~anguage and 
Knowledge in the Late Novels of---genry 
James 

DONALD ROSS I review of Roger Fowler, ed., 
Style and Structure in Literature: 
Essays-rll the New StYlist1CS 

STEPHEN BEHRENDT ~review of Ronald Paulson, 
Emblem and Expression: Meaning in 
Engl1sh Art of the E1ghteenth Century 

EARL MINER I "AssaYln"gthe Golden World of 
English Renaissance Poetics" 

WILLIAM KEACH/ "'Plagiarism' and Elizabethan 
Poetry" 

PETER HUGHES / "Allusion and Originality in 
Eighteenth-Century Writing" 

NORMAN FRUMAN I "Originality, Plagiarism, Forgery, 
and Romanticism" 

ELIZABETH BRUSS / review of Arthur H. Robinson 
and Barbara Bartz Petchenik, The Nature 
of Maps 
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STANLEY FISH 

Speech-Act Theory, 

Literary Criticism, and Coriolanus 

In the second scene of the second act of Coriolanus, the tribune 
Sicinius makes a prediction that proves uncann1ly accurate. He 
is speculating as to what will happen when the hero petitions 
the people, as the ceremony of the state demands. Coriolanus, 
says Sicinius, will "require them,/ As if he did contemn what 
he requested should be in them to give." How does Sicinius 
know this; what is the source of his understanding of Coriola
nus' future behavior? One answer, and an answer not altogether 
facetious, is that Sicinius may have been reading John Searle's 
book Speech Acts; for on page sixty-six of that book, he would 
have found an analysis of requesting that clearly shows why 
Coriolanus would be likely to have trouble with that act. The 
relevant rules or conditions are two: the preparatory condition, 
S believes H is able to do A; and the sincerity condition, S 
wants H to do A. Together they tell us (what at some level we 
always knew) that if Coriolanus were to "discharge the custom 
of request" (II, iii, 148), he would be acknowledging the right 
and the ability of the citizens to certify his merit. 

Coriolanus' point is that his merit needs no such certifica
tion; it is self-validating and should be acknowledged as one 
acknowledges any natural phenomenon. In short, he refuses to 
accept the public and stipulated procedures by which the state 
determines value, and substitutes for them a standard of value 
he alone can recognize because he alone is its embodiment. It 
is from this conflict that everything else follows: on the one 
hand, the community clings to its conventions and to the obliga
tions and commitments those conventions encode; and, on the 
other, Coriolanus tries desperately to hold himself aloof from 
those same obligations and commitments by declining to recognize 
or participate in the community's conventions. That is why he 
is unable or unwilling to request; it is also why he can not 
easily accept praise, for to do so \vould be to admit the right 
of someone other than himself to determine what in his actions 
was creditable. Coriolanus' illocutionary behavior is consistent 
and monolithic: he is always in the act of declaring his indepen
dence from the system of conventional speech acts; he is always 

[Centrum, 3:2 (Fall 1975), 107-111.) 



108 STANLEY FISH 

doing things (with words) to set himself apart. He is the 
Greta Garbo of the Roman state, saying again and again, I 
want to be alone. 

He says it twice in the climactic scene, first when he 
refuses even to greet: "I would not •.• check my courage for 
what they can give,; To have't with saying 'Good morrow"' 
(III, iii, 90-93). Greeting is the bottom line of civility; 
for a greeter is committed to nothing more than being a member 
of the (speech act) community whose conventional means of 
expressing courtesy he invokes. If we tell someone "I will 
never say hello to you again," it is understood that we will 
have nothing whatever to do with him. Coriolanus says that 
to the Roman citizens, and when, in the very next instant, 
they banish him, they merely say it back. The banishing then 
is anti-climactic: it merely ratifies, with one illocutionary 
act, the message of Coriolanus' many illocutionary acts. That 
message is delivered again, in thundering tones, when he utters 
his famous declarative: I banish you. With this act he re
locates the state and its power, placing them where he has 
always believed them to be in the first place, in his own 
breast, where they are sustained and nourished and recognized 
by a virtue that exists independently of any public or 
communal system of values. 

The tragedy of Coriolanus is that this "world elsewhere," 
this world totally apart from speech act communities and their 
constraints, does not exist, at least not on this side either 
of madness or sainthood. The point of my exercise is that 
the course of this tragedy emerges step by step in the course 
of a speech act analysis; that is to say, the events of the 
entire play can be seen as the unfolding of the necessary 
consequences of the hero's illocutionary behavior: 

1) In his inability to make a request or accept praise, 
he declares his independence of conventional (that is, public) 
procedures for certifying merit or desert. 

2) When he goes so far as to refuse to greet, his setting 
himself apart from the community is complete, and he stands 
alone. 

3) By banishing him, the citizens simply ratify and con
firm what he has already done; by banishing them, he makes 
explicit his rejection of the community and his intention to 
stand alone, as a society of one, as a state complete in him
self, independent of all external supports and answerable only 
to the laws he himself promulgates. In short, he decides to 
be a God. 

4) As a God, he demands absolute obedience to his word 
(the sacred text), establishing his promises and pledges as 
the law against which no other considerations or loyalties 
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can stand ("Thou shalt have no other Gods before me"). 
5) By going back on his pledge, he stands against 

it and is struck down accordingly. Dying, he acknowledges 
involuntarily his necessary involvement in the community from 
whose conventions he sought to be free. In the end, the 
fiercely private man exists only by virtue of the words of 
others ("He shall have a noble memory."). 

I must confess that I like this analysis, but it is only 
preliminary to a cautionary tale. The fact that Coriolanus is 
available to a speech act description should not be generalized 
into a program for literary criticism. The case is a very 
special one, and we can see just how special it is by looking 
at some of the recent attempts to make literary use of the 
theory. These attempts all fail in the same way, by trying 
to extend the theory into areas that are properly closed to 
it. When, for example, Richard Ohmann declares that King 
Lear's apportioning of his kingdom is an infelicitous act, 
he confuses an illocutionary with a perlocutionary criterion. 
In terms of the conditions on illocutionary acts, what Lear 
does is perfectly felicitous; the fact that it turns out 
badly is not a fact the theory can deal with or even recognize 
except to point out that it marks the boundary of its compe
tence.l Whatever speech-act theory is, it is not a rhetoric. 

Neither is it a psychology. In the analyses of Ohmann 
and others we occasionally hear of the speech acts of lament
ing, rejoicing, assuming, hoping, wishing. None of these is 
the name of an illocutionary act; that is, one does not con
ventionally perform them, although one can report on their 
performance, which, in terms of the theory, takes place off 
stage, in the interior recesses of the heart. This too is an 
area into which speech-act theory does not reach, although 
this limitation is ignored when every verb is assumed to be 
the name of an illocutionary act. 

A similar misunderstanding underlies the attempts of some 
to make the theory a theory of narrative by rewriting as speech
act rules the conventions of story-telling; but if these con
ventions are rules, they are regulative; that is, they are 
imposed on an antecedently existing form of behavior. The 
rules for illocutionary acts, however, are constitutive; they 
do not regulate behavior, but enumerate the procedures which 
define it. Again the mistake is an honorable one; it is made 
in the service of trying to get the theory to do something we 
would all like it to do; but it remains a mistake, and to per
sist in it does nothing more than add another set of terms on 
top of those we already have. 
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An even more serious mistake is committed when the illocu
tionary/locutionary distinction is made into a distinction 
between style and meaning. Whatever the difference between a 
command and a promise or a request and an order may be, it is 
not a difference in style; and it is hard to see what treating 
it as such could lead to; in practice it seems to lead to the 
counting and arranging in statistical patterns of kinds of 
acts; but once this operation is performed the resulting data 
are uninterpretable, or what is even worse, they are interpret
able in any direction one likes. 

The one area in which the wholesale transference of speech 
act to literary terms seems to have paid off involves the 
drawing of a distinction between fiction and nonfiction; but 
this enterprise also fails, and on three counts: 

First of all, the distinction is typically drawn as one 
between assertions; that is, it is restricted to those speech 
acts to which one can reasonably put the question, is it true 
or false? Nothing is said (nor could be said, I think) of the 
difference between fictional and no~fictional promises, requests, 
questions, etc. 

Second, in practice, as John Searle admits, the distinction 
speech-act theory is able to support is not between fiction and 
nonfiction, but between fictional and nonfictional discourse;2 
works of fiction contain both, in an unprincipled mix; the same 
can be said of works of nonfiction, which can be made up of 
any ratio of hypothetical to seriously intended utterances. 
The distinction survives, but its literary interest does not, 
because there is nothing it can help us to do. 

And third: even as a distinction it is not so crucial as 
we have been led to believe by those who mistake it for a 
distinction between language that has a grasp on the real 
world and language that operates with diminished responsibility 
to that world, and is therefore derivative (Austin's word is 
parasitic). The difference, I think, is much less sharp. To be 
sure, the conventions of nonfictional discourse include a 
claim to be in touch with the real world, and also include 
procedures for determining whether that claim is justified in 
a particular instance. However, those procedures do not 
examine the claim from a perspective external to the conven
tions, but operate rigorously within them. That is to say, the 
reality nonfictional discourse has a grasp on is the reality 
its own conventions stipulate; the difference is finally not 
between discourse in touch with the real and discourse that is 
not, but between discourse with realistic pretensions, and 
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discourse without those pretensions. Which comes first is an 
unprofitable and misleading question. 

Indeed, there don't seem to be very many questions left 
that speech-act theory can answer; it is not a rhetoric, nor 
a psychology; it does not yield a theory of narrative or of 
style; it can't distinguish between fiction and nonfiction 
or between what is real and what is not. What can it do? 
Well, it can provide us terms and descriptions for discussing 
Coriolanus, and it can do this because Coriolanus is ~speech
act~· By this I don't mean that it is full of speech acts 
(a condition no piece of discourse escapes), but that it is 
about speech acts, the conditions on their performance and 
the commitments one enters into or avoids by invoking the 
conventions that constitute them. Indeed, as we have seen, 
it is just these conditions and commitments that the characters 
discuss, so that it seems at times that they are examples in a 
textbook that Austin and Searle are writing. What this means 
is that the future of speech-act theory as a tool of literary 
criticism is severely circumscribed; it will depend on the 
care its proponents exercise in choosing texts which, like 
Coriolanus, do what it does; and when such a text is found, 
the relationship between it and the theory will not be one 
of object to description, but of description to description, 
of one account of how to do things with words to another. 

NOTES 

l"Literature As Act," in Approaches to Poetics, ed. Seymour 
Chatman (New York, 1973), p. 90. 

2"The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse," NLH, 6 
(1975), 332. 

Department of English 
The Johns Hopkins University 
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Perlocutionary Acts 

and the Interpretation of Literature 

The central question that I'm interested in--and I don't think 
that everyone else at this table is interested in this ques
tion--is this: what does a competent reader of literature 
(fiction) do--not what should he do, but what does he do--in 
interpreting a literary text, and how does he do it? A theory 
of literature or of literary interpretation is, I take it, an 
answer to this question. A theory of literature is not a crit
ical method--not an instrument for interpreting texts. Like 
any other theory, it has as its sole function explanation and 
prediction of phenomena. It does not tell readers how to in
terpret texts; it simply makes explicit what they do when they 
competently interpret them and what they have to know in order 
to do it. 

After forty years of the New Criticism, this view of lit
erary theory is hard to understand, let alone accept. For the 
New Criticism assumed that the chief function of literary crit
icism is to interpret texts and that the special expertise of 
the literary critic is necessary for competent interpretation 
of them. A competent reader must, in other words, either be 
a literary critic or sit at the feet of literary critics--read
ing literary criticism, taking courses in the interpretation 
of literature, and so on. 

Hy assumption is quite different. I assume that for every 
work of literature--indeed, for any piece of discourse whatso
ever--there is (or was) a body of competent readers and that 
they acquired their competence, not by any kind of formal in
struction, but in the way that we all learned how to speak our 
native language. Just as there are native speakers of a lan
guage, there are (or were) native speakers of Elizabethan trag
edy, seventeenth-century epics, eighteenth-century satires, 
Romantic lyrics, and stream-of-consciousness novels. If 
Shakespeare's contemporaries were competent readers or viewers 
of his plays--PMLA, of course, is full of articles by critics 
who believe that they were not--how did they acquire their 
competence? Surely not by reading or taking courses in dramatic 
criticism. 

Today, of course, there are no native speakers of Shake-
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spearean drama (or of any other antique texts) ; and, if we 
want to acquire competence in reading or viewing it, we must 
do it in the way that we acquire competence in Old English 
or Latin or Sanskrit: by instruction or self-study based 
upon someone's theory (or grammar). But this necessity in no 
way affects my basic assumption. The function of a theory 
of Shakespearean drama is to make explicit what Shakespeare's 
contemporaries did when interpreting his plays and what they 
had to know in order to do it. 

Let me briefly sketch the fundamentals of speech-act 
theory; the distinction between four kinds of speech act. 
First, the utterance act or, as Austin called it, the locu
tionary act--which consists simply of the utterance of one 
or more sentences in some language. Second, the propositional 
act--which consists of an act of reference and an act of pre
aiCation. The writer refers to something and predicates a 
property of it, or refers to several things and predicates a 
relation of them. By referring and predicating, the writer 
expresses a proposition. But the propositional act--expressing 
a proposition--must not (as it sometimes is) be confused 
with asserting a proposition, which is an illocutionary act. 
Third, then, the illocutionary act--which is the act of do1ng 
something with the proposition expressed. Asserting that this 
proposition is true is one kind of illocutionary act; asking 
whether it is true is another; requesting that it be made true 
is a third; and so on. Finally, the perlocutionary act--which 
is the effect that a combined utterance-propos1t1onar=lllocu
tionary act has upon the reader, once the reader has under
stood it. 

The first three kinds of speech act--the utterance act, 
the propositional act, and the illocutionary act--are rule
governed. Moreover, as Stanley Fish has pointed out, they are, 
like games, governed by constitutive rules--rules that consti
tute or define the very acts they govern. Utterance acts, for 
instance, are constituted and governed by the grammatical rules 
of the language the writer uses. Following these rules--utter
ing sentences conforming to them--guarantees successful per
formance of utterance acts. 

But the fourth kind of speech act--the perlocutionary act-
is not rule-governed; there are no rules governing the per
formance of perlocutionary acts. In performing a combined 
utterance-propositional-illocutionary act, doubtless the writer 
always intends to perform a certain perlocutionary act, to 
have a certain effect upon the reader: to get the reader to 
believe an assertion, for example, or to answer a question or 
to grant a request. But there are no rules that the writer can 
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follow that guarantee performance of the intended perlocu
tionary act. The writer always, of course, performs some 
perlocutionary act--has some effect upon the reader--but he 
never knows in advance what it will turn out to be. 

So far I've been talking about speech-act theory as it 
applies to what Barbara Smith calls natural discourse or to 
what John Searle calls serious or nonfictional discourse. 
Now, what about fictional discourse--novels, poems, plays? 

Among those who believe that speech-act theory can make a 
principled distinction between fiction and nonfiction, there 
is considerable agreement. Let me tick off some of the points 
upon which they agree. First, fiction, like nonfiction, is 
governed by constitutive rules. Second, the utterance acts of 
fiction, like those of nonfiction, are governed by the gram
matical rules of the writer's language--in the broad sense in 
which grammatical rules include semantic rules; and the sen
tences of fiction are meaningful in precisely the way that the 
sentences of nonfiction are. It has been a mistake--a very 
persistent mistake--to look for a general distinction between 
fiction and nonfiction at the level of utterance acts, gram
matical rules, and sentences. So far as I am aware, no one 
has ever been able to find one there. Third, there is, as 
Barbara Smith says, a rule that in effect suspends the pro
positional-act and the illocutionary-act rules of nonfiction-
not just the illocutionary-act rules for making assertions, 
but all propositional-act and illocutionary-act rules. This 
rule-suspends, for example, the propositional-act rule that 
for the writer to refer to something that thing must exist 
or must once have existed. When Jane Austen performed the 
utterance act of writing the first sentence of Emma--"Emma 
Woodhouse, handsome, clever and rich with a comfortable home 
and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best bless-
ings of existence. . "--this rule permitted her to use the 
referring expression Emma Woodhouse, as we all perfectly well 
know, without referring to anything--without making any com
mitment to the existence of anything. Finally, there is a rule 
that, in performing an utterance act, the writer of fiction 
must somehow pretend to perform a propositional act and an 
illocutionary act as well or--a better way of putting it--what 
the writer must pretend to do is to report that someone else 
performed an utterance act, a propositional act, and an illocu
tionary act. In writing "My Last Duchess," for instance, 
Browning pretended to report a monologue delivered by the duke. 

This way of distinguishing between fiction and nonfiction 
has, I think, at least two advantages. One is that it makes 
the utterance acts of fiction just as meaningful, and meaningful 
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in just the same way, as those of nonfiction. It ends the 
futile search for a distinction at the level of utterance acts, 
grammatical rules, and sentences. The other advantage is that 
it recognizes what, I think, we feel intuitively: that fiction 
is parasitic or rides piggy-back upon nonfiction--that it is 
make-believe or mimetic. Mimesis is an ancient notion and, I 
believe, a correct one. 

Skipping over some other things, let me distinguish four 
kinds of meaning often confounded with one another in literary 
theory. First, there is intended meaning--the meaning that the 
writer intends to represent or encode by performing a speech 
act or that the writer pretends that a character intends to 
represent by a speech act that the writer pretends to report. 
Second, there is conventional meaning--the meaning that, by 
virtue of the relevant constitutive rules, the writer's speech 
act or a speech act that the writer pretends to report does 
have. Third, there is betrayed meaning--the meaning that, by 
virtue of natural laws (physical, biological, psychological, 
sociological), the writer betrays--unintentionally reveals--or 
that the writer pretends that a character betrays. And, finally, 
there is perlocutionary meaning--the effect that the writer's 
speech act or a speech act that the writer pretends to report 
has upon the reader: tragic effects like crying, for instance, 
or comic effects like laughing. 

Two comments about these four kinds of meaning. 

First, if meaning is what the reader gets through inter
pretation of speech acts, and if interpretation is inference
making, then perlocutionary meaning is not meaning at all, and 
getting it is not interpretation at all. The reader does not 
infer the effect that the writer's or the character's speech 
act has upon him. The effect, rather, is simply something 
that happens to the reader once he has inferred meanings of the 
other three kinds. I count perlocutionary meaning as meaning 
only because it is often spoken of as that ("the tragic mean
ing of Lear")--which is all right (there are many meanings of 
meaning)--and because it is so frequently confused with the 
other, inferred kinds of meaning--which is not. The dogma 
that every change in form entails a change in meaning, for 
example, rests upon this confusion or equivocation. 

Second, the reader infers different kinds of inferred 
meaning in different ways. Making an inference always depends 
upon knowledge of some principle of inference. To infer con
ventional meaning, the reader must knoT,v constitutive rules. 
To infer intended or betrayed meaning, however, the reader must 
know natural laws. Let me illustrate this often-ignored dis
tinction by a hypothetical example from nonfiction. 
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Suppose I say to you, ·"People are following me all the 
time." Now, if you know the grammatical rules of· English, ·the 
propositional-act rules, and the illocutionary-act rules for 
making assertions, you infer that I have asserted that I be
lieve that people are following me all the time. This infer
ence you make upon the basis of your knowledge of the relevant 
rules. But you might also make a further inference--namely, 
that I'm paranoid. This inference you make upon the basis of 
your knowledge, not of rules, but of psychological laws. People 
who go around saying that people are following them all the 
time are probably paranoid--unless it's the case that people are 
indeed following them all the time, which has occurred quite 
often in recent times. 
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BARBARA HERRNSTEIN SHITH 

Actions, Fictions, 

and the Ethics of Interpretation 

My paper is not concerned with applying or evaluating speech
act theory proper, of which I am neither a practitioner nor an 
advocate. I share with Mr. Fish both fascination with much 
that is practiced in its name and skepticism regarding its 
value for literary criticism and theory. 

But my paper is concerned with speech acts and literature, 
or rather with the distinction between what I refer to as natural 
discourse and fictive discourse--a distinction which, by one 
set of terms or another, has received increasing attention 
from linguistic and literary theorists of various persuasions, 
including, as it happens, John Searle, who has recently dealt 
with it as the distinction between "serious speech acts" and 
"nondeceptive pretended speech acts." 

In fictive discourse the conventions, assumptions, and 
expectations that normally govern the transactions between 
speakers and listeners do not altogether obtain. They are, 
rather, suspended or qualified or replaced by another set of 
conventions. A fictive utterance is understood to be not a 
verbal act but the representation of such an act. Thus, 
when the French instructor illustrates a point of grammar by 
uttering the words "Je m'appelle Jacques," it is understood 
that those words represent, but do not constitute, the verbal 
act of giving one's name in French, and do not have the force-
make the claims, require the response or entail the responsi
bilities--that they would have in a natural verbal transaction. 

There are many varieties of fictive discourse serving 
many functions, from the verbal playacting of children--"I'm 
a wicked witch and I'm going to lock you in a dungeon"--to 
the exemplary sentences of logicians--"All swans are white," 
"The cat is on the mat"--to the lyrics of popular songs--
"Let's fall in love," or, more recently, "Let's do it in the 
road." Fictive discourse can be handy or diverting and it 
can be composed for specifically aesthetic ends, that is, as 
verbal artworks: poems, stories, novels or the scripts of plays. 

[Centrum, 3:2 (Fall 1975), 117-120.] 
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Fictive discourse obviously includes much that we do not 
speak of as literature, and many works that we do speak of as 
literature were not composed as fictive utterances. ~y con
cern in the present paper, however, is not with the relation 
between fictive discourse and literature, but with the dis
tinction between natural and fictive utterances, particularly 
the implications of the distinction for the ethics of inter
pretation. And my central point is that there are implications: 
that the very nature of interpretation is different with 
respect to each, and that the social assumptions and obliga
tions that govern our interpretations of natural utterances 
do not obtain and cannot be invoked for the interpretation of 
fictive utterances. 

The fundamental set of assumptions that governs natural 
verbal transactions and makes language an effective instrument 
of communication for both speakers and listeners may be stated 
as follows: 

1) That the determinants of an utterance--the speaker's 
motives in speaking, and the historical particular conditions, 
circumstantial and psychological, to 'vhich his verbal act is a 
response--that those determinants are implied by the fact and 
form of the utterance in accord with the relevant rules and 
practices of the linguistic community; and 

2) That those determinants will be inferred accordingly 
by the listener. In other words, the listener assumes that 
the speaker means what he says, and the speaker assumes that 
the listener will take him to mean what he says, both in 
accord with the conventions of their shared linguistic com
munity. 

If these assumptions are violated in natural discourse, 
if the speaker's motives and circumstances are not properly 
reflected in his utterance or not correctly inferred by the 
listener, we regard the speaker as inept or a liar, and we 
regard the listener as inept or--there's no word, interestinqly 
enough, for the converse of liar, but misconstrual, like 
misstatement, can obviously be malicious or sociopathic as 
well as dim-witted or slovenly. 

Ineptitude of speech or interpretation is unfortunate but 
forgiveable. Lying and willful misinterpretation are, w~ say, 
unethical. Both dissolve the network of mutual expectat1ons 
and responsibilities that maintain the good health of the 
verbal community and the effectiveness of language for all its 
members, both speakers and listeners. In fictive discourse 
the assumption that the speaker means what he says and t~at. 
the listener will take him at his word is not violated; 1t lS 
suspended. It is understood that the fact and form of the 
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fictive utterance do not imply the author's or performer's 
personal motives and circumstances, or any historically 
particular determinants. It is understood that we cannot and 
should not infer that the French instructor's name is Jacques, 
that the child believes herself to be a witch, or that there 
is a particular cat or mat to which the logician was respond
ing. Since the suspension is patent and presumably understood, 
we do not regard the instructor, child, or logician as either 
inept speakers or liars. The question at the center of my 
paper is how we are to regard the listener or audience of a 
fictive utterance, particularly if the utterance lS a verbal 
artwork, and my quarrel, insofar as the paper is polemical, is 
with those who would invoke the ethics of natural discourse, 
particularly the assumptions and expectations of responsible 
interpreting, to direct and constrain the interpretation of 
literary fictive discourse. 

Professor Hirsch has maintained that the ethics of lan
guage hold good in all uses of language, that no viable, 
relevant distinction has been or ever could be made between 
different uses of language, that all interpretation should be 
governed by the intentions of the author, and directed toward 
the recovery of what he calls "oriqinal meaning." 

My argument briefly is as follows: 
1) That there is a relevant distinction; 
2) That interpretation under any circumstances is 

ethically governed not by the intentions of the author, but by 
the conventions of the linguistic community; 

3) That with respect to a fictive utterance, meanings are 
not equivalent to authorial intention, and authorial intentions 
presumably include among other thinas the intention that the 
work be taken and interpreted as fictive, not natural, dis
course; 

4) That an utterance taken as fictive cannot be inter
preted as natural discourse, because by definitlon its form does 
not bear the same expressive or implicative relation to its 
author's or per former's motives and circlJmstances as does a 
natural utterance; 

5) That the particular historically determinate meanings 
of a fictive utterance cannot be recovered because the fictive 
utterance, so regarded, does not have particular historically 
determinate meanings. Hhat would---se-such meaninqs in a 
natural utterance are here historically indeterminate and 
must be supplied by the reader as part of his experience of 
the work; and finally 

6) That to insist that the interpretation of literary 
fictive discourse be governed by the same social considera
tions and criteria of correctness as the interpretation of 
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natural discourse is ultimately to deprive literature of some 
of its most valued functions and characteristic effects, 
among which is the availability of literary works for construc
tive, rather than inferential, interpretation, that is, for 
supplying or creating meaning rather than recovering it. 

None of this implies that there are no ethical consider
ations in literary interpretation, and I shall in concluding 
mention two of them. 

The first arises from the fact that the effectiveness, 
and thus continued production, of all art, including verbal 
art, depends upon the audiences who are able and willing to 
experience the effects that individual art works were 
designed to produce. What follows here is that we should 
strive to make ourselves and our students skillful, informed, 
and responsive readers capable of appreciating and experiencing 
literary art as such. The second concerns not the relation
ship of the interpreter to the author of the literary work, 
but to his own audience, that is, those to whom he offers his 
articulated interpretations, which are of course, or presumably, 
natural discourse, and thus subject to the same ethical con
straints as any natural utterance. And here the primary 
constraint is the fundamental one, namely, that the interpreter 
tell the truth, which would mean, amonq other things, 

1) That he not claim to have identified as specific 
authorial intention or original meaning what there is good 
reason to believe that the author did not specifically intend 
or mean, or no good reason to believe that he did; and 

2) That the interpreter not claim to have established the 
uniquely valid interpretations of the meaning of the work, when 
by the nature of literary interpretation, no such thing is 
possible. 

Department of English 
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E. D. HIRSCH 

What's the Use of Speech-Act Theory? 

I will not waste much time in a preamble to my argument. Pro
fessor Hancher has given each of us a maximum of eight minutes 
to summarize our views, originally to be distributed in advance 
in written form before this meeting took place. When I failed 
to meet the deadline, I incurred the task of presenting my ar
gument and its summary both at once in eight minutes. Since I 
have four points to make, I can devote an average of two minutes 
to each point by using the familiar technique of gross over
simplification, a vice I prefer to overcomplication. 

Point number one tries to answer the following question: 
What is the illocutionary force behind speech-act theory? Why 
did it come into being? The point I want to make in answering 
the question is that the strengths and limitations of the theory 
as well as its value for literary criticism have something to 
do with its Oxford origins. A reading of Austin's work up to 
How to Do Things with Words persuades me that one of Austin's 
intentions was to demolish the mentalistic concept of propo
sition as enunciated by Frege and implicit even in logical 
positivism. Austin from the start took an extremely nominal
istic view of propositional statements, well illustrated by 
the following anecdote related by Isaiah Berlin; "Austin asked: 
'If there are three vermillion patches on this piece of paper 
how many vermillions are there?' rone,' said I. 'I say there 
are three,' said Austin, and we spent the rest of the term on 
this issue." By taking a very skeptical stand on the status 
of propositions, which is to say on the idea that sentences 
represent class concepts which are true or false about the 
world, Austin was drawn into a highly interesting study of the 
nonpropositional uses of actual language. He turned his at
tention first to performatives like "I promise you I will go," 
because these utterances are obviously not propositional state
ments about reality, but rather statements acting out their own 
reality. After pondering performatives, he reached the more 
general and to literary students more interestinq doctrine of 
illocutionary force. On this doctrine the meaning of a sen
tence is never merely the propositional meaning as determined 
by its words under the rules of the language. This locutionary 
or propositional meaning is incomplete until we know the unspoken 
intention--the illocutionary force behind the locution. Despite 

[Centrum, 3:2 (Fall 1975), 121-124.] 
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the arguments which still go on over the proper statements of 
Austin's doctrine, his basic principle is one that I believe 
to be an absolutely general and correct observation about lan
guage use. Austin's vocabulary in describing this and other 
features of language was new. The very term illocutionary 
(which could be translated as transpropositional} was a philo
sophical orientation to a lingu1st1c observat1on. The obser
vation itself would have surprised no empirical student of 
language from von Humboldt to the present. For all the value 
of Austin's speculations, they remain narrowly tied to their 
origins in certain problems that concerned Oxford philosophers 
in the thirties, and remain quite aloof from the traditional, 
empirical study of language. To this provinciality Austin's 
theories owe some of their interest and originality, and also 
some of their flaws, which I will mention shortly. 

But my second point is a positive one. The interest that 
Austin's theories have generated now guarantees that we will 
have a useful counterpoise to the literary theory which holds 
that a text is self-sufficiently available to a reader. From 
a structural standpoint this literary doctrine is equivalent 
to the philosophical assumption that a particular sentence 
states a particular proposition. They are not the same doctrines, 
of course, but they have in common the assumption that one needs 
at hand only a text and a knowledge of the language. If Austin 
is right, this postulate of the self-sufficiency of the literary 
text is wrong. An unsaid intention must be invoked to complete 
the said meaning--give it an accurate shape and scope. Illo
cutionary force is required to complete locutionary meaninq. 
Since the very same text might be governed by different kinds 
of illocutionary force, we need to posit a particular kind of 
illocutionary force in order to understand the text's meaning. 
Austin presents the doctrine of illocutionary force as applying 
to all speech acts, whether spoken or written, and if this uni
versal doctrine of illocutionary force in some form or other is 
correct, as I believe it is, then the present interest in Austin 
will lead to a genuine cognitive advance over the theory of 
textual self-sufficiency. 

Point three: if I were asked to describe a flaw in Austin's 
theory, even as now amended by various philosophers, I would 
hazard a criticism of the kind Austin himself often liked to 
make, based on empirical observation and experiment. Strawson 
and Searle have both raised the objection that the line of de
marcation between locutionary and illocutionary meaning is 
neither clear nor universal. One of Austin's defenders, Ferguson, 
concedes the point that the various levels in Austin's theory, 
the phonic, rhetic, locutionary,,and ~llocutionary, may be looked 
upon as abstractions. He says, It m1ght for some purposes be 
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WHAT'S THE USE OF SPEECH-ACT THEORY? 12 3 

better to say that in the total speech act, one complex inten
tion is operative. Whether we speak of one intention or many 
seems to me mere taxonomical preference." But this is a gen
erous concession. One of the big uses made of Austin's theories 
is the taxonomic one of classification. The vocabulary of the 
various forces is, apparently, indispensable to the application 
or vulgarization of the theory. If we admit that a single 
complex intention may wipe out the clear demarcations between 
the various semantic forces, we may decide that the terminology 
of speech-act theory should be regarded with as much nominal
istic skepticism as Austin alotted to the word vermillion. 
Moreover, even the model of the different forces requires some 
improvement as a model. Psycholinguistic research has shown 
that the various layers of speech interact with one another 
in different directions, not just one. On Austin's model, the 
phonic act gives rise to the phatic act, to the rhetic act, 
thence to the locutionary and the lllocutionary. The sound 
gives us the word, the words give us sentences, the sentences 
yield locutionary meaning, which must be completed by illocu
tionary meaning. But linguistic experiments have shown that 
the highest level is also the lowesti that illocutionary force 
can alter not only locutionary meaning, but also even sounds. 
Austin did concern himself with such linguistic problems, as we 
know from the following anecdote of George Pitcher'si Austin 
said to him: "Suppose I ask you, 'If cold water is iced water, 
what is cold ink?' and you reply 'Iced ink.' You would have 
uttered the sounds 'I stink' but not the words 'I stink' i rather, 
in saying the words 'iced ink' you uttered the sounds 'I stink'." 
Austin might have been delighted to find out that he was wrong, 
and that the whole matter is a lot more complicated than that. 

My final point is about the use of theories like Austin's 
in the practice of literary scholarship. Although I have spo
ken more respectfully of Austin's very Oxford anti-mentalism 
than I privately feel, I have nonetheless felt constrained to 
present a more sympathetic account of the uses of his theories 
than I had originally intended when I agreed to come on this 
panel. For Austin really is a useful antidote to certain idol
atries and mysteries in literary theory, whether emanating from 
the old dispensation or from the new one led by Derrida. But 
I will still be loyal to my original intention in this last point, 
where I wish to question the value of speech-act theory as a 
guide to critical method. Austin's theory is, after all, a 
wholly general theory about languagei that is its philosophical 
virtue, and completely to its credit as a theory. But in'some 
respects generality in a theory is a handicap to anybody who 
wants to use it as a methodological tool in criticism. The more 
general a theory is, the less useful it is likely to be as a 
methodological tool. This principle of increasing uselessness 
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can be proved a priori for all cases where a decision has to 
be made in criticism or scholarship--for instance, where one of 
two interpretations is to be decided on. Obviously, whichever 
interpretation you choose will be equally sanctionea by the gen
eral theory of speech acts. If that weren't so, the theory 
would be false as a general theory about speech. In my experi
ence one of the most useful precepts to be learned from a study 
of general theories is to beware of them, particularly if they 
are both general and true. It is delusive to think they can 
directly sponsor a method of criticism or any concrete judgement 
about a literary text. 

Department of English 
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Discussion 

[See prefatory note, p. 106.] 

FISH: In general I find myself in complete agreement with 
everything that Professor Hirsch has said; I disagree in part 
with what Mr. Steinmann has said; and I disagree wholly with 
everything that Professor Smith has said. My agreement with 
Professor Hirsch extends to his two main points; and that is, 
the significance of Austin, Searle, and whatever--the sig
nificance of speech-act theory as a theory which gives us a 
kind of principled way of arguing the thesis that you can't 
get everything out of the language, that is, you can't build 
up everything simply out of the words and out of syntactic 
or semantic rules. 

I offer as an example an example I often use in class. If 
I were walking down the street with a girl and she looked up at 
me as we approached a rather large and brawny individual who 
was standing in a menacing fashion in our way and she said to 
me, "He doesn't look at all that strong," we could speculate 
as to exactly what she meant, but we would all agree, I think, 
that one of the things she didn't mean is "He doesn't look at 
all that strong." 

It seems to me that in the sense that we know immediately-
or I would know immediately--that this is a dare, or a challenge, 
or some other speech act, the taxonomical specifications of 
which we could argue about--in that sense speech-act theory 
helps to 

[Gap between tapes.] 

if the end of his paper warns against the literary abuse of 
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this theory--except in those rare cases, like Coriolanus where 
conditions as general as those it tries to describe are ~he 
overt subject of the work in question. Otherwise--that is, if 
you use speech-act theories as an all-purpose interpretive 
key--it will either have nothing to tell you or it will tell 
you very trivial things. 

Now, my disagreement with Professor Steinmann really can 
be boiled down to, I think, one basic issue from which some 
others could be extrapolated. It seems to me that he is mis
taking an analytic account of the breakdown of the aspects of 
a fully-launched speech act with a genetic account, or with a 
possible genetic account. And this is a mistake that I see 
often in the literature--that is, the assumption (to take just 
Searle's terminology) that if you distinguish between illo
cutionary force and then, in Searle's parentheses, proposi
tional act, that what you have is a ki11d of recipe which in
volves starting with a pure and basic ~ropositional act to 
which you add, as you might add an intensifier to a piece of 
meat, an illocutionary force. 

In other words I would endorse again Professor Hirsch's 
suggestion on the top of page four of his paper that the mat
ter is not simply a build-up matter from a kernel of basic 
and atomic significance or meaning, to these higher forces, 
but rather, ! would, I'm afraid, endorse a build-down theory 
from an interpretive or intentional gesture to in fact those 
aspects which can only be picked out afterwards. 

In other words I am denying that there is--and here I 
come to my disagreement with Professor Smith--I am denying 
that there is a use of language which hooks up with the real 
world (as opposed to denying that there is a use of language 
which claims to hook up with the real world.) 

Let me just quickly run through, keeping the pages of 
Professor Smith's paper in mind, some of the points of disa
greement I find between us. I'm on page two of her paper, in 
which she is arguing that someone who has asked us to take 
the poem perhaps written by him or her in such a way--asks us 
to regard a poem as a revelation of his personal state. Some
one who so asks us is somehow violating the way in which poems 
are constituted and presented. It seems to me that on page 
two and on other pages in her paper Professor Smith is decreeing, 
giving us laws about what will and will not count as a poem, 
and offering us, I think, no reason for these laws, except 
their own decreeing. That is, I assume, that to the counter
examples of philosophical poetry like Pope's Essay on Man, 
or Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Sonnets from the Portugese, 
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which were intended, we might assume, at one point as direct 
messages to Robert Browning--we must assume that a theory 
like this one would disqualify them as poetry at that point, 
a move which has actually been made in both cases, in one 
case by Ohmann and in another by Elias Schwartz, Schwartz 
denying the title poetry to the Essay on Man, Ohmann to 
Sonnets from the Portugese, at least when they were used to 
send Robert Browning a message. 

It seems to me that it is hard to see what one does in 
laying down rules like this except laying them down. On page 
six on the bottom Mrs. Smith writes, "It is understood, how
ever, that the •appropriate consequences• of a poet•s act in 
composing and offering a poem are not a matte~ of securing 
our services or affecting our behavior." My answer to that 
is, sometimes they are, and sometimes they•re not. That is, 
with some examples that we could both chose, that is the case 
(that it is not a matter of trying to secure our services or 
affect our behavior) ; in some other cases--! could talk for 
days on the example of Milton--it seems to me to be patently 
so, or at least, certainly not disprovable that it•s so. 

Now it seems to me again that everything that Professor 
Smith says in the paper stems from the notion that we do some
thing as readers and interpreters differently when we read 
poetry than when we engage in natural discourse. And r•m 
going to deny that difference, but from the other end. 

I wrote down on a scrap of paper while Mrs. Smith was 
talking one of her sentences: "There are many varieties of 
fictional discourse." My counter-statement is yes, and non
fictional discourse is one of them. This, I think, is the 
core of what I have to say; that in fact that we necessarily 
do what we do when reading or listening to anything. 

Professor Smith asks, "Do the ethical imperatives 
that we acknowledge in ordinary discourse hold good in all 
uses of language?" (asking it with an incredulous tone); but 
I am going to answer to that incredulity, "yes"; although I 
do not mean by this that the prime moral obligation is the 
discovery of original meaning. Were this the time and the 
place, I might argue with Professor Hirsch about the status 
or possibility of original meaning; but I don•t think his 
argument in Validity in Interpretation necessarily goes along 
with this point. 

Now, let me make it clear what I•m suggesting. And that 
is that the imperative of reading--or listening--and I say 
when reading a newspaper, or a novel; or listening to me, or 
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to an opera--is to assume that we are dealing with intentional 
beings. With that assumption we can operate in a number of ways 
depending on the relationship we think obtains between what is 
said and what is meant. It seems to me that that assumption, 
however, holds good always. But it is not always the case that 
we are operating on the assumption that the relationship be
tween what is said and meant is always the same. 

I would make two points: one, those relationships between 
what is said and what is meant do not distribute themselves 
neatly as to any fiction/nonfiction distinction; and two, no 
one of them is basic or prior to the others. 

Finally, on page five of Professor Smith's paper, second 
paragraph, she begins to describe morally reprehensible be
havior on the parts of listeners and speakers. Taking lit
erally what we mean playfully, persisting in interpreting la
tently what we offer patently, for instance, "I'm being fol
lowed all the time," extracting revelations or unflattering 
unconscious motives from our casual remarks, so forth and so 
on. It seems to me that this is precisely what happens in 
natural or normal discourse and it's also precisely what hap
pens in literary discourse, insofar as we are readers, or in
terpreters, or both. The normal speech situation, which Pro
fessor Smith sets up, or always holds up implicitly in her 
paper, I argue does not exist. It's a tremendously ideal-
ized situation, or if it does exist, once in a while, it exists 
only as one very special corner of the discourse universe. As 
when, to use Searle's favorite example (and here Searle would 
be on Professor Smith's side) : Searle says if the waitress 
asks, "What' 11 you have?" and I reply, "A hamburger, hold the 
relish," that's basic communication, that's real. It's not 
so much that fictional discourse doesn't have the properties 
Professor Smith ascribes to it, but that nonfictional discourse, 
to a great extent, has those same properties, except in the 
ideal, noise-free situation which she must posit as the norm, 
but which I do not think is the norm, and which I think rarely 
occurs. 

I conclude by repeating a warning that I have sounded be
fore, and I repeat it in the confidence that it will have to be 
repeated again: ordinary language, as it usually appears in 
these debates, is an impoverishing notion. 

SMITH: curiously enough, I have no quarrel with Mr. Fish; only 
admiration for a paper that manages at one stroke--though in 
more than eight pages--both to embrace and banish speech-act 
theory while simultaneously elaborating a perfectly dazzling 
reading of Coriolanus. 
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Since I argue with Mr. Hirsch in my paper, I will not do 
so to any great extent now, though I would like to say that I 
don't think that speech-act theory will fight the battles for 
which he seems inclined to impress its services. 

Illocutionary force, if I understand it correctly, is not 
equivalent to unsaid intention. And the illocutionary force 
of an utterance is appreciated, not by divination, but precisely 
through that knowledge of language--Mr. Hirsch speaks of "the 
text" and "knowledge of language"--but [in] any case, it is 
appreciated through the knowledge of language which includes 
not only knowledge of a lexicon and a grammar, but also of the 
conventions that govern illocutionary meanings. 

One of the signal contributions of speech-act theory, to 
my mind, is its drawing attention to how much more of verbal 
behavior is rule-governed than was sometimes sppposed, and 
how much more is conventionally implied by a verbal act. I 
also think that speech-act theory will not come to Mr. Hirsch's 
aid in flattening out the distinctions among uses of language, 
since although Austin quite properly did not make a distinction 
between inscribed and spoken speech acts, he nevertheless rec
ognized and took pains to point out that certain verbal struc
tures--among them poems and plays, if I remember the passage-
do not have the illocutionary force or indeed [the] general 
status of speech acts. 

I want to make some comments on Mr. Steinmann's paper and 
then, if I have a minute, perhaps say some things about Mr. Fish's 
comments on mine. For obvious reasons I found much to agree 
with in its general drift, that is, Mr. Steinmann's paper. Since, 
however, I had to question so many of the individual points of 
which it is composed, I could not find myself ultimately at 
ease even with the general drift. 

It seems to me that Mr. Steinmann is cavalier about some 
difficult matters, such as the meaning of meaning and the na
ture of literary interpretation, and that he overcomplicates 
relatively simple matters, such as the means by which a fic
tional character is created. Maybe that's not so simple, either, 
but he overcomplicates it quite a bit. And also the number of 
pretences involved in fictional discourse. Also, I find trouble 
in his easy equation of fictional discourse and imaginative 
literature by way of a parenthesis and, all along the line, his 
use of the terms, concepts, and categories of speech-act theory 
as though they were scriptural. I'll just expand a few of 
these points. 

Mr. Steinmann says that to interpret a text is to discover 
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its meaning, and then provides four senses of "meaning." He 
says these are often confused in comments about interpretation 
of literature. That's probably true. Nevertheless, I don't 
think that those four are exhaustive, and I also think at least 
one of them, as he seems to acknowledge, isn't properly regarded 
as a meaning at all--that is, perlocutionary. Of the second, 
betrayed meaning, well, there are those for whom the primary 
interest of literature is probably the discovery of betrayed 
meaning; there are others--! wonder what Mr. Hirsch would feel 
about this--who would regard the search for betrayed meanings 
as a betrayal of the author's intention. There are intended 
meanings, what the writer intends his encoding to imply, and 
conventional meanings, what his encoding actually implies when 
interpreted by relevant rules. As Steinmann suggests, where. 
there is a discrepancy between those two (that is, intended 
and conventional), it's hard to say how we determine the first 
of them (that is, intended) or, it might be added, how we know 
that there is a discrepancy. Which leaves conventional meaning 
itself: what the text implies when interpreted in accord with 
linguistic convention. This is certainly the primary object 
of textual interpretation; but it is also the primary object 
of the interpretation of any speech act, inscribed or vocal, 
and indeed of any symbolic or conventional action. I don't see 
that Steinmann's discussion of texts and meanings tells us any
thing about literary interpretation or has any relevance to his 
own distinction, earlier in the paper, between fictional and 
nonfictional discourse, a distinction which he seems to have 
forgotten here, where he treats texts as literature and litera
ture as texts, much as Mr. Hirsch does, both of them ignoring, 
or obscuring (or feeling that something doesn't exist) the ways 
in which the meanings and interpretation of fictional discourse 
are distii1ctive. 

Mr. Steinmann says that a writer creates a character by 
uttering sentences containing first-, second-, and third-person
referring phrases. But uttering such sentences is something we 
all do all the time, without thereby creating characters, ex
cept in the sense that Mr. Fish might wish to pursue, namely 
that the distinction between characters and real persons is 
as tenuous as all distinctions between fiction and reality and 
that in speaking of people we actually create them. It's a 
point with which I can have some sympathy, but not just now. 

To return to Mr. Steinmann's observations, it is not, I 
think, that a novelist creates characters by uttering sentences 
with person-referring phrases, but that he implies characters 
by composing, fashioning, fabricating such sentences. If the 
characters are actually created by anyone it is by the reader, 
who, in supplying the appropriate fictive persons for the given 
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fictive references, gives body, and the semblance of vitality, 
to what would otherwise be an inert array of words on a page. 

On the number of pretences involved in a fictional dis
course: there is only one pretence, and Mr. Steinmann's Chi
nese boxes are, I think, a fanciful solution to a gratuitous 
problem. The problem may have been created in part by his 
use of the term "pretend" to characterize the relation of fic
tive to nonfictive speech acts. I prefer the term "represent" 
for a number of reasons, among them the fact that it does not 
presuppose an agent, and therefore does not present a problem 
about who's doing the pretending. 

In all three examples, the passages from two novels and 
Browning's poem, it is not that the authors are pretending to 
perform speech acts, but that they have, in all seriousness, 
composed verbal structures that represent speech acts. Jane 
Austen has composed a sentence that represents a description 
of a woman named Mrs. Bennett. Anything that Mrs. Bennett is 
described as saying in the novel is part of the represented 
description of her. The pretence attaches not to what Mrs. 
Bennett says, but to the statements by which she is described 
as saying it. Henry James has composed a sentence that repre
sents the expression of a sentiment concerning New York. There 
are no boxes within boxes in the novel, only the single box, 
or frame, that contains the entire structure of represented 
sentiments and reports of which the novel consists. Browning 
has composed some sentences that represent a string of speech 
acts performed, in this case, by a highly individualized speaker 
in a vividly implied dramatic context, but here too there is only 
one representation or pretence, namely the one produced, or en
gaged in, by Browning in composing fictional discourse. In 
each case it is the entire work, poem or novel, that is fic
tional, the entire verbal structure that constitutes a repre
sentation of discourse. This is a point which has eluded not 
only Mr. Steinmann, but, I might add, also Mr. Searle, who, in 
the recent article on fictional discourse mentioned earlier, 
manages by the end to fudge matters altogether by reintroducing 
into fictional works a certain number of allowable serious 
speech acts. I suspect that the roots of the problem here are 
the specifically philosophical commitments and concerns of 
speech-act theory which is also, I suspect, why speech-act 
theory may be finally of distinctly limited value for liter-
ary theory. 

On Mr. Fish's comments on mine there are a number of points 
I would want to concede; I perhaps don't even have enough time 
to concede them. I think that his suggesting that my descrip
tions of natural discourse are highly idealistic is well-taken. 
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Let me just mention a few points, if I can remember them. He 
observes that on page two, I regard as unethical the fellow who 
gives us a poem and asks us to take it as something other than 
a poem. But that wasn't my example. My example is that someone 
offers us something as a poem, says it's a poem, and somehow we 
get the sense that there's something else that's being asked of 
us; and what I said there is that he's trying to have it both 
ways: that in offering it as a poem, he's simply suggesting, 
implying, that we regard it~ith certain attitudes, but at the 
same time he's suggesting that there are other attitudes that 
he really wanted. So I think that that question should really 
be resolved by my having made the point clearer to begin with. 

Status as poetry is not the same as status as fictive ut
terance. There's a tremendous problem with terminology which 
I can't say that I have solved. I want to use the word "poetry" 
in order to imply much that we usually imply by it; but I don't 
want to say that fictive discourse is equivalent to poetry, or 
the other way around. And in an article which I wrote, actually, 
after I wrote some of the beginnings of this, called "On the 
Margins of Discourse" [·Critical Inquiry, I,. 4 (1975) ·, 769-798], 
I devote myself entirely to considering precisely those contrary 
cases that Mr. Fish suggests are there; for example, what happens 
with the poem that is orig.inall.y designed for a specific audience 
and really as natural discourse. I don't mean to categorize--
in fact, the whole notion of fictive discourse means that one 
can't categorize, you might say upon inspection, any particular 
verbal structure--that which particular way we regard it is a 
combination of many things, sometimes specific statements, 
but then we can disregard them too. And here is a point I made 
that perhaps Mr. Hirsch will take up, and that is, I suggest 
that (and here I disagree with Searle) it is not the author's 
intention necessarily that defines something as fictive. We can 
call something fictive and take it that way. 

Anyway, many of the arguments, or, let's say, self-defenses, 
against Mr. Fish's points, which I can see are produced by this 
paper, I hope I argue better where I have more space, in the 
article that I just mentioned. 

STEINMANN: A paradox of this discussion is that we find ourselves 
agreeing with our harshest critics; and, just as Mrs. Smith found 
most of her sympathies with Mr. Fish, I_ find most of my sympathies 
with Mrs. Smith. 

Let me begin by making a couple of general observations 
that I think distinguish my general view--quite apart from the 
details of speech-act theory; whether that's right or wrong-
but distinguish my general view from that of Mr. Fish and that 
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of Mr. Hirsch; and, for all I know, from that of Mrs. Smith (I 
can't be sure). 

My first general point is this: that a theory of litera
ture, or of literary interpretation, is not a critical method, 
or methodological tool or tool of literary criticism--that's 
not what a theory is supposed to be. A theory of anything 
whatsoever is supposed to be an account of it that explains 
some phenomenon that occurs. There are various kinds of theory 
that one might propose in connection with literature; and let 
me briefly distinguish some of those. One kind of theory that 
one might propose in connection with literature is a theory 
of competence, a theory of literary competence; this theory 
would attempt to answer the question, what does a writer need 
to know in order to compose a novel (let us say; it doesn't 
matter--any other genre you want to think of) and what does 
a reader need to know in order to interpret the novel once it 
has been composed. This is a theory of competence, of the 
knowledge that the writer and the reader must share in order 
to go about their business of,writing and reading. Knowledge 
of literary conventions, knowledge of linguistic conventions, 
knowledge of speech-act rules, particular historical facts 
(that there was a man named Napoleon and there was the battle 
of Austerlitz, and so forth and so on). That's one kind of 
theory, and that's a kind of theory that I am at the moment 
interested in and was trying to set forth in my paper. Mr. 
Fish seems to believe that I was trying to do a different kind 
of theory from that. This might be called a theory of pro
duction or genesis--what are the steps that a writer must go 
through, what are the processes (if you like that word, and I 
don't) that a writer must go through in order to compose a 
work and what are the processes that a reader must go through 
in order to interpret it. I know nothing about that and I don't 
think anybody else does either. I don't mean I'm not interested 
in it, it's simply that I know nothing about and don't pretend 
to know anything about it. And I don't think that I was trying 
to do anything of that sort. 

My first general point, then, is that a theory is some
thing that pretends to account for some data, to account for 
some phenomena; it may do this or it may not do that, but that's 
its aim. Now, what a theory of competence tries to do is to 
(insofar as it's dealing with rules speech-act rules, or rules 
of literary genres, or what not), what· a theory of competence 
tries to do is to make explicit or formulate these rules. Not 
to lay down rules but to formulate rules that are already there. 
And Mr. Fish accused Mrs. Smith of laying down rules. Well, 
she wasn't laying down rules, she was, I think, trying to for
mulate the rules that we all know when we interpret works of 
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literature. And she may be wrong in her formulations of them, 
but she's certainly not trying to legislate in the matter, lay 
down laws. 

Well, the sole function of a theory, as I see it, is ex
planation and prediction of phenomena. In the past forty years 
literary criticism and scholarship has largely consisted of 
interpretation of texts, of finding and using critical methods 
or methodological tools. This I regard as a major disaster. 
I think that by and large the last forty years of literary 
criticism in America have just been a waste, in that what they 
have devoted themselves to is at best a task of engineering and 
not a theoretical task at all. For one thing I don't think 
that any methodologies are needed for interpretation. I assume 
that there are native readers of literature in the same sense 
that there are native speakers of a language, that people learn 
how to read novels, on the whole, in the way they learn how to 
do anything else, not by formal instruction in school. How did 
Shakespeare's audience learn how to interpret his plays? Did 
they have teachers who had Ph.D.'s in interpretation that told 
them how to do it? They picked it up as they picked up their 
knowledge of the language, and I would assume that they inter
preted the plays correctly. 

The assumption of the last forty years has been that you 
can't read a work of literature unless you've got a methodology 
for reading it, and that you can't really have a methodology 
unless you have a Ph.D. in some relevant discipline. Now there's 
a grain of truth in this in that we all have students who are 
not native readers of literature. And one of the tasks of ~ 
elementary courses ought to be to provide them with the compe
tence--try to provide them with the competence--that they don't 
pick up in the normal way. But surely this is not scholarship-
this is a kind of minor pedagogical task. 

Perhaps we need a methodology when we're dealing with very 
antique or antiquarian works. But surely not for modern works. 
I think it's preposterous--the journals (MLA's the worst offender) 
filled with new interpretations of works by Faulkner. Everyone 
ought to know how to read Faulkner if he's read a lot of novels, 
and [doesn't] need any experts to help him. 

A few particular points, if I have just a moment. First, 
Mr. Fish's paper. As I said I disagree with him. A speech-act 
theory doesn't pretend to be a tool of anything whatsoever and 
therefore is useless as a tool; and nothing against it that it's 
not. I think that he confuses, in one of the points he makes 
in the paper, utterance acts with illocutionary acts; he says 
that one's intention to make a promise is identical with his 
being responsible for the promise that he makes and I think that 
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we do have intentions that are quite independent of anything 
that we do say and we all know ways of making guesses about 
what other people's intentions are. We of course never know 
anyone else's intention for sure, but this is just a special 
case of not knowing anything else for sure either, that is 
a matter of empirical fact. The only things we know for sure 
are tautologies. Anything else we can be mistaken about. But 
as a matter of fact we have a great deal of expertise in judging 
what other people's intentions are. 

A point or tvJO about .Hrs. Smith • s paper. On the whole I 
feel myself, as I say, in sympathy with it, so I don't wish 
to criticize it very much. I think in some of her examples 
she does confuse betrayed meaning with conventional meaning; 
[she] starts out talking about one but ends up giving an exam
ple that really applies to the other. But I think she's essen
tially correct in talking about fiction as suspending the normal 
rules of ordinary discourse. 

Mr. Hirsch, just a word about his. He asks what is the 
illocutionary force behind speech-act theory. I don't really 
care about the genesis of speech-act theory. The question to 
ask about the speech-act theory as developed by Austin or 
elaborated by Searle is whether it's correct or not--does it 
indeed account for the phenomena that it's supposed to account 
for. If it doesn't it's bad. What motivated Austin in doing 
this, what Austin's antecedents were, what got him to thinking 
this way, this is of no relevance ·so far as I can see. I 
agree with Mr. Hirsch that one of the good things, certainly, 
that speech-act theory has done is to lay to rest the notion 
that all you have to have is the text in order to interpret; 
and some people have talked about the text as if you didn't 
even have to know t.vhat the language was in order to interpret 
it. That's enough. 

HIRSCH: We're almost at the end of our allotted time. I'm going 
to be brief in the hope that there can be some audience partici
pation; and also I'm going to take a slightly different tack 
since it's the end of the session, and I'll not refer in detail 
to each of the individual papers, but rather to some of the topics 
that have been raised in the course of the discussion. 

First of all I want to take up the actual reality of fic
tional speech and the actual reality of so-called ordinary speech 
or normal speech situations. The distinctions that I have gen
erally heard in this discussion seem on the whole to discriminate 
oral conversation between two persons from the situation that 
obtains when a person is composing, or a person is construing 
a text, a piece of written language. One of the points to be made 
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about fictionality in both of these circumstances is that a cer
tain degree of fictionality obtains in each. One sees for ex
ample in some books on communication theory, college textbooks, 
and the rest, diagrams which show ordinary conversation going 
on something like this (it's a pre-Griceian version of what 
Grice has himself said in a more complex way) : You have Joe 
and Bill talking. In Joe's mind (pictured in a cloud) is Joe's 
idea of Bill as requiring him to present his (Joe's) utterance 
in a certain way, and simultaneously Joe's idea of Bill's idea 
of Joe, which is required because Joe wants to know what kind 
of uptake is going to be received. 

Now on the corresponding right-hand side in ordinary dis
course you have Bill's idea of Joe in making such an utterance 
and also Bill's idea of Joe's idea of Bill in making such an 
utterance. I think we're familiar enough, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, with these situations in ordinary speech to 
recognize these constructions, and these constructions are 
clearly fictional. You cannot engage in ordinary speech with
out such fictional notions of audience and one's own projected 
self as an author or speaker. 

~ow the situation one gets in written speech, whether it's 
fictional or poetic or nonfictional (historical) , seems to me 
to correspond in general to that same kind of structure. The 
difference is a kind of difference that Chaim Perelman, the 
Belgian philosopher, has stated most explicitly--[it] is that 
in all genres of writing the audience and the speaker tend to 
be more highly fictionalized--in all genres of writing--be-
cause for one thing, in writing one is presenting a discourse 
to somebody whom one doesn't see, and generally in some future 
time and in some unknown situation. There's a tendency there
fore to generalize and make vague the audience, so the audience 
is already a fictionalized projection, and in relation to that 
fictionalized projection one needs a fictionalized author who 
also takes on a role of a certain kind when he's engaging in a 
certain kind of utterance. So, I do see that in the actual 
reality of speech [there is] a kind of role-playing or fic
tionality riddled through the act of speech itself; and, there
fore, to come to my next point (the question of intention) it 
seems to me that the whole issue of whether something is meant 
to be taken as directly referential or meant to be taken as fic
tional or imagined, is obviously intended. It is normally part 
of the authorial intention that it shall be taken that way. I 
was very interested in the examples of our not paying attention 
to authorial intention in cases of fiction. Normally, con
ventionally, in those situations, the authorial intention is 
that authorial intention shall not be taken as though the author 
were a biographical person, not-a5 though n~s daily habits [were] 
germane to the text that he presents us. The intention is to 
disregard biographical intention. 
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Just a point, very briefly, about the term "convention" 
and the term "rules." Speech-act theory is not monolithic in 
its attitudes towards these two points. We've heard a Searle
and-Austin view of speech-act theory here. A Strawson-Grice 
account of speech-act theory would be much more intentional; 
and my own feeling is that the Strawson-Grice description of 
speech-act theory as primarily intentional-conventional and 
not merely conventional is a more accurate account of what 
really goes on in speech. The best example of that sort of 
thing to my mind is in a book called Convention by David Lewis, 
where he presents a series of situations that get convention
alized and one wonders how they got conventionalized in the 
first place. For example if you get cut off in a two-way 
telephone conversation--the line gets disconnected, and goes 
dead--who's the person who'll hang up and try again? On what 
convention do we make that inference? 

Well, obviously some process of divination is involved. 
No doubt the convention, after a number of times--particularly 
between two people to whom this happens often enough--the con
vention gets firmly established and it becomes rule-governed. 
But at first there's a process of divination that's going on, 
and normally one would guess, "well he called me, introduced 
the call the first time; I'll hang up and let him try again"-
that sort of thing. You may be wrong and of course after a 
certain pause if it were long enough, you will assume the other 
convention, "he called me the first time and now it's my turn." 
It could work either way. But clearly something very similar 
is what happens in the way conventions are originated in lan
guage and that's the kind of point Strawson made about the im
portance of intention. 

Now finally--I don't want to go on overlong but I do want 
to come down to what seems to me [to be] the central point in 
the challenge that was thrown out to me about wanting to go 
back to original meaning or authorial intention. It's thrown 
out most clearly in the last footnote in Professor Smith's paper: 
"Hirsch tends to speak not of readers but of interpreters; 
e.g. 'we who interpret as a vocation.' One does not suppose, 
however, that he would \lish to maintain a strict distinction 
between the ethical obligations of readers at large and of those 
readers who specialize professionally in the public articula
tion of their interpretations. Or would he?" 

And I see there the problem between us because the answer 
is yes, I would make distinction between the professional en
terprise of interpretation and the ordinary uses to which one 
can independently, or for one's own purposes, put an interpreta
tion, ~r use an interpreta~ion. And the reason for that is simply 
that f1rst of all--as I th1nk really Professor Smith granted [this] 
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herself--that the problem is not whether we shall use interpre
tations independently of the intended meaning but whether we 
shall label what we are doing, particularly if we're doing it 
publicly and in print; and with that I can wholeheartedly agree. 
On the whole, though, I think what we need as a discipline (inso
far as we consider ourselves a cognitive discipline, which we 
may not do) is to have some sort of a common goal to which we 
contribute something which would stand as knowledge; and the 
only common goal in interpretation that seems as yet satisfac
tory is the goal of recovering that which was meant to be con
veyed by the text. There are other goals, .. and if one labels 
them properly I have no quarrel with them, but there does seem 
to me to be a distinction between the uses of literature and 
the discipline of interpretation. So perhaps that's a basis 
for a reconciliation, as long as that misunderstanding has been 
cleared up. That's all I have to say. 

Q: This is directed to Professor Hirsch although Professor 
Fish may want to comment on it. My preamble is a reference to 
work by a psychoanalytic anthropologist, George Devereux, who, 
in talking about the problems of interpretation--specifically 
in a situation where the interpreter is in actual human inter
change with the people he's interpreting (an anthropologist in 
the field, or a psychoanalyst in an analytic situation with an 
actual patient with its give and take)--he uses the model of 
transference and counter-transference--which I see as analogous 
to what you were talking about when you started talking about 
the way in which it is necessary in a given communication for 
both parties to have fictional constructs of the other and of 
the other's constructs of [the] one. Obviously this is not the 
case when we're dealing with the literature of an author who's 
dead and there is no human interaction [that] has arisen as in 
the case of the anthropologist in the field where the tribe is 
reacting to his presence and he's reacting to the tribe in cer
tain ways. 

But without dismissing what Devereux says I want to work 
from it for a moment to see what we can get to. The situation 
perhaps that we have in interpreting literature, that is mid
way between the live interaction between human beings and the 
noninteraction of a physicist who's observing events at the 
obser[vatory for example,] the Crab Nebula through the tele
scope at his side--all right, literature's somewhere in be
tween there. There is no interchange, no communication inter
change between physicist and what he's reacting to. There is 
a live interchange between the anthropologist and the tribe 
he's reacting to. All right. 

In the case of Milton and his poems, to propose something 
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that Professor Fish might want to think about, where there is 
a live author and a live audience--at whatever remove from 
whatever interpositions of the media of publication, or cir
culation--you have a situation closer to Devereux's example of 
the anthropologist and the tribe, where there is give and take, 
there are lively fictions [?] of one and the other. 

But somehow what's there (and Professor Fish has given a 
lot of energy to thinking about this problem} carries over even 
after an author has died and the original public is gone, cul
tural change has taken place--there's some kind of force of 
communication, or structure of communication, that is preserved, 
as there is in the example Father Ong brought up last night, 
the letter that's written by someone who dies before the let
ter's received. 

What happens--I'm trying to relate this to what you said 
about the creation of fictions--what happens to your notion of 
intention--and the word "unconscious intention" was dropped, 
the word "betrayed meaning" could be translated possibly to 
unconscious intention--what happens to your notion of intention 
when you get to the business of a transaction taking place be
tween an author and a reader? I want you to put it in those 
terms rather than a text and a reader because texts don't en
gage in communications, people do, all right? 

FISH: Even dead people? 

Q: Even dead people, yes. You react to Shakespeare. You re
act to Milton. Like it or not. We betray ourselves in the 
terms we use--we "love Shakespeare." What happens to your no
tion of intention when you put it in this complicated give-and
take situation of the constructions of fictions about two sides 
of a communication? It's a big order. 

[Gap between tapes.] 

HIRSCH: .... Suppose we discovered that the historical fig
ure Julius Caesar was as fictional as the Piltdown Man, that 
actually Julius Caesar never existed, but historical evidences 
of various kinds were put in a later period into the historical 
evidence by people who wanted to perpetrate a hoax. What has 
happened in that case, once we made that discovery, to this 
figure, this dead historical figure? Does he suddenly cease 
to exist? And the answer, it seems to be, pretty obviously, that 
we still have the same evidence about the existence of that 
historical figure. What we now think is something else about 
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the reality of his existence. The contours of his personality, 
of his actions, and all the rest, remain exactly what they were. 

There are a number--I presume one could find a number of 
examples--of what we thought to be historical figures who later 
on turned out to be not historical at all either because they'd 
been misinterpreted or because they didn't exist. I don't see 
why that is in essence different in fact from what happens when 
we engage in ordinary conversation, because we find out from 
people we're dealing with, that our ideas of them get disabused, 
our constructs that we make, our notions of who they are and of 
what kind of persons they are, get disabused. They change. I 
don't know whether this answers your question--by giving you a 
couple of examples--but it does seem to me that in all the cases 
you've presented there is a continuum, a continuity, of con
structs. You have a great deal more evidence of course, with 
somebody you're directly talking to. But I don't see that you've 
removed the hypothetical character of another person. That ex
ists in principle in ordinary life just as it does in the his
torical past. That's all I'll say about that because I don't 
want to usurp more time. 

Q: I wanted to ask a question about the nature of theory as it's 
perceived, I guess, by all of you; I think at one point it was 
said that theory was an attempt to account for something [de
scriptive] and that it should not yield any kind of methodology. 

Well, it seems to me that--I don't quite understand how 
you can say that about theory, because it seems to me that theory 
creates the possibility of talking about things that might not 
even have been conceived before, first of all; and second of 
all, if you take something like the theory of literature there 
is always that kind of rhetorical edge to it--the Wellek-and
Warren thing--that is positing a preferential mode of approach 
to a work, as opposed to some other kind of mode. Even if it 
only discriminates it usually takes a stand. I'm thinking about 
Polanyi's notion of a "guiding interest" or of a "personal know
ledge"--that you really can't talk in purely descriptive terms 
about theory. I wonder if you'd agree with this or if you want 
to kick that around awhile. 

STEIN~~N: Well, a theory of course is not a historical descrip
tion of actual particular events. Rather it consists of the for
mulation of some general principles: these may be empirical laws, 
in the case of physics, chemistry; these may be formulations of 
constitutive rules, in the case of the grammar of a language, in 
the case of speech-act rules, in the case of genre rules. And 
the two sides of the coin of the theory are explanation of his
torically given phenomena and prediction of any phenomenon that 
comes along. So that a formulation of the speech-act rules for--
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the illocutionary-act rules for--asserting or making a state
ment, for example, are intended to account for what histori
cally people have regarded as being statements and to predict 
what they will in future regard as statements. 

Q: Would you say that one of the tests of a good literary 
theory (is being] able to predict what forms of literature 
are on the horizon? 

STEINMANN: No, I wouldn't. A fact that we have to deal with 
with any human institutions constituted by sets of rules is 
the matter of change. Languages change; this is a matter of 
rules changing. Perhaps some speech acts change. I think 
there're some fundamental ones like assertion that do not 
change. So the theory is static in the sense that a grammar 
of a language is static; it pretends to say what at the moment 
will be counted--maybe the rules will change some more--it will 
not predict that. 

Q: (Several words missing] philosophy of language behind 
speech-act theory. The question--I refer, bibliographically, 
to Walter Cerf's criticism of Austin's speech-act theory ["Crit
ical Notice of How to Do Things With WOrds," Mind, 77] in a 
symposium, Sand's collection, there; well, Walter Cerf I think 
has a very excellent set of criticisms of Austin's philosophy 
of language. He raises the issue, for instance, of how placed 
within the Greek tradition of homologum ethum the Austinian 
view of speech acts is; that is, that we still have a very 
Western view of language--a very Western philosophy of lan
guage, that man as tool-maker and tool-manipulator has this 
tool which he uses through a system of acts in order to convey 
something and we're led by the vocabulary of this description 
into a whole set of metaphors about the use of language so 
that the question of speech-act theory relies on a certain 
philosophy of language that tends to naturalize and mechanize 
the way in which we perceive the processes of language and 
their operation in the world. 

For instance, let's imagine trying to apply speech-act 
theory to, let's say, African use of language in poetry to 
account for the--it doesn't transpose very well, let's put it 
that way--at least I have some difficulties transposing speech
act theory from one culture to another and I suppose that if 
you broadened it enough so as to say, well, there's always a 
hearer, there's always a sender, you can transpose then your 
ideological furniture on top of a philosophy of language; but 
it seems to me that that issue can be raised; and another issue 
is: I quibble with the word "act"--I would prefer say, for 
instance, the word "event." You know? But I agree with Don 
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Hirsch that the revelation of illocutionary force is a very im
portant thing and it's important to know authorial intention; 
but I would wonder whether it doesn't change the game a little 
bit to speak of the event that takes place between text and 
reader, rather than the speech act--which always takes us back, 
then, to the movement of the speaker in creating the text and 
draws us away from the hermeneutical problem of interpreting 
the text itself, so that--well, that's overstating it, but at 
least I would say that the term "event" is a superior term to 
"act" and includes it. 

FISH: The second part of the question strayed into things that 
I've always been interested in, but I'm going to forbear re
turning to that interest because I agree so much with the im
plications of the objection--or at least the observation--made 
in the first part; and that is simply that speech-act theory 
is an ideology; and I really think it's an ideology--it's an 
ideology to which we might in some moods even want to put the 
word "bourgeoise." That is, when Austin says on page ten of 
How t.o Do Things With Words, "a man's word is his bond," you 
can see-rhat legal jurisdictional contract morality clamping 
down with a vengeance. And it does. That is, if you look at 
speech-act theory carefully, and especially if you look at the 
latest taxonomy of speech acts which is one that's been pub
lished by Searle in the Minnesota series ["A Taxonomy of Il
locutionary Acts"J-,_you'll find out.that all of the speech acts 
that he distinguishes as major ones have to do with things that 
are actionable in law, and are ways of enforcing obligation. 
Now for instance, when on page ten of [How to Do Things With 
Words] Austin makes his famous, "well look, if a man's word 
isn't his bond, then we're at the mercy of somebody who says 
with moralistic piety, 'my tongue uttered but my heart for
swore'"--all right, that's very forceful there. But of course 
I myself have spent most of my life reading and writing about 
John Hilton, whose theory of everything was exactly that one; 
that is, he had a revolutionary ideology, more revolutionary 
I think than those Christian humanists who have tried to appro
priate him sometimes admit, and the basis of that revolutionary 
ideology was intentional in the sense that at least the Austin
Searle line of speech-act theory would not allow. That is, 
Milton, like others, completely would slide off from the form 
of any utterance to the spirit or intention behind it. So that 
everything changed depending on the perspective from which some
thing was uttered. Now it's quite clear that since Milton, 
for instance, always took the tack--when opposed by critics 
saying "well, look: you've done this, and criticized me ~or 
doing the same thing"--he would always come back and say but 
I did it, and I am authorized in doing it and the conventional 
forms upon which you are relying are so much dross." Now I'm 
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not going to argue for either one of these views, but merely 
to point out with this gentleman here that they are views, and 
ideologies, which impose upon us certain, as-natural--that is, 
as-not-made--certain ways of looking at the world. I think 
speech-act theory is an ideology. In a brilliant article in 
[The New York Review of Books] of April 1972 Searle both crit
icized and heralded the end of the Chomskian revolution when 
he pointed out, finally, that in Chomsky there is really no 
way, as he said, to get from the syntax to the semantics or 
from the physics to the semantics. And he pointed out that 
for Chomsky, in some curious way, man was a syntactical ani
mal. Well, I would now like to extend that generous criticism 
and say that for Searle and Austin, at least, man is a legal 
animal. And that one view is as partial and ideological as 
the other. 

Q: My question relates to what Mr. Fish has just said, but it's 
directed to Mr. Hirsch. I have a feeling that I might know 
the answer to the question but I want to be proved wrong. 

Your grudging approval of speech-act theory was given 
in terms of its effectiveness as an antidote to two "dispen
sations": not altogether surprisingly, "the old" and "the 
new." I was wondering if you would tell me what in your under
standing is the new dispensation led by Derrida. 

HIRSCH: Well, of course this is my interpretation of Derrida. 
As I understand Derrida, there is no end point of interpreta
tion--there's no object to be interpreted. I don't claim to 
be even a careful reader of all Derrida's works, but the one 
thing that seems to me to be a recurrent theme is that every 
end point is just a sign for another sign; and that being so, 
what could possibly be a common goal in the enterprise of in
terpretation? That's why I thought that--since Austin has one 
sort of corrective force for the textual-sufficiency theory-,-
and--we need a different sort of corrective force for the idea 
that there is no object or no meaning there for us commonly to 
interpret. 

FISH: People who have read what Don Hirsch and I write might 
be surprised to find us in agreement, and I don't want anyone 
to go away disappointed. It seems to me that Hirsch's agreeing 
with me in no way--that is, I don't take what he says to be 
the result of having agreed with me. But his notion that--what 
was it--''continuing construction"--it seems to me that if you 
take the notion of continuing construction seriously you're 
going to end up in the Derrida position. The difference be
tween Mrs. Smith and myself and Hirsch on one hand is the 
difference which finds its way into Searle's speech-act theory 
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of reference. There are two ways to have a theory of refer
ence, and curiously enough in his book Searle has them both. 
One is a theory of reference in which successful reference oc
curs when you identify something for a speaker in a situation. 
The other is a theory of reference [in which] successful refer
ence occurs when you identify something. Now on that distinc
tion hangs everything, because if you have a situtation-centered 
theory of reference, then the existence outside of the situa
tion of the thing to which you are referring is bypassed--the 
question of that existence is bypassed. On the other hand if 
you think of referring as in a sense picking out an unique and 
distinct object, then of course you're putting an extraordinary 
burden on your language. 

Not only are you putting an extraordinary burden on your 
language, but you're putting an extraordinary burden on the 
history of science, and on those people who were unfortunate 
enough to live, let's say, in the days when the Ptolemaic 
astronomy was believed in. I once asked Searle on this point, 
''do··you then mean that those 'peop'le weren't referring," and he 
said nyes," as he necessarily had to, given that position. Of 
course Searle invokes for fictional discourse the notion of 
shared pretence. What I of course want to do is expand the 
notion of shared pretence much in the way that Mr. Hirsch sug
gests, to all discourse, but if we so do, and admit that our 
references are always to things which have been identified in 
the context of situations and depend on beliefs and opinions 
held by speakers rather than realities, it would also seem that 
we would have to give up as a possibility the determination of 
original meaning; although I still think it is the attempt al
ways to reach that impossible goal that keeps us going. So 
that we would in fact--can keep on talking about this original 
meaning and always do it in the confidence that we'll never 
have to stop. 

Q: May I speak two words in agreement with you and to the 
theorem--about your understanding of the Derrida position? I 
think you also suggested, contrary to what you were saying, that 
you too thought that was the position. It seems to me if one 
directed one's attention to Derrida texts like the end of his 

/essay on Nietzsche, or the chapter in the Grammatology called 
"The Exorbitant Question of Method," or his interview that has 
been translated as "Positions" in Diacritics [2 (Winter 1974), 
pp. 35-43] one would find that in fact Derrida is not arguing-
this isn't some sentiment one finds all over the place--because 
we in America are used to thinking of the French 1n a sort of 
scapegoat fashion in a certain way. But I don't think Derrida 
is suggesting that there is no object, just as much as he is 
not suggesting that there is no subject. I think he is saying 
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something like Heidegger and Nietzsche which simply is examining 
a very familiar conventional, comfortable belief, and, lifting 
the lid, one sees in fact a can of worms--which is that the 
subject is constituted--the subject is always provisional--it 
is constituted by its presence as much as by its absence, and 
the end--the object--is always provisional--one must in fact 
find an object, have an object, one must endeavor. But we 
know this practically, that the object too--in fact, for the 
act of interpretation not to become altogether fascistic--the 
object too is provisional; the object, as much as the subject, 
is constituted by its presence as much as by its absence; and 
this allows us to live and breathe, as much as it allows us not 
to forget the fact that breathing is not only being alive but 
also deferring the fact of our death. I don't want to speak 
any more, but it seems to me that the presence angle of Derrida 
is often simply occluded because we want to believe that he is 
in a position of absence when he's not. 

Q: First to Professor Smith: I just want to clarify the act 
of identifying a text as a text that we will not interpret in
tentionally, and I just want to make it clear in my own sense 
whether it is--this speaks to the bottom of page six of her 
essay--whether it is a categorical act, let us say--that we 
impose a category upon the text, a priori, which then enables 
us to suspend an interest in intention; or whether it's a par
ticular act, an act that is sensitive to the particular claims 
of this text on our interest in intention. 

SMITH: I spoke--if I get the direction of your question--what 
I'd have to say is that certain texts seem to lend themselves 
to that sort of categorical treatment; so there's no way in 
which the category can be arrived at a priori; in other words, 
I don't see any specific features in the text (aside from, you 
know, announcements of how it wants to be taken) that neces
sarily constrains us. However, there are certain texts, as I 
say, that seem to offer themselves for the suspension that I 
have spoken of. Does that answer the question? 

Q: These are certain particular texts which we recognize 
uniquely as having this claim? 

SMITH: Well, it would work differently for different people, 
different times of your life, certainly different ages. A 
text which offers itself in the seventeenth century as a state
ment of someone's religious beliefs or the construction of the 
world may offer itself in the twentieth century for a very 
different sort of reading. 

Q: And I'd like to ask Professor Hirsch about the very last 
page of his essay, I think. He points [out] that the very 
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generality of the speech-act theory may pose a problem because 
the very particular cases in dispute, or the particular options 
in dispute, might be sanctioned by the general theory. I guess 
I want to ask first of all whether or not the generality of the 
theory might not help us clarify the particular options that are 
open to us in particular interpretative cases, choosing among 
particular illocutionary acts, for example, that might be oper
ative in a given text; and I also want to ask if he's not at
tracted to the speech-act theory as a generic theory of speech, 
one that might have some relation to his notion of "extrinsic 
genre" and, finally, "intrinsic genre." 

HIRSCH: The ans\Jer is yes. I think that the kinds of illocu
tionary forces that are dealt with in speech-act theory corre
spond to what we have normally called in literary interpretation, 
"genres." But I'm also Crocean on the matter of genres and I 
think that there aren't any clear boundary lines between them-
which means that Croce is on the side, say, of Strawson and 
Grice in speech-act theory--it's the same sort of a correlation. 
I've forgotten your first question. 

Q: Whether or not the general theory might help identify parti
cular problems--not solve them, but just identify them. 

HIRSCH: Oh yes, I think so. It can identify problems, that's 
right; but I don't think a general theory can show you how to 
make actual choices when you have empirical questions that need 
to be answered. I think that's done on evidence. 
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KENNETH BURKE 

Words as Deeds 

J. L. Austin. How to Do Things With Words: The William James 
Lectures Delivered at Harvard uniVersity in 1955. 2nd ed. 
Ed. J. o. Urmson an~Mar1na Sb1sa. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1975. Pp. viii + 169. Paperback, $2.95. 

Theories of language involve two kinds of speculation that are 
quite different yet by no means mutually exclusive. One 
might be called "scientistic" because it gravitates about 
language as a mode of knowledge; the other "dramatistic" 
because it approaches language in terms of action. The dis
tinction is presented in the opening remarks of David Burne's 
An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding: "Moral philosophy, 
or the sc1ence of human nature, may be treated after two 
different manners • . • for the one considers man chiefly as 
born for action . . . the other species of philosophers consider 
man in the light of a reasonable rather than an active being, 
and endeavour to form his understanding." The distinction 
probably gets its ultimate grounding in the shifts of approach 
between "ontology" and "epistemology." But I would confine 
the terms to a terministic emphasis. 

This summary formulation, on the first page of the last 
chapter of Austin's How to Do Things With Words, is in itself 
enough to indicate why Iwould class the book as "dramatistic" 
in its approach: "The total speech act in the total speech 
situation is the only actual phenomenon which, in the last resort, 
we are engaged in eluc1dat1ng." True, his theory of words as 
deeds is itself a contribution to knowledge, as per his opening 
sentence: "the only merit I should like to claim for it is 
that of being true, at least in parts." But the systematic 
choice of a dramatistic approach to his subject implies that the 
pursuit of knowledge in such matters is best guided roundabout 
via speculat1ons about language as a mode of action. 

The book being notes for lectures rather than a defini
tive text, it is presented in the spirit of a "work in progress," 
even to the extent that it undergoes en route a "fresh start" 
(p. 121), with corresponding "sea-change" (p. 150). At the 

[Centrum, 3:2 (Fall 1975), 147-168.] 
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time when Austin began his speculations (which he dates from 
1939) , I had already been considerably influenced by the 
dramatistically slanted essay, Bronislaw Malinowski's "The 
Problem of Meaning in Primitive Languages," published as a 
supplement in Ogden and Richards' basic volume, The Meaning of 
Meaning. I had got so deeply interested in it, I began build
ing with it in sympathetic ways of my own. Austin begins with 
two terms, only one of which ("performative") is dramatistic. 
The other ("constative") is clearly designed to be on the 
"scientistic" (T-F) slope. He finally abandoned his "belief 
in the dichotomy of performatives and constatives in favour 
of more general families of related and overlapping speech 
acts" (p. 150). But my terministic line-up had made it 
impossible for me, from the start, to find it as clear as he 
had seemed to do. Yet the very views I had on the subject 
also get in my way when I try to see the issue as I think he 
wants us to, in his culminating chapter. 

His way of conducting us through the transformations 
from his initial dramatistic anecdote (presenting "performatives" 
in terms of such "speech acts" as vows and declarations) to 
his grand finale surveying "classes of utterance, classified 
according to their illocutionary force" and "quite enough to 
play Old Harry with two fetishes which I admit to an inclina
tion to play Old Harry with, viz. (1) the true/false fetish, 
(2) the value/fact fetish," is itself a performance of appeal-
ing virtuosity. It is one long ingeniously self-imposed 
aporia. 

vJhen trying to decide on a name for his "performa ti ves," 
he says: 

One technical term that comes nearest to what we need 
is perhaps "operative," as it is used strictly by 
lawyers in referring to that part, i.e. those clauses, 
of an instrument which serves to effect the transaction 
(conveyance or what not) which is its main object, 
whereas the rest of the document merely "recites" 
the circumstances in which the transaction is to be 
effected. [p. 7] 

I particularly like that kind of anecdote because it lends 
itself so well to a drarnatistic extension. That is to say: If 
one thinks of such a legal transaction as literally an "act" 
(in the sense of "speech act") , then the recital of the circum
stances" in which the transaction is to be effected defines 
the "scene" in which it is to be "active," or "enacted." 
When the pattern is applied to such "enactments" as the U. S. 
Constitution, the relationship between "scene" and "act" will 
be found to reveal what Austin might call an "infelicity" 
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of this sort: The Constitution, as a legal "instrument," 
was "enacted" in a "scene," or situation, quite different 
from the circumstances in which the Constitution, with its 
amendments and often innovative judicial interpretations, is 
operative as an enactment now. In this respect can the same 
utterances, as a speech act, have the same "meaning" they 
had when first declared? Austin's term, "constative," I 
take it, would cover the description of the circumstances 
prevailing at the time of the original enactment or their 
modified nature now. This is a drarnatistic consideration I 
intend to take up elsewhere, in connection with the terms 
"meaning" and "significance" ("text" and "context"), when 
reviewing The Aims of Interpretation, by E. D. Hirsch, Jr. 

There are some interesting similarities and differences 
between Malinowski's and Austin's informative (better, "pre
formative"?) anecdotes in conformity with which to form 
their analytic nomenclatures. Both authors choose cases 
which clearly involve what Malinowski calls "context of 
situation"; on page 140, Austin refers to "circumstances of 
situation," elsewhere to "circumstances," "situation," or 
"context." Both stress the conventional aspects of the 
verbal behavior they are starting from, and of the human 
relations implicated in those acts. Malinowski's two anec
dotes are much the more rudimentary, being concerned with 
illiterate tribesmen in group activities: 

Take for instance language spoken by a 
group of natives engaged in one of their funda
mental pursuits in search of subsistence--hunting, 
fishing, tilling the soil; or else in one of 
those activities, in which a savage tribe ex
press some essentially human forms of energy-
war, play or sport, ceremonial performance or 
artistic display such as dancing or singing. 
The actors in any such scene are all following 
a purposeful activity, are all set on a definite 
aim; they all have to act in a concerted manner 
according to certain rules established by custom 
and tradition. In this, Speech is the necessary 
means of communion; it is the one indispensable 
instrument for creating the ties of the moment 
without which unified social action is impossible. 

Having described in some detail the operations of some 
fishermen, Malinowski sums up thus: 

All the language used during such a pur
suit is full of technical terms, short references 
to surroundings, rapid indications of change--all 
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based on customary types of behaviour, well-known to 
the participants from personal experience. Each 
utterance is essentially bound up with the context 
of situation and with the aim of the pursuit, whether 
it be t:1e short indications about the movements 
of the quarry, or the expression of feeling and 
passion inexorably bound up with behaviour, or words 
of command, or correlations of action. The struc
ture of all this linguistic material is inextricably 
mixed up with, and dependent upon, the course of the 
activity in which the utterances are embedded. The 
vocabulary, the meaning of the particular words used 
in their characteristic technicality is not less 
subordinate to action. For technical language, in 
matters of practical pursuit, acquires its meaning 
only through personal participation in this type of 
pursuit. It has to be learned, not through reflec
tion but through action. [I take this last sentence 
to be dealing with what I have treated in terms of my 
scientistic-dramatistic distinction, though obviously, 
if there weren't the makings of many T-F distinctions 
implicit in the tribesmen's "technical terms" and the 
like, there couldn't have been a living in that way of 
life.] .. The consideration of linguistic uses 
associated with any practical pursuit, leads us to the 
conclusion that language in its primitive forms ought 
to be regarded and studied against the background of 
human activities and as a mode of human behaviour in 
practical matters. . . The manner in which I am 
using it writing these words, the manner in which the 
author of a book, or a papyr~s or a hewn inscription 
has to use it, is a very far-fetched and derivative 
function of language. 

Malinowski then turns to a different anecdote that brings 
out a different aspect of language--and his name for this is "pha
tic communion," not to be confused with what Austin calls a "phatic 
act." Here "we turn our attention to free narrative or to the use 
of language in pure social intercourse; when the object of talk 
is not to achieve some aim, but the exchange of words almost as 
an end in itself." Verbalizing as so denominated involves "a 
type of speech in which ties of union are created by a mere ex-
change of words. . . The whole situation consists in what 
happens linguistically. Each utterance is an act serving the 
direct aim of binding hearer to speaker by a tie of some social 
sentiment or other." 

These two anecdotes struck me as almost classic in the 
simplicity and suggestiveness of their relevance to the subject. 
And it made good sense to me that the strategic instrument 
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in so major an activity as the gathering of food (a co
operative function that can equally well serve to the 
ends of competition) should be, we might say, enjoyed 
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for its own sake; for the typically symbol-using animal 
might be expected to exercise its prowess as the typically 
symbol-using animal, as fish take to swimming and birds 
to flying. 

And in the offing there were the makings of a 
third anecdote, suggested by ~-1alinowski 's re.ference to 
contrasting written texts which would be at least compara
tively "self-contained and self-explanatory." When 
I first read his essay, I had been taking notes on 
various social and literary "devices," and along those 
lines I had written a book around the contrast between 
"yea-saying" and "nay-saying" ("acceptance" and "re
jection," with intermediate twists). Accordingly, the 
first essay in my collection, The Philosophy of Literary 
Form (published in 1941, composed of things done in the 
Thirties), begins thus: 

Let us suppose that I ask you: "What did 
the man say?" And that you answer: "He 
said 'yes.'" You still do not know what 
the man said. You would not know unless 
you knew more about the situation, and 
about the remarks that preceded his answer. 

Critical and imaginative works are 
answers to questions posed by the situation 
in which they arose. They are not merely 
answers, they are strategic answers, sty
lized answers. For there lS a difference 
in style or strategy, if one says "yes" 
in tonalities that imply "thank God" or 
in tonalities that imply "alas!" So I 
should propose an initial working distinction 
between "strategies" and "situations," 
whereby we think of literature . . as 
the adopting of various strategies for the 
encompassing of situations. These strategies 
size up the situations, name their structure 
and outstanding ingredients, and name them 
in a way that contains an attitude towards 
them. 

This point of view does not, by any 
means, vow us to personal or historical 
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subjectivism. The situations are real; the 
strategies for handling them have public content; 
and in so far as situations overlap from in
dividual to individual, or from one historical 
period to another, the strategies possess 
universal relevance. 

Situations do overlap, if only because 
men now have the same neural and muscular 
structure as men who have left their records 
from past ages. We and they are in much the 
same biological situation. Furthermore, even 
the concrete details of social texture have a 
great measure of overlap. And the nature of 
the human mind itself, with the function of 
abstraction rooted in the nature of language, 
also provides us with "levels of generaliza
tion" (to employ Korzybski's term) by which 
situations greatly different in their particular
ities may be felt to belong in the same class 
(to have a common substance or essence) . 

Consider a proverb, for instance. Think 
of the endless variety of situations, distinct 
in their particularities, which this proverb 
may "size up," or attitudinally name. 

But a written text is like the parry to a thrust. The 
thrust comes from the "context of situation" out of which the 
text arose. And whereas the thrusts of history keep undergoing 
changes of position and direction, the written text lacks 
corresponding immediate pliancy. The written text makes its 
particular parry statuesquely permanent, whereas the context of 
situation into which it has survived may have put forth a 
thrust that calls for a quite different parry. So I waver 
a bit concerning the extent to which we can recover the original 
"self-contained" meaning of a text that arose from a "context of 
situation" greatly different from ours. 

But all told, we have (1) words as illiterate instruments 
in a cooperative act, itself motivated by a "context of sit
uation"; (2) words as the exercise of illiterate human prowess 
with words in a "context of situation"; (3) words as a literal 
text that is a context for its own words (with a somewhat problem
atical relation to "context of situation" in Malinowski's 
sense'. In (3) the exercising of (2) "phatic communion" (in 
Malinowski's sense) can be developed internally to the extent 
where the mere social relaxations of gossip can be transformed 
into such profound exercising of our symbolic prowess as the 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
] 

] 

J 

] 

] 

] 

] 

] 

] 

l 
] 

I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

WORDS AS DEEDS 153 

"tragic pleasure" discussed in Aristotle's Poetics. For just 
as experts in the solving of crossword puzzles will demand the 
most exacting challenges, so the fullest exercising of our 
aptitudes in the way of "symbolicity" will have a gratifi
cation in and for itself. 

But besides the fact that both Halinowski's and Austin's 
("preformative") anecdotes concerning words as modes of action 
involve a great stress upon the role of circumstances in the 
meaning of an act, we confront important dramatistic consid
erations to do with the relation between acts and the attitudes 
of agents. And as I read Austin, he has offered some remark
able contributions to that aspect of the subject. As I see 
the issue, he has introduced a wealth of accurate discrimi
nations into an area which is implicitly ambivalent. 

To point up the ambivalence in the concept of "attitudes," 
in my section on "'Incipient' and 'Delayed' Action" (Grammar 
of Motives) I contrasted two excellent works built around 
the term "attitudes": I. A. Richards • Principles of Literary 
Criticism and George Herbert aead' s Philosophy of tile Act. 
Reduced to its bluntest the situation would be thus=----

If I felt an attitude of sympathy towards someone in 
trouble, I may sincerely express my sentiment. Or my attitude 
of sympathy might lead to an overt act of seeking to modify 
the conditions that are the cause of the distress. A philan
thropic intermediate stage might be, say, as with a coin 
tossed to a leper, whereby I could give help, but at a distance. 

Quite as the acts of agents are grounded in scenes, so 
those acts are associated with corresponding attitudes on 
the part of the agents, attitudes that sometimes accompany the 
acts, sometimes lead 1nto the acts, and sometimes serve as 
surrogates for the acr-Tas you might write a poem voicing
sympathy for the unjustly treated, and feel that you had 
done enough--a turn that could also be characterized as 
"dancing an attitude" of sympathy--and you might do so persuasive 
a job that, if ushers passed plates, a tidy sum could be collect
ed for the cause) . 

As a kind of "work in progress" on my part, I want to 
see what might be done by a view of "illocutionary force" as 
a synonym for "attitude," and to ask what qualifications might 
be needed for treating from this point of view the five classes 
of "illocutionary acts" listed in Austin's last chapter (actually 
two further "-ives" are mentioned there). But first let's 
review some of the main steps en route. 
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A notably "preformative" aspect of Austin's anecdote 
is its contrast with the collective illiteracy of the speech 
acts Halinowski chooses as his way-in. And above all, there 
is the wholly different approach inherent in the ingenious role 
that is played by an intrinsically related aspect of his 
analysis: his cautiously qualified use of the "first person 
singula:r present active indicative form" as a grammatical test 
for traces of his "performative" verbs. (There are references 
on pages 56, 62, 63, 64, 67, 150.) 

In particular note the shrewd test of "asymmetry" he 
discusses on pages 62-63. Here he explains why a sort of 
explicit expansion is needed, to guard against taking a perfor
matlve utterance "in a non-performative.way." 

Austin's self-admonitions of this sort were largely 
responsible for his decision that the constative-performative 
dichotomy had to be abandoned. For such explicit expansion 
indicated that, by the same token, a performat1ve might be 
implicit in what would otherwise look like a "non-performative." 
The 1ssue is clearly illustrated in the various references to 
a "bull in the field" (pp. 33, 59, 62, 74). 

In out-and-out "dramatistic" terms, the point might be 
summed up thus: Implicit in what looks like a constative "descrip
tion" there may be Si.lch a.kind of speech act as, if·explicitly 
expanded, would amount to saying: "On the basis of thls des
cription you had better do, or not do, such-and-such." That 
is to say, the mere would-be description, or report, would not 
just be saying what the situation is. The utterance would 
also imply an attitude (such as a warning) towards the situa-
tion. Thus, utterances that on their face have the form of a 
constative locution might also have the illocutionary force of 
a performative attitude (which might even eventuate in an 
act having perlocutionary consequences). I am here tentatively 
anticipating, on the assumption that these pages are being 
written for readers already quite familiar with Austin's book-
and this seemed to be a handy place for indicating my direction. 
In any case, the ambiguity of "constative" and "performative" 
is clearly stated on page 33: "'There is a bull in the field' 
may or may not be a warning, for I might just be describing the 
scenery." 

Here, in advance of the relevant passages in Austin's 
text, are the equations I am tentatively working with: A 
locution's role as a warning makes it a performative; this 
performative function is synonymous with its illocutionary 
force--and with regard to the relation between speech acts and 
attitudes, I would equate an utterance's illocutionary force 
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with its role in explicitly or implicitly symbolizing an 
attitude. 

155 

In abandoning his two-term start, Austin (p. 95) works 
with "three rough distinctions between the phonetic act, the 
phatic act, and rhetic act," which relate t;hus: 

The phonetic act is merely the act 
of uttering certain noises. The phatic 
act is the uttering of certain vocables 
or words, i.e. noises of certain types, 
belonging to and as belonging to, a certain 
vocabulary, conforming to and as conform-
ing to a certain grammar. The rhetic act 
is the performance of an act of using those 
vocables with a certain more-or-less definite 
sense and reference. 

Two pages later: The same "pheme, e.g. sentence" (that 
is, the same "phatic act") ".may be used on different occasions 
of utterance with a different sense or reference, and so be 
a different rheme" (that is, a different "rhetic" act). 

I'd take this triad to be summing up the fact that the 
mere sounds of words, in their nature as mere sounds, are in 
the realm of nonverbal motion. Such sounds are in the realm of 
a speech act when interpreted as words, i.e. "phatic." Inso
far as such words function with reference to contexts (either 
a context of situation or the text itself as a context) they 
become "rhetic." And insofar as the same sentence can have 
different implications in different contexts, its nature as 
"phatic" takes on different "rhetic" identities. But though 
Austin does not reject this intermediary line-up of terms, he 
moves on (p. 98) because "they do not so far throw any light 
at all on our problem of the constative as opposed to the per
formative utterance." It's a good basic line-up, though not 
the best for his purposes. And I particularly want to end 
by considering more closely the relation between the mere 
"noises" of words (as "phones") and their nature as "phemes," 
that is, when their function in the proper symbol-system trans
forms them into the possibility of speech acts as "rhemes." 
For the mere noise of words (phones) is related to their role 
as speech acts (phatic acts, rhetic acts) as the realm of non
symbolic motion is to the realm of symbolic action. And this 
reviewer's "work in progress" should end on matters of that 
sort, in line with concerns that Austin clearly touches upon in 
Chapters VIII and IX, as per for instance the footnote on 
page 112: "If we suppose the minimum physical act to be 
movement of the body . . " etc. All told, a dramatistic 
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study of Austin's dramatistic book falls into three phases: 
(1) The relation between speech acts and the circumstances of 
an act; (2) the role of illocutionary force (equatable with 
"attitude"?) in the speech act; (3) the grounding of all speech 
acts ("symbolic action") in the realm of wordless "nonsymbolic 
motion." 

By no means do I commit myself to a promise that the 
issues will be settled. But I do dare hope that the confronting 
of all our quandaries may contribute towards a better coordina
tion of our future efforts. 

There would be good grounds for starting my discussion 
precisely where we now are. And I tried to do so. But obviously 
too much would be lost. For though I haven't done justice to 
the engaging virtuosity of Austin's professional scruples in 
working out the ingeniously analyzed implications of his "first 
person singular present active indicative" formula, I trust that 
I have at least paid tribute to his methodologically grammatical 
excursions around such prior approaches, as with German meta
physicians who build from an Absolute Ego (as dialectically 
paired with a Non-Ego)--with perhaps Descartes' cotito, ergo sum 
utterance or pheme or locution as a halfway stage for I do 
incline to judge that Descartes' cogitatio-extensio polarity was 
implicitly much closer to a purely emplrlcal dlstinction between 
"symbolic action" and "nonsymbolic motion" than his terms' 
metaphysical trappings permitted to be explicit). 

But to proceed. Austin next hits upon the triad that. he 
will settle for: "three kinds of act--the locutionary, the 
illocutionary, and the perlocutionary" (p. 103). "Our interest 
in these lectures is essentially to fasten on the second, the 
illocutionary act and contrast it with the other two." So 
let's copy out, as our basic text, his summarizing presentation 
of the three: 

(E .1) 

Act (A) or Locution 

He said to me "Shoot her!" meaning 
by "shoot" shoot and referring by 
"her" to her. 

Act (B) or Illocution 

He urged (or advised, ordered, &c~) 
me to shoot her. 
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Act (C. a) or Perlocution 

He persuaded me to shoot her. 

Act (C. b) 

2) 

Act 

Act 

Act 

Act 

He got me to (or made me, &c.) 
shoot her. 

(A) or Locution 

He said to me, "You can't do that. 

(B) or Illocution 

He protested against my doing it. 

(c. a) or Perlocution 

He pulled me up, checked me. 

(c. b) 

He stopped me, 
my senses, &c. 
[pp. 101-102] 

he brought me to 
He annoyed me. 

II 

The quietly jolting thing about that alignment is 
in the fact that the verb "persuaded" is not in the same 
class as the verbs "urged, .. 11 advised," and 11 ordered. 11 

This is a radical matter. Traditionally, "persuasion" is 
the term of terms in texts on rhetoric. (Incidentally, 
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the word 11 rhetoric 11 does not appear once in this book. 
Though we might find a faint etymological trace of it in 
Austin's term 11 rhetic," his "rhemes" differ as much from 
11 rhetoric 11 as his 11 phatic" act differs from Halinowski's 
11 phai:ic communion." Perhaps in the light of traditional 
contests between "rhetoricians" and "grammarians," Austin's 
basic investment in the "first person singular present 
active indicative" formula automatically turns his attention 
away from the traditional formulations of rhetorical theory.) 

Except for a brief section on "inartificial" proofs 
(which would include such "nonconventional" means of persuasion 
as torture), Aristotle's Rhetoric is wholly concerned with the 
art of persuasion by the resources of diction. In this res
pect the verb "persuade" would definitely fall under the head 
of class B (the "illocutionary" act), whereas Austin puts it 
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in a class of "perlocutionary" acts that involve "consequences" 
outside the realm of speech acts, as the act of murder would 
obviously be, even if the murder had been a consequence of purely 
verbal persuasion. 

Austin's reasons for his procedure here are clearly stated: 

We must systematically be prepared to distinguish be
tween "the act of doing x," i.e. achieving x, and 
"the act of attempting to do~·" 

In the case of illocutions we must be ready 
to draw the necessary distinction, not noticed by 
ordinary language except in exceptional cases, between 

(a) the act of attempting or purporting 
(or affecting or professing or 
claiming or setting up or setting out) 
to perform a certain illocutionary 
act, and 

(b) the act of successfully achieving or 
consummating or bringing off such an 
act. [pp. 10 5-106] 

In the light of Austin's clear distinction, we realize that 
a wholly accurate title for Aristotle's text would be something 
like "The Art of Trying to be as Persuasive as One can." To 
this end it surveys various conventional "topics" which the orator 
can exploit in his efforts to convince an audience by verbal 
means, though the acts they do as a consequence of expert 
"deliberative" oratory may involve matters of "ways and means" 
as clearly in the nonverbal (or more-than-verbal) realm as a 
colonizing expedition or a military operation. 

The traditional position would amount to something like 
this: "Here are the ways to be persuasive. Sometimes you may use 
them successfully, sometimes not." And in that spirit, going 
back to the opening anecdote of Austin's book, we might say that, 
just as a marriage vow may turn out "happily" or "unhappily," 
so an attempt to be persuasive may turn out "happily" (if success
ful), "unhappily" (if not). "And in the course of using speech 
acts to be persuasive, to the best of my ability I would so design 
my speech as to form, in the audience, the kind of ATTITUDES 
that would lead them to adopt the policies or judgments I am advo
cating." 

So now we're ready for the "families" in the last chapter. 
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text. See, for instance, the definition of "Behabitives" 
(p. 160): "Behabitives include the notion of reaction to 
other people's behaviour and fortunes and of attitudes and 
expressions of attitudes to someone else's past conduct 
or imminent conduct." On page 152 he says they are "a 
very miscellaneous group, and have to do with attitudes and 
social behaviour." Page 155: "to blame is a verdictive, 
but 1n another sense it is to adopt an attitude towards a 
person and is thus a behabitive." Page 157: "such exerci
tives as 'I challenge,' 'I protest,' 'I approve,' are closely 
connected with behabitives. Challenging, protesting, approv
ing, commending, and recommending, may be the taking up of 
an attitude or the performing of an act." With regard to 
Permissives (p. 159): "Behabitives commit us to like con
duct. Thus if I blame, I adopt an attitude to someone 
else's past conduct, but can commit myself only to avoiding 
like conduct." 

To sum up, we may say that the verdictive 
is an exercise of judgment, the exercitive is 
an assertion of influence or exercising of pmver, 
the commissive is an assuming of an obligation 
or declaring of an intention, the behabitive is 
the adopting of an attitude, and the expositive is 
the clarifying of reasons, arguments, and communi
cations. [p. 163] 

When Austin says, on page 152, "It could well be said 
that all aspects are present in all my cases," I submit that 
the essential element they have in common is their common 
nature as speech acts in general. Insofar as a speech act 
has "meaning," it involves an attitude of some sort--that is 
why Austin complains that his "Behab1tives" are too mis
cellaneous. The "rhetic" act of persuasion is designed to 
so perform an "illocutionary" act that "a certain effect is 
achieved" (p. 116). This "effect must be achieved on the 
audience if the illocutionary act is to be carried out." 

I can understand his major triad but in these terms: 
If I consider the utterance simply as an utterance, it is a 
"locution." If I consider it in its attitudinal nature 
(its "force" in expressing or shaping an attitude) it is an 
"illocution." If I consider it in terms of its consequences 
(that is, if I note how the attitude that it ernbod1es as a · 
purely verbal effect leads to an action in accordance with the 
attitude it aroused) I am considering it as a "perlocution." 

Presumably if it aroused an unintended effect, it 
would still be a "perloctuion," but maybe for me an "unhappy" 
one. But if my oration produces three different responses in 
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an audience, does Austin's use of "consequences" 
"perlocutionary" act mean that my one rhetorical 
acting the oration is three perlocntionary acts? 

as a test of the 
act in speech-

In any case, I must "dramatistically" take it that all 
speech acts either as uttered or as responded to, are intrinsi
cally attitudinal. Thus Austin's five families (in the chapter 
he also refers to "permissives" and "descriptives," the latter 
of which would presumably run the same risks as in the case of 
"constatives") would be inter-related in ways whereby the 
attitudinal Behabitives would be the ancestors of the lot, with 
differentiations emerging slowly. (I'd go along with Austin's 
notion that language probably developed out of holistic utter
ances.) 

In any case, since the illocutionary act (with its in
herent attitudinizing as its "illocutionary force") encounters 
a boundary beyond which a speech act cannot pass without ceas
ing to be a mere speech act, Austin's penetrating remarks on the 
subject of "consequences" bring us to our third consideration. 
In Austin we confront to perfection the step from the Meta
physical "I" to the Grammatical "I·." But we confront the 
possible need of a further step, along lines that Austin clearly 
touches upon. The very nature of the relationship between a 
speech act and the circumstances (or "context of situation") 
in which any such act takes place forces us (in ultimately 
dramatistic terms) to ask how all such "conventions" (such verbal 
or "symbolic" action) must relate to the nonconventional, non
verbal, nonsymbolic ground or context that, by the very 
"dialectical" nature of the case, must be there somehow. For 
don't the dialectical conventions of speech itself force us to 
recognize that our aptitude with words emerges from a realm of 
wordlessness? 

Such nonverbal, nonconventional, nonsymbolic ground would 
be a realm of sheer MOTION in the sense that, if all verbalizing
ly active animals were erased from the world (as they 1n all 
Irkel1hood some day will be) despite the absence of such speech 
acts there ~auld still be the motions of the winds and tides, 
of the earth's revolutions about the sun, the processes of 
geology, astronomic unfoldings in general, etc., all going 
their way without benefit of verbal clergy here on earth. And 
inasmuch as languages are conventional symbol-systems, by sheer 
dialectical necessity I'd propose to call such a realm devoid 
of speech acts a realm of nonsymbolic motion. 

Whatever the uncertainties of the metaphysical or gram
matical "I" might be, such an out-and-out dramatistic statement 
of the case would give us a purely empirical principle of 
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individuation to build from; namely: the human body in 
physiological motion, each with the centrality of its 
particular nervous system whereby, however its pleasures and 
pains might resemble the pleasures and pains of other such 
bodies, it immediately experiences only its own. Hence there 
would be a drast1c qualitative difference between a state 
wherein it rather than some other physiological organism 
immediately experienced some particular pleasure or pain. 
And whatever may be the continuity between such organisms 
and the environment of which they are a part, the centrality 
of each one such particular organism's nervous system would 
be born and would die as that individual. Its "I" in the social 
sense would be developed insofar as the organism somehow 
developed the ability and need to learn conventional symbol
systems which, being in their very essence modes of "social 
behaviour," endowed those particular wordless ("infant") 
organisms with the ingenious capacity to develop speech acts 
that could discuss speech acts. And so, in sum, we have the 
realm of symbolic action that is qualitatively different from 
the realm of nonsymbolic motion. 

Though Malinowski's and Austin's anecdotes have a 
great deal in common (since both lay great emphasis upon the 
"conventional" nature of verbal utterance) I had to admit 
that, since I had approached the subject from the standpoint 
of !1alinowski' s analysis and of my building on it (first in 
Philosophy of Literary Form and then more definitively in 
Grammar of Motives) I had some trouble with Austin's way-in. 
For the gen1us of his own term, "speech act," was guiding his 
speculations from the start, hence demanding that the dif
ference between "constatives" and "performatives" dissolve 
1nto their common identity as speech acts, whereby utterances 
that explicitly looked like constatives could implicitly 
have the force of performatives. 

Then I have tried to show why, since all speech acts 
involve attitudes, Austin's analysis of "behabitives" as 
attitudes could be extended to his other related "families" 
of "-ives." I argued that the function of the attitudinal 
weighting or slanting they all performed (though in varying ways) 
could be equated with what Austin calls their "illocutionary 
force." I might have borrowed here an expression that Bentham 
uses with regard to what (in his Table of the Springs of 
Action) he calls "censorial appellat1ves,~h1ch "havethe 
force but not the form of an argument." 

We were here confronting the gradual encroachment of 
rhetorical concerns ("persuasion") upon an inquiry that was 
built about a grammatical device (Austin's ingenious heuristic 
use of the "first person singular present active indicative" 
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formula) . We must now consider why this stage in our analysis 
involves a basic methodological concern with the problem of 
"drawing a line" between the realms of "motion" and "action." 
The choice of these particular terms is not important, but the 
distinction is. 

In Austin's text the issue comes up with regard to his dis
tinction between the "illocutionary" and "perlocutionary." The 
problem comes to a head in Lecture IX, from which I'll quote seve
ral representative passages: 

We have then to draw the line between an 
action we do (here an illocution) and its con
sequences. Now in general, and if the action 
is not one of saying something but a non-conven
tional "physical" action, this is an intricate 
matter . . . • We can, or may like to think we 
can, class, by stages, more and more of what is 
initially and ordinarily included or possibly 
might be included under the name given to "our 
act" itself as really only consequences, however 
little remote and however naturally to be anti
cipated, of our actual action in the supposed 
minimum physical sense, which will then trans
pire to be the making of some movement or move
ments with parts of our body (e.g. crooking our 
finger, which produced a movement of the trig
ger ... which produced the:death of the 
donkey) . [ pp. 111-112] 

Note that if we suppose the minimum phys
ical act to be movement of the body when we say 
"I moved my finger," the fact that the object 
moved is part of my body does in fact introduce 
a new sense of "moved," . . . The ordinary use 
of "move" in such examples as "I moved my finger" 
is ultimate. We must not seek to go back behind 
it to "pulling on my muscles" and the like. 
[Footnote, pp. 112-113] 

We do not seem to have any class of names 
which distinguish physical acts from consequences: 
whereas with acts of saying something, the vocabulary 
of names for acts (B) seems expressly designed to 
mark a break at a certain regular point between the 
act (our saying something) and its consequences 
(which are usually not the saying of anything) . 
[p. 112] 
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[For drawing the line] we seem 
to derive some assistance from the 
special nature of acts of saying some
thing by contrast with ordinary physical 
actions: for with these latter even 
the minimum physical action, which we 
are seeking to detach from its conse
quences, is, being a bodily movement, 
in pari materia with at least many of 
its-r:mmed1ate and natural consequences, 
whereas, whatever the immediate and 
natural consequences of an act of saying 
something may be, they are at least not 
normally other further acts of saying 
something [I assume that, as per page 
117, he'd call them "responses .. or 
11 Sequels 11 ?], whether more particularly 
on the speaker's own part or even on the 
part of others. So that we have here 
a sort of natural break in the chain, 
which is wanting in the case of physical 
actions, and which is associated with 
the special class of names for illo
cutions. [p. 113] 

[Footnote, same page:] This 
in pari materia could be misleading 
to you. I do not mean . . that my 
.. moving my finger 11 is, metaphysical
ly, in the least like 11 the trigger 
moving 11 which is its consequence, or 
like 11 my finger's moving the trigger ... 
But 11 a movement of a trigger finger 11 

is in pari materia with 11 a movement 
of atrigg"er. 

163 

We could quote many other relevant passages. But 
these should be enough to point up the underlying dramatis
tic quandaries which speculations along these lines just 
naturally confront, and which Austin considers with his 
characteristic acuity. His problem of drawing the line 
between illocutionary 11 Sequels 11 or 11 responses 11 and perlo
cutionary 11 Consequences, 11 hence a fortiori between speech 
acts and 11 minimum physical actions" or bodily "movements, .. 
involves us in various considerations that come to a head 
on pages 114-115, which please consult. 

We confront one accidental problem of nomenclature here. 
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The terms "action,. and 11 motion 11 are not generally differentiated 
as must be the case for out-and-out dramatistic purposes. We 
refer to the 11 actions 11 of a motor, for instance, whereas in 
the strict usage required for our purposes one would have to 
say the 11 motions 11 of a motor. Or we refer to the 11 movements 11 

of a symphony, whereas we'd have to call them different ''acts, .. 
as we refer to a 11 drama in five acts ... 

In this light, consider (p. 114) the 11 Uttering of noises, 
which is a physical movement, .. yet can be called a 11 phonetic 
act... Confining ourselves to the stricter use of the two 
terms, we should state the case thus: The utterance, in being 
called a speech act, would thus be denominated exactly right 
for our purposes. (Since such a medium is a conventional 
symbol-system, a synonym would be 11 syrnbolic act. 11

) But the 
term "phonetic act 11 requires some protective qualification. 
For the 11 act 11 of speaking (and of interpreting an utterance) 
is made possible only by its grounding in two aspects of 
motion; namely: (a) such physiological motions as the neural 
processes involved in speaking, hearing, interpreting, and the 
like; (b) such environmental motions as the vibrations in the 
air which carry the words from speaker to hearer. (As per 
Austin, footnote page 114, we are 11 Confining ourselves, for 
simplicity, to spoken utterance ... Written words would depend 
on visual rather than auditory kinds of environmental motion, 
Braille on motions involved in touch.) 

"Vv'hen "illocutionary force" (which I would equate with 
"attitudinal slanting 11

) is viewed thus, a notable principle of 
duality enters the case. Austin explicitly deals with an 
aspect of it, when on page 117 he says: 11 Many illocutionary 
acts invite by convention a response or sequel. Thus an order 
invites the response of obedience and a promise that of ful
fillment. The response or sequel may be 'one-way' or 'two
way': thus we may distinguish arguing, ordering, promising, 
suggesting, and asking to, from offering, asking whether you 
will and asking 'Yes or no?'" 

Note the underlying difference he has hit upon here. 
The "sequel" to an "order" invites a "response,. on the part 
of the hearer. But the "sequel" to a "promise" invites 11 ful
fillment" on the part of the speaker. 

When first presenting his grammatical I as test (see 
page 57), he said: "We need not waste our time on the obvious 
exception of the first person plural, 'we promise . 'we 
consent,' &c." But a rhetorical "two-way" consideration has 
entered. So it's conceivable that the speaker who says on 
page 117 "I promise" is saying in effect not "I promise that 
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I will deliver the goods" (as per Austin's opening anecdotes 
to illustrate performatives) but "I promise that if we all 
do what I am advocating we'll all get fulfillment." In 
either case, the "response of obedience" obviously involves 
rhetorical matters of persuasion. And the "two-way " aspect 
of the case is central~ 

Whatever attitude my speech act might utter, note that 
such utterances can work two ways. I may feel an attitude, 
say, of resentment. No, let's make it an attitude of friend
liness; there's enough meanness let loose these days already. 
I feel so friendly, my utterance manifests my friendliness. 
Or, if you will, I-'m not friendly. at all, but fake an attitude 
of friendliness. Or suppose that, whether I'm really friend
ly or not, I would evoke in you an attitude of friendliness. 
Aristotle's Rhetoric gives you many tips on how to go about 
trying to be persuasive thus, whether or not you happily 
attain the consequences of the attitude that you aimed to 
establish in your audience. 

The mere fact that I have a pronounced attitude towards 
something and want you to share it with me is no guaranty at 
all that my way of expressing the attitude will be the best 
way of getting you to share the attitude. But whatever the 
differences between a one-way or a two-way kind of attitud
inizing in my speech act, in either case my speech act 
involves correlative behavior in the realm of motion. Re
gardless of what attitude any speech act "symbolizes," it 
can be enacted only insofar as there are corresponding 
neural motions of the body (whatever they may be) • And what
ever attitude (response) such a "rhetic" structure of utterances 
(locutions) may evoke in a hearer, they will necessarily be 
paralleled somehow in the realm of wordless (nonconventional, 
non-symbolic) motion. 

Behaviorism would be pointing in the right direction 
here, except for its basic methodological error at the start, 
its assumption that the distinction between the realms 
of action and motion is but a matter of degree, rather than 
a difference in kind. And having thrown out philosophy 
(which I'd want to call Logology), Behaviorists can be philoso
phically (Logologically) obtuse in their projects that by 
implicit definition, reduce the realm of action to terms of 
motion. And run-down Technologism being what it is, the 
more methodologically obtuse they persist in being along those 
lines, the more grants they'll get. But by a dramatistic 
reinterpretation, much of their work can be of great use, 
in helping to suggest the proper admonitions when we are 
attempting to sum up just what is involved in our being the 
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kind of symbol-using, speech-acting animal we are, as viewed 
in terms of MOTION, ACTION, and ATTITUDE. 

Towards summing up, think of these sample histories: 

(1) A drug, introquced in-eo the blood stream, produces 
physiological effects. The drug functions, let us say, as 
a kind of irritant. (I go back to a mean example, since my 
anecdote is clearer thus.) It makes me so irritable that my 
speech act reflects my attitude of irritation. By the same 
token, such would be the illocutionary force of my related 
utterances. Thereby a condition in the realm of physiological 
motion will have surfaced as a speech act which can have 
illocutionary force with hearers only insofar as the motions 
of their bodies and in the conditions of the environment make it 
possible for those familiar with the conventions of my utterance 
to receive it and interpret it as the kind of speech act 
(symbolic action) it is. 

(2) Or let's take another route. Mine enemy referred 
to me in utterances (a rhetic act) the attitude, or illocution
ary force, of which I found quite irritating. My response to 
his attitude had a physiological counterpart in the realm 
of motion by such "behavior" as increased blood pressure, 
accelerated pulse beat, secretion of adrenalin, without which 
body symptoms his attitudinizing couldn't have had such illo
cutionary force so far as my response to his speech act was 
concerned. 

(3) Or I might address you in a way designed to build 
up in you an attitude of irritability that would induce you to 
sympathetically join with me against mine enemy. In any case, 
whether you went along with me or not (whether or not my 
illocutionary act attained the consequences that entitled it 
to be called a perlocutionary act) whatever your response was 
it necessarily involved physiological and environmental motions 
of one sort or another. 

Basically, the two-way ambiguity ("asymmetry") is this: 
The speaker's illocutionary uttering of his attitudes is not 
directly equatable with the hearer's response to such an 
illocutionary force, the "preformative" aspects of speech, be 
they explicit or implicit.--xTid in any case, even if there are 
no "consequences" in the sense that, when A said to B "shoot 
her," B shot her, there must be the physiological and environ
mental motions that serve as the "material cause" of the speech 
act. 

Though obviously neither Malinowski nor Austin would 
have any reason to deny such a grounding of speech in a context 
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of speechlessness (symbolic action grounded in nonsymbolic 
motion), it is my claim that only an out-and-out, form-
ally dramatistic nomenclature sets the conditions for 
inquiries into the sheer bodily equivalents of the speech 
acts' attitudes, a realm of quantification such as the corre
sponding qualitative nature of the speech act decidedly is not. 

Given a performer's expertise in speech acts, 
for instance, his body may be "behaving" in ways that 
are quite health-giving, or maybe in the ways of psy
chogenic illness. One dreamer's "brain waves" may be 
all to the good, another's may be in bad need of repair. 
A citizen's behavior is one thing. His body's behavior 
is someth1ng else. In the speech department he may be 
anticipating or remembering. But with his nonsymbolic 
body, as with a dancer's symbolizing body, everything is 
NOW. 

As I interpret Richards (and his pal Ogden) along 
Behaviorist lines, somehow our speech acts are ultimately 
cathartic insofar as the symbolic "resolution" of our 
conflicts digs down even 1nto its total physiological 
counterpart. And we are left with this: 

In Malinowski's anecdotes there is the featuring 
of illiterate "they's." In Austin's story, there is 
featured a highly literate grammatical "I." Now I pro
pose to end on what I want for a starter in sympathy 
with them all; namely (now brace yourself for this out
and-out dramatistic statement of the case): We start 
from such things as trees, and draw an absolute line 
between trees and the word "trees." And never the twain 
shall meet, despite Jung's wavering battle to persuade 
himself that they holistically can. 

After all this is over, we confront this summarizing 
line-up: Speech acts are illocutionary attitudes; all 
such are grounded in the speechless behavior (motions) 
of the body; speech acts are not reducible to terms of 
the body's motions, but we can inquire into their modes of 
motion, which are quantifiable in such terms as brain 
waves and endocrine secret1ons, though as acts they are 
wholly qualitative. There are ultimate behavioristic 
("behabitive"7) correspondences of this sort, to be 
confronted in our quandaries concerning the relation 
between speech acts (as public, social, "conventional") 
and their grounding in the individuated wordless motions 
of each communicant's physiological organism (along with 
the environmental motions needed to carry the "noises," 
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or "phones," from speaker to hearer). The speech act would 
be in the collective realm of "culture.•• But it would be 
grounded in each user's individual physiological "nature.•• 

Andover, New Jersey 
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Warning and Threatening 

As the interest in semantics expanded during the early 1970's, 
it became obvious that a careful, critical analysis of indivi
dual words or sets of words comprising a semantic field was 
necessary if the program of semantic compositionality set out 
initially by Katz and Fodor (1964) was to be validated.l I 
think there is now an analogue within the developing field of 
pragmatics, namely that, criven the basic notions expressed in 
Austin (1962), and further elaborated in Searle (1969), we 
must turn to an analysis of certain crucial speech acts if 
the entire program is not to be left in the programmatic stage. 
The following is a short attempt to do this with two related 
acts: warning and threatening. We will first consider the 
act of warning in detail and then discuss threatening, which 
we will treat as a special type of warning. 

Let us establish some relevant distinctions. First, we 
can warn someone by either verbal or non-verbal means. I 
might yell to you that the tree you are cuttinq down is begin
ning to fall towards you, thereby verbally warning you; or I 
might just silently point, mouth agape, at the falling tree. 
In either case, I can have warned you. We will focus our dis
cussion only on verbal warnings but intend the analysis to be 
applicable to the non-verbal as well. Second, a warning can 
be either intentional or unintentional. I might, for example, 
say to you that I have just seen your boss coming into the 
building, intending that this count as a warning that you should 
appear busy. On the other hand, my intention in saying this 
might have been solely as a report of my observation, say for 
example, if I had not seen your boss for several weeks and 
thought him to be out of the country. You might have inter
preted my utterance as a warning, though I had not meant it 
to be taken as such. And third, following Austin's distinction 
of speech-act types, a warning can be made directly as a func
tion of what one says--warning as an illocutionary act--but 
also as a consequence of what one does--vlarninq as a perlocu
tionary act; whereby the hearer becomes warned as a result of 

[Centrum, 3:2 (Fall, 1975), 169-180.] 
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the speaker having, say, claimed something. We will consider 
illocutionary acts of warning first. 

We will say that Illocutionary Warning is successfully 
performed when2 

Cl the speaker intends to convey a pro
position, p, which specifies a future 
action; 

C2 the speaker intends that p be taken as 
representinq an action which 

a. is likely to occur (perhaps con
ditionally); 

b. has consequences disadvantageous 
for the hearer; 

C3 the hearer recognizes the intentions 
Cl and C2 of the speaker. 

Condition Cl requires that the time of any proposition used 
to warn be in the future. Obviously, I cannot warn you about 
a past event. Insofar as I might warn you, for example, by 
telling you of what happened to the last person who did what 
you are doing, I must convey a proposition about a future 
action involving you, even though this proposition may only 
be implied. 

Condition C2 requires that the speaker intend the 
hearer to view the action specified in the conveyed proposi
tion as being both likely to occur and having consequences 
unfavorable to him. We include the notion of conditionality 
in C2(a) because the likelihood of the action at issue may 
be contingent on the hearer's own behavior. For example, to 
say "if you sit down hard on that chair, it will break under 
you" is to warn of potential harm to you which will result 
from the chair breaking under you, but to indicate that the 
likelihood of this happeninq rests with how hard you seat 
yourself. It is not necessary that the hearer take the 
effects of the action as, indeed, being unfavorable. The 
hearer may, for reasons of fact or differing opinion, view the 
action as being quite in his favor, as being quite desirable. 
However, as long as the speaker holds the unfavorable view 
(in some cases even after becoming aware of the differing 
opinion of the hearer), condition C2(b) has been met. These 
two conditions reflect a qeneral characteristic of all illocu
tionary acts, namely, that they are always intentional acts; 
one cannot warn (or request, promise, claim, etc.) unintention-
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ally although a hearer can misunderstand a speaker's intention 
and take him to be warning (or requesting, etc.). 

Condition C3 is simply the condition required of all 
illocutionary acts, namely that the successful performance of 
any illocutionary act requires that the hearer recognize both 
the relevant proposition the speaker intends to convey and the 
way in which the speaker intends the proposition to be taken. 
Failure to recognize one or both of these speaker intentions 
results in the failure of the successful performance of the 
intended illocutionary act. In such a case, the speaker can 
be said to have intended to warn, but not succeeded in doing 
so. On this analysis, warning is a kind of Representative 
Act.3 

There are several Associated Conditions on the illocu
tionary act of warning: conditions which we can expect to be 
met but are not necessary for the successful performance. 

Al The speaker believes that the effect 
of the action specified is disadvanta
geous to the hearer. 

A2 The speaker believes that the action is 
likely to occur. 

A3 The S?eaker believes that the hearer is 
capable of doina something to avoid the 
consequences of the action. 

A4 The speaker believes that the hearer does 
not view the action as likely. 

Condition Al indicates that it is usual, though not necessary, 
that the speaker believes the "warning" proposition. I can, 
for example, successfully warn you that your car engine is 
making strange noises but be quite aware that the problem is 
not at all serious--it is only several leaves caught up in 
your fanbelt pulley. An insincere warning, but a warning 
nonetheless. To violate condition A2, I might warn you, for 
example, that the bull is about to charge, when·I know that 
the bull is chained to his stall. Again, an insincere warning. 
Similarly, I might issue an insincere warning by announcing 
that there is an avalanche rushing down on you, though I 
believe that neither you nor anyone else can do anything to 
avoid calamity. The fourth associated condition specifies 
that, under ordinary conditions, the speaker believes the 
hearer to be unaware that the action is likely to occur. 
But here again, it need not be the case, though to warn some
one of what he already knows, is to issue a defective (though 
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not insincere) warning.4 

Let us now consider the notion of a Perlocutionary 
Warning. The term "warning" is one of the relatively few in
stances which serves both to name an illocutionary and per
locutionary act, though these acts are not identicar:- We have, 
on the one hand, acts such as promising, requesting, suggest
ing, authorizing, and claiming, which are only illocutionary 
acts: they are directly related to what can be performed 
only as a function of what the speaker is saying, they are 
always intentional, and there is a conventional way of guaran
teeing their successful performance. We have, on the other 
hand, acts such as convincing, surprising, annoying, alarm
ing, and overwhelming, which are only perlocutionary acts: 
they can be performed only as a consequence of the speaker 
having done something in speaking, they may unintentionally 
be carried out (as well as intentionally) , and there is no 
conventional way of guaranteeing their successful performance.s 

In introducing the notion of a perlocutionary act, 
Austin (1962) wrote 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 .•.. We 
shall call the performance of an act of this kind 
the performance of a perlocutionary act or per
locution . . . . 

It will be seen that the consequential 
effects of perlocutions are really consequences, 
which do not include such conventional effects 
as, for example, the speaker's being committed 
by his promise. [pp. 101, 102] 

As the quote indicates, the essence of a perlocutionary act 
is that the certain effects on the feelings, thoughts, or ac
tions of the hearer come about as a consequence of the speaker 
having said and therein done something. The perlocutionary 
effect of a request, for example, might be that the hearer 
decided to carry out what was asked or only to get angry and 
stomp away. For a warning, intentional or not, the relevant 
effect is that the hearer comes to be aware of some likely 
action, the effects of which the hearer takes to be disad
vantageous. We must stress that on thls analysis, any effect 
of fear, anxiety, or the like produced by a warning is a 
consequence, not integrally part of it. 

As Austin was quick to point out, there is no conven
tional formula which could assure the speaker of the successful 
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performance of a given perlocutionary effect (as there is the 
performative formula for illocutionary acts), nor any way to 
assure the speaker that the hearer will not become warned 
without the speaker intending it. There is nothing more pre
cise I can say, at least at this point, about the performance 
of the perlocutionary act of warning. 

We turn now to the notion of a threat, which we see 
to be a special type of warning, albeit a rather uncharitable 
one. We will say that an Illocutionary Threat is successfully 
performed when: 

Cl The speaker intends to convey 
a proposition, p, which specifies 
a future action; 

C2 The speaker intends that p be 
taken as representing an action 
which 

a. is going to occur (perhaps 
conditionally); 

b. has consequences disadvantageous 
for the hearer; 

c. the speaker will assume res
ponsibility for carrying out 
(though not necessarily 
directly doing it) ; 

C3 The hearer recognizes the intentions 
stated in Cl and C2. 

In short, a threat is a warning when the speaker takes on the 
responsibility for bringing about the disadvantageous action. 

It follows from this analysis of threatening that any 
warning of no matter how disadvantageous proportions to the 
hearer, for which the speaker assumes responsihil·i ty, will- count 
as a threat. If, for example, I should tell you that "If you 
do not get here before 8:00 p.m., we will start the party 
anyway," then, under the assumption that you feel strongly 
about being present at party-beginnings, I have threatened 
as well as warned you. Some native speakers of English may 
disagree that such an utterance should count as a threat. If 
so; then the alternative is to set threats apart from warnings 
by two criteria: speaker responsibility and some criteria for 
the degree of disadvantage to the hearer after \-7hich a warninc:r 
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becomes a threat. This issue marks an interesting, though 
yet unexplored area. 

The Associated Conditions for a threat are somewhat 
different from those of a warning. 

Al The speaker believes that the effect of 
the action specified is disadvantageous 
to the hearer. 

A2 The speaker believes that he is capable 
of bringing about the action specified. 

A3 The speaker intends to bring about the 
action threatened. 

The first condition is the same as that for a warning, but 
the others are different, particularly A2, since inherent to 
a threat is speaker involvement in the impending action. 
Conditions A3 and A4 on a warning--that the speaker believes 
the hearer to be capable of avoiding the consequences of the 
action--are not relevant to a threat. Many threats are issued 
in the form of a conditional which explicitly sets forth 
the conditions for avoiding the action; for example, when I 
say to you that 11 If you call up and bother me one more time, 
I'll have you arrested ... On the other hand, I can perfectly 
well threaten you by saying only 11 I am going to have you 
arrested for what you have been doing to harass me, .. with the 
implication that there is nothing now that you can do about 
it, and independent of whether or not you are aware that I 
feel harassed. Condition A3 specifies that it is reasonable 
to assume, all other things being equal, that the speaker 
intends to carry out his threat. This may not be true, as 
is the case with what we call an 11 idle 11 or 11 empty 11 threat. 

Analogous to the perlocutionary warning is the per
locutionary threat. As a result of performing one or more 
illocutionary acts, the speaker can, intentionally or not, 
cause the hearer to feel threatened. But here again, there 
is an important distinction to be made: success in threaten
ing, whether it be by illocutionary or perlocutionary means, 
does not entail that I have thereby alarmed you, made you 
afraid, or anything of the sort. That these are often the 
intended effects of threatening is an interesting and important 
point, but not germane to the analysis of the act of threaten
ing, per se. 

It has been suggested that a threat is really a type of 
negative promise. To promise involves specifying a future 
act whose effect is advantageous to the hearer; a threat 
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involves an act with disadvantageous effects. But there is 
an important difference: whereas in promising the speaker 
intends the utterance to count as the undertaking of an 
obligation to carry out the action, a threat involves no 
such commitment. There is the implication in both cases 
that the speaker intends to act as he has indicated, but one 
has not obliged himself to act by threatening. We cannot 
challenge the person who has threatened to bankrupt us, for 
example, by asking a court of law to require him to comply. 
We can, of course, do this with a promise, which is seen as 
a type of contract with its rights and obligations. 

There is one very interesting point that I have left 
until last: If a threat is, indeed, an illocutionary act, 
why is it then that one cannot use threaten as a performative 
verb?6 The sentence "I threaten to f1re you," for example, 
is grammatically well-formed; however, it is what one 
would answer to the question, "What do you always do when 
I come in and comolain that I want a raise?" Its utterance 
cannot count as a threat. Other forms of the complement of 
threaten (e.g., I threaten you with being fired; I threaten 
that I will fire you, etc.) are also qrarnmatical, but none of 
these can be used directly to perform a threat. 7 

Katz (1976) argues that examples such as "I threaten 
you and your city with destruction," "We (I) hereby threaten 
you for the last time" are not peculiar if the speaker is 
someone with power and has the ability to annihilate the city. 
The general point he makes is that the acceptability of 
sentences such as these may depend on the identity of the 
speaker in the context of utterance. (This is an interesting 
and potentially important extension of what factors contribute 
to sentence-acceptability, but one which we will leave 
unaddressed at this time. In this regard, see McCawley, 1976.) 
Katz argues further that, since threats are serious matters, 
and the use of the relatively formal perforrnative form focuses 
more on form than on the content of the threat, "the threaten
er must try to reduce the formal aspects of his or her illo
cutionary act as much as possible in order to maximize the 
significance of its message and hence its menacing aspect" 
(p. 218). Generals, presidents, and the like, whose threats 

must be performed in a more ritualized, formal situation, are 
presumably permitted to use the perforrnative form. 

The argument involving the more formal situation of 
utterance seems to me to be simply wronq. To fire, forbid, 
condemn and hex someone all seem pretty serious matters, 
particularly to the hearer, yet, they each can be used per
formatively. For example, 
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"I (hereby) hex you with the Mundini 
curse," 

"I (hereby) put the Mundini curse on 
you," 

"I (hereby) condemn you to a year of 
studying structuralism," 

"I (hereby) forbid you to read that 
book." 

There seem to be several alternatives here: (1) that 
threatening might not really be an illocutionary act, only a per
locutionary act; or that threatening is an illocutionary act, 
but (2) there are good conversational-reasons why threaten is 
not used performatively, or (3) threaten is just an "uncoopera
tive" illocutionary verb. 

I can see no justification at the present to reject 
threatening from the ranks of illocutionary acts. It meets those 
conditions which distinquish such an act from others, namely, 
that the act is successful just in the case the intended pro
position and its force is recognized by the hearer. Moreover, 
our analysis above indicates that threaten can be analyzed as 
a special type of warning, an incontestable illocutionary act. 

Assuming, then, that threatening is an illocutionary act, 
is it the case that threaten is just an uncooperative illocutionary 
verb? We do find illocutionary verbs such as report, say, and 
criticize which are found far more acceptable when preceded 
by some modal, for example, "I can report that John is home now," 
"I must say that I have never really liked that quy." But no 
modal facilitates the performative use of threaten. 

In an effort to determine if this apparent uncooperative
ness was peculiar to English only, I inquired about the per
formative use of threaten in a variety of other lanquaqes. In 
none of the languages I inquired about could threaten be used 
performatively. All of the following examples are grammatical, 
but not usable with the performative sense. 

English: 
German: 
Spanish: 
French: 
Japanese: 
Russian: 
Hebre'l.v: 

I threaten you with 
Ich bedrohe Sie mit 
Yo te amenaco que . 
Je vous menace de . 
Boku wa kimi ni . . . to kyoohakasuru 
Ya grozhu vas ubit 
M'ayeme alecha ... 

This suggests stronqly to me that the lack of oerformative use· 
in English is not an idiosyncracy of the verb itself, but involves 
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some principle(s) of conversation. 

Are there, then, certain principles of conversational 
behavior that preclude one predicating directly that he is 
threatening? Harnish (1975) has presented a convincing ar
gument of why one cannot acceptably claim "I am lurking 
here beside your window," based on an analysis of the verb 
lurk which requires that the lurkee not be aware of the 
lurker, lest the lurking be thwarted. Similarly, one might 
argue that to utter "I hereby boast that I am the greatest" 
is to predicate of myself outstanding positive aualities, 
something one just does not do, whether or not they are 
justified. Thus, the above sentence, while grammatical, is 
not used performatively. It may well be the case, then, that 
the unperformative nature of threaten resides with the fact 
that to threaten involves not JUSt a personal warning to the 
hearer but also requires the speaker to assume an orientation 
that will guarantee (or presumably quarantee) hearer disfavor. 
We find that there are several acts which involve,a similar 
speaker orientation, namely criticize and admonish, each of 
which appears to be an illocutionary act but ne1ther of which 
has a performative use: I criticize you for doing that; I 
admonish you for not helping her. If these verbs are unper
formative because of this reason, we have here a case of 
where social rather than linguistic forces determine accep
tability. 

School ~f·Education 
Boston University 

NOTES 

li would like to acknowledge the comments and criti
cisms of Benoit de Cornulier and Donald Freeman on earlier 
versions of this paper. 

2pollowing Austin, Searle (1969) distinauishes hetween 
a successful and non-defective illocutionary act, and a 
successful but defective one. He writes: 

There are various kinds of possible defects 
of illocutionary acts but not all of these 
defects are sufficient to vitiate the act 
in its entirety. In some cases, a condition 
may indeed be intrinsic to the notion of the 
acts in question and not satisfied in a given 
case, and yet the act will have been performed 
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nonetheless. In such cases I 
say that the act was defective! (p. 54) 

According to his analysis, an insincere promise is a successful 
albeit defective promise. A speaker who indicates that he intends 
to create the obligation to do something can be said under the 
appropriate circumstances to have promised, irrespective of whether 
he intends to carry out his obligation. 

3I am using the term as suggested by Searle (1976) to des
ignate all those acts such as stating, claiming, telling and 
agreeing, in general, acts of declaring. 

4Though the term "insincere" has been used to refer to 
the type of defectiveness when such necessary conditions have 
been violated, the term has, itself, never been carefully defined. 

5other acts with dual citizenship include apprising, in
forming, notifying, reminding, alerting, telling, congratulating, 
criticizing, blaming, condoning, and praising. It seems to be 
a general rule that those illocutionary acts which have a nominaliz
ed form which occurs in the frame' ~I was " (e.a., I was apnrised 
of the fact; I was criticized for saying that) have perlocutionary 
correlates. · 

These acts of dual citizenship raise an interesting question. 
Assume, fvr example, that I intend to warn you but leave unspec
ified how I will do this. If I utter "I warn you that S," then I 
have clearly warned you by an illocutionary act. At what point, 
however, does my warning cease to be a function of the meaning of 
what I say and certain conversational principles, thereby ceasing 
to be an illocutionary act, and become a perlocutionary act? The 
boundary line between these two types of acts needs to be carefully 
clarified, even if we must conclude that there is no sharp distinc
tion. 

6There are some constructions in which either the nominative 
threat or warning (or the associated adjectival form) can co-occur, 
but not the other. For example, we have a warning but not a 
threatening track at the edge of the baseball field; one may hear 
a warning signal but not a threatening signal; a billboard with 
information about drinking can serve as a warning but not a threat 
to all drivers; and we can put someone on warning but not on threat; 
and one issues a warning but not a threat. Conversely, an iceberg 
can serve as a threat but not a warning to all sea travellers 
(though the tip can serve as a warning, not a threat); and we make 
a threat to someone but we do not make a warning. Except for the 
make/issue difference, these all appear to follow from the distinc
tions between threats and warnings which we have discussed above. 
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Why one can issue a warning but not a threat (or why one can 
make a threat but not a warning) is unclear. One issues de
mands, requests, responses, recommendations, but one can make 
them as well; to "issue .. something smacks of more formality 
and, perhaps, more power on the part of the speaker than to 
simply "make" the same. These need not be ceremonial acts 
such as judging or proclaiming. However, one issues instruc
tions but does not make them. On the other hand, one makes 
promises, sug~, ,tions, claims, and criticisms but one does 
not ordinarily issue them. If the formality distinction holds 
up, then it would follow that a warning implies more formal
ity than does a threat. This is contrary to what Katz claims 
as we discuss below. 

7The situation is even "worse 11 than the fact that threat
en has no performative use: there is no simple explicit way 
to perform a threat at all. To be sure, I can utter "I am 
taking it upon myself to see that you fired," and almost 
everyone would interpret it as a threat. But, while I have 
made explicit my assumption of responsibility, there is nothing 
in the meaning of the sentence which guarantees that I intend 
the action of firing you to be taken as disadvantageous. There 
is certainly a strong connotation associated with the act of 
firing that would permit the inference of disadvantage, but 
nothing conventional about the meaning of "to fire" that in
volves disadvantage. I could, of course, go further and tack 
on to the above sentence "which action I see to be to your 
distinct disadvantage," thereby presumably fully explicating 
the meaning of the verb to threaten but at an extraordinary 
verbal cost. 

8Austin (1962) found threaten acceptable as a performative 
verb; he wrote, 11 hle can use the performative 'I warn you that' 
but not 'I convince you that' and can use the performative 
'I threaten you with' but not 'I intimidate you by'; convincing 
and intimidating are perlocutionary acts .. (p. 130). 
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ELIZABETH W. BRUSS 

Manufactured Signs: Semiotics and the Automobile 

Semiotics becomes problematic, it seems, just when it becomes 
most interesting, when it significantly alters old habits of 
study and at the same time unsettles our familiar conceptions 
of the sign. The diversity of objects and approaches now lay
ing claim to the discipline threatens to overwhelm it, and 
there is no real agreement among those who call themselves 
semioticians {or semiologists) about the limits of legitimate 
semiotic research. In a recent survey of "the state of the 
art," Thomas Sebeok is forced to ask: 

... whether such generalizations, represented 
by the glossematicians {and again in such 
works as Barthes', e.g. 1968), merely express 
methodological attitudes, at best providing a 
uniform frame of reference for some or all of 
the behavioral sciences, or incorporate genuine 
empirical insights. 1 ·· 

Whether or not one uses Sebeok's empirical criteria, his 
question is indeed crucial for semiotics. What motivates the 
decision to treat somethinq as a sign, and do some treatments 
have better motivation than others? On one side, we face 
the risk of overextending a theoretical term, making "sign" 
so elastic that it is vacuous. Can any interesting generaliza
tions be made about a domain which includes objects, events, 
and actions, conscious as well as unconscious processes, both 
animal and human behavior? But the dangers of imprecision, 
contradiction, and anthropomorphism--great as they are--must 
be weighed against the equal ~anger of tautology. If semiotics 
can embrace only what is most "language-like," then it merely 
duplicates the efforts of other disciplines--or bases itself 
on a circular definition. Semiotics cannot rest on the very 
assumptions about the nature of communication it was designed 
to formulate and test. Instability is probably inevitable 
in a theory which is capable of taking itself as an object of 
study, and the structure and use of meta-languages is certainly 
a potential area for semiotic inquiry. 

[Centrum, 3:2, (Fall 1975), 181-207 .] 
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Several authors, Sebeok among them, have pointed out one J 
common source of confusion in semiotics, a tendency to conflate 
it with the study of structure pure and simple, particularly 
those structures which somehow resemble grammatical constructions.2 
But a regular distributional pattern is not in itself proof that J 
a structure is significant. Thinkers disagree about whether 
syntax is necessary to semeiosis, but it is clearly not sufficient. 
The alternative is to define the sign in terms of its semantic J 
or communicative function. While this is more intuitively 
satisfying, it raises the new problem of defining the definition, 
stating precisely what we mean by "meaning" and "communication," J 
or at least justifying our choiae of certain paradigmatic examples. . 
At first glance, "significance" in an automobile would seem 
remote from verbal sense, the exchange of information involved 
in language and in commerce too disparate for any but the most J 
tenuous or reductive analogies. But perhaps our usual notions of 
meaning and communication are too language-bound, serviceable only 
because we can take so much for granted from our position inside • 
the system. In language, as Wittgenstein has put it, "one is ~ 
rushing ahead and so cannot observe oneself rushing ahead."3 If 
the suggestion that automobiles are also signs challenges our ] 
opinions, it might lead us to re-examine semiotic practices which · 
have become invisible through familiarity. 

Broad semiotic generalizations will seem queer as long as • 
we labor under the misconception that meaning exists independently ~ 
of the sign and its use, in the form of mental or physical objects 
or in prefabricated sets of synonyms and dictionary definitions. J 
(Saussure's famous distinction between "signifier" and "signifiant," 

which has achieved a new currency in European semiotics, 1s 
dangerously misleading in this respect.4) When efforts to locate • 
the referent or the synonym for some nonverbal sign fail, one may ~ 
judge the whole project a failure. But while we do use language 
(and some other sign systems) for locating and describing features 
of our environment or for expressing our subjective experiences, J 
it is not the objects or the feelings themselves which determine 
the names they will receive or provide criteria for judging 
when an act of naming is correct. It is not what signs express or J 
name but how they are used, the way they are manipulated and the 
standards which must be met, which make them meaningful. "Meaning," 
"sense," and "significance" are shorthand terms which conceal the 
complex operations which are performed in and through signs--operations J 
which need not include "naming," or which may "express" correlations 
other than that between emotions and sentences. What makes the 
category of "sign" so slippery is the fact that almost anything • 
can be used as a correlate for almost anything else, according to ~ 
very different criteria of emission and interpretation, and with 
equal variety in the ways criteria ar~ establi~hed, ~nforc~d, a~d J 
transmitted. Peirce's catalogue of s1gn relat1ons, 1nclud1ng h1s 
important distinction between "icon," "index," and "symbol," provides 
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a hint of the number and kind of semiotic systems which are 
logically possible. If there are in fact empirical limits to 
semeiosis, then one could argue that semiotics should remain 
within them. But one might also argue that the study of 
potential sign systems is valuable in itself, or that it leads 
to striking speculations on the way biology, psychology, and 
social structure constrain the use of signs. 

When a philosopher of language like Wittgenstein proposes 
provisional rules for verbal meaning, he also throws light on 
the parameters that distinguish one sign system from another. 

. . . how am I to. know that the word "s arne" 
describes what I recognize? Only if I 
can express my recognition in some other 
way, and if it is possible for someone 
else to teach me that "same" is the correct 
word here. 5 

The conditions here put forward for using "same" correctly may 
work for language without applying equally to other semiotic 
processes. For example, one would be hard put to find instances 
where one animal deliberately instructs another in the proper 
use of a mating cry. Formal instruction is equally rare in 
human nonverbal communication, including training in the meaning 
of artifacts and manufactured goods. (Wittgenstein's example 
is, of course, too simple and atomistic by far to explain 
language acquisition; it merely illustrates the linguistic 
fact that words can be taught and learned, that the function of 
a word in an instructional context is one of the many functions 
that together constitute its meaning.) When there is training 
in nonverbal behavior, it is customarily accompanied by and mediated 
through language--with the result that the verbal gloss is often 
mistaken for "the meaning" of the sign. Even so insightful a 
writer as Roland Barthes has suggested that language alone is 
truly "intelligible," pausing in the midst of his study of French 
fashion to ask "y a-t-il un seul systeme d'objets, un peu ample, 
qui puisse se dispenser du langage articule?"6 

It is not hard to see why Barthes goes wrong, when language 
users themselves so often treat their synonyms and definitions 
as if they were the source of meaning in speech, rather than 
implicit translations and comparisons. But when Wittgenstein 
alludes to the ability to "express my recognition in some other 
way," he plainly has in mind an exchange of one speech act for 
another--not the anchoring of words to somethinq more substantial. 
An incomparable sign, sharing no features of form or function 
with any other, would indeed approach meaninglessness. Yet 
language is not the only sign system which permits comparisons 
and substitutions. Music is a prominent case of a nonverbal 
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system with precise translation values. One can distinguish 
fine gradations of pitch and, to some extent, timing, although 
other relations are less exact and usually confined to the 
thematic structures of a particular score.? The parameters 
of precise comparison are far more numerous and complex in 
language. With its broader range of uses and more highly ordered 
semantic fields, language allows much more subtle calculations 
of synonymy, contrariety, and relative scope. It is a richer 
instrument and this no doubt makes it "feel" more meaningful 
than most nonverbal systems, although the semiotic principle 
is much the same. 

It is the capacity for substitution and exact distinction 
which makes the automobile system a particularly good subject 
for semiotics. The advent of mass production, giving rise to 
standardized parts and procedures, established new levels of 
absolute identity and inter-changeability among manufactured 
objects. While mass production restricts the idiosyncratic 
features of an artifact and imposes limits on its relevant 
dimensions of value and use, it simultaneously creates a base 
for more precise distinctions in style. In any semantic field, 
according to Uriel Weinrich, "the more populous and amorphous 
a paradigmatic set of elements, the less certain is the organiza
tion of their contrastive features."8 By ·refining and restrict
ing the paradigm, mass production impoverishes individual products, 
making them transparent, tokens of a single type. But it there
by increases the meaning-potential of those variations that do 
occur. Thus annual model changes, distinctively "sporty" or 
"family" cars, along with the delicate rankings of "luxury" or 
"economy," must await a well-established system of mass production. 
Without such standard parts and identical methods of assembly, 
each automobile remains largely a thinq unto itself, grossly 
similar to others, yet unpredictably and immeasurably different 
as well. The implications of owning one car rather than another 
are too vague to serve as the basis for a system of communication. 
While each car is recognizable as a car, the details of its 
construction and even its cost are a matter of private knowledge 
or pure conjecture. The code is too poor for more than the 
crudest displays of capital investment; articulate degrees of 
"taste" are quite beyond it. Thus in the primitive transactions 
which characterized automotive commerce at the turn of the 
century, the car figures only as "a rich man's toy." The system 
could not as yet effect a translation of wealth into other, 
subtler terms.9 

But the rise of mass production and mass consumption 
created the conditions for truly significant automotive style-
style without idiosyncracy or real aesthetic function, a style 
of pure information, legible to an entire society (if the standards 
were set by relatively few members of that society.) Indeed 
since the 1920's, when Ford's hegemony in mass production gave 
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way to "Sloanism" and the General Motors strategy of model 
proliferation, style has replaced the automobile itself as the 
principal commodity of the American automotive industry. 
Although the so-called "styling strategy" was a response to 
saturated markets and inflexible capital, it could not have 
succeeded, might not have even suggested itself, had the prior 
semiotic base been lacking.lO The over-zealous absence of 
variety in Model-T production made it all the more likely, no 
doubt, that the next cycle of consumption would consist in 
relieving the artificial monotony Ford had induced--a monotony 
of work as well as acquisition, fast becoming the pattern for 
the rest of American economic life as well.ll The Model-T 
is the epitome of the automobile-as-token, a celebration of 
reduced presence and sublimated energies. It was-actually a 
simplification of earlier car design, not what one might 
imagine given our habit of thinking that technological history 
is always progressive. In making his engine and gear-system 
less complex to suit the Model-T to a wider group of buyers, 
Ford created an important precedent: rather than encourage a 
more educated public, the manufacturer would make a less 
difficult product.l2 

It is interesting to note that both the early Ford and 
its closest counterpart, the German Volkswagen, were subjected 
to public ridicule in the form of nicknames, caricatures, and 
so forth, and that in both cases the manufacturer was eager to 
accept that ridicule. Humiliation is a correlate of humility 
in the product, and actively embracing it suggests self
mortification, abstinence rather than poverty. Absence, the 
zero degree, is charged with meaning in such a context. The 
stripped-down Model-T takes on an aura of miserliness, its 
uniform black finish no longer literal but a figurative allusion 
to Puritan sobriety and thrift. Abbreviated production time, 
simplified mechanical structure and unimaginative design--all 
come to imply that there is a secret hoard of unused "man-hours" 
and untried intellectual energies held in reserve. The sheer 
volume of production is offered as dazzling proof that nothing 
has been lost, only displaced and multiplied ten-fold on 
another level. A fallacious argument, of course, the fallacy 
of composition to be exact. But while it conflates levels and 
ignores important distinctions between the efficiency of one 
group and the accumulations of another, it is not without a 
certain superficial plausibility. But the romance of quantity 
is as fragile as it is facile, especially as the market becomes 
congested. Publicity photographs of cars pouring off the 
assembly line like a Danaean shower of gold, of lots crammed 
full like coffers, are noticeably less frequent when the rhetoric 
of communal plenty gives way to that of personalized consumption. 
Styling and advertising strategies are therefore intimately 
connected. But changes in the language of advertisements and 
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publicity (as well as changes in the way visual media are exploit
ed) are the counterpart--and not the cause, as Barthes would have 
it--of fluctuations in the manufactured siqn itself. Revolutions 
in style embrace the whole automotive syst~m, even the purely 
"digital" realm of industrial statistics, which turns from record
ing the volume of production and the total hours of employment 
to registering the income from sales and the age and sex of car 
owners.l3 

Both in its standardization and subsequent proliferation 
of types, the automotive sign system shows the same'asymmetry of 
communication which is characteristic of all manufactured codes. 
Unlike language, where the roles of sender and receiver are 
reversible, the requisites of automobile manufacturing create 
a situation where access to the role of sender is severely limited. 
As in early stages of literacy, encoding is entrusted to a small 
group of specialists.l4 The automotive corporation, however, 
divides the responsibility for stYl'iPg among several different 
departments, engineerinq, sales, production, and public relations, 
with the models that finally appear reflectinq a compromise 
between diverqent interests and kinds of expertise. Thus, even 
within a single corporation, there are constraints on how esoteric 
a code can become. Then too, the problem of raising sufficient 
capital debars all but a few rival senders, so that there is 
no need to mystify the code itself in the way that primitive 
writing systems were often mystified to protect scribal interests. 
Most importantly, the automotive siqn must be comprehensible to 
a broad consuming public which lacks specialized training. 
Although advertising and dealer networks work to some extent to 
select "qualified" receivers, the highways reroain open to all 
and it is there that most consumer-displays take place, usually 
at high speed. The buyer must be confident that his vehicle can 
be interpreted quickly and unambiguously. Even if he does not 
create the style, he must be able to use it, just as he must be 
able to operate an engine the complexities of \.Yhich he may not 
fully understand. 

Because it functions on more than one level of exchange, 
the same automotive siqn has more than one value and may even 
have conflicting values. An automobile has different implications 
when the context of use changes from "buying a car" to "buying 
a means of transportation," to "buying a consumer good," or to 
"producinq a com!nodi ty." It is the last context w·hich is 
r~levant to the manufacturer's calculations, where production 
cost market problems, and investment potential determine 
the ~acceptable" transformations a vehicle may undergo. The 
constituents of the automobile--"body shell and frame" as opposed 
to "engine, transmission, and suspension systems"--are thus 
arbitrary and relative to these transformational constrai~ts. Such 
divisions had their origin in the earliest phases of the 1ndustry, 
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when entrepreneurs established plants for assembling cars from 
machines and carriage-bodies which had been manufactured else
where.lS Larger companies gradually acquired their own "sub
assemblies" and body-works in order to assure rapid delivery 
and guaranteed inventory, but they retained the former body/ 
engine distinction in order to save the cost of building new 
plants and production machinery. Contemporary American auto
motive corporations use the distinctions to shunt the cost and 
risk of technological innovations onto their suppliers, while 
they concentrate on assembly methods, marketing techniques, and 
"package design" as those areas which are most relevant to the 
immediate constituents of the car. The structure of the code 
is reinforced by the oligopolistic nature of the industry: 

For a firm faced by oligopolistic rivals, 
styling changes are not only a way of 
quickening the replacement pace of its 
"loyal" customers, but also a way of 
attracting ne,., customers away from other 
firms. With price competition largely 
eschewed, rivalry for customers has 
centered on a styling strategy rather than 
on a major technological strategy for the 
same reasons as were advanced for a styling 
strategy to speed replacement. Detroit 
is basically convinced that it is styling 
that sells cars.l6 

The articulation of the automobile into stable and 
unstahle components is a matter of economic strategy; components 
are increasingly variable as they approach the outer surface 
and maximum public visibility, so that external stampings change 
every year, while the body shell changes only every two to three 
years. (One could speculate a bit on the way a tacit anatomical 
analogy to skeleton, musculature, and skin has worked its way 
into purely economic considerations, however.) The other major 
expression of this strategy is dividing the continuum of all 
possible automobiles into discrete "makes" (Ford, Hercury, and 
~incoln; Chevrolet, Pontiac, Buick, Oldsmobile, and Cadillac), 
which in turn divide into "lines" (Chevette, Chevy II, Camaro, 
Chevelle, Corvette, and full-sized Chevrolet) which themselves 
subdivide into "series" (Chevrolet Biscayne or Ford LTD) with 
a number of "models" available in each series (two ol

7
four-door 

sedans, hardtops, station wagons, and convertibles.) The 
vertical hierarchy of "makes"--"a car for every purse," to quote 
Alfred Sloan--complicates but also coincides with the cateqorical 
distinction between body and engine, styling and technology, 
cited above, since the same body-shell (minus exterior sheet
metal work and interior fittings) may serve more than one make 
if each car is fitted with a different power train. Thus body 
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is opposed to engine as the sign of "novelty," the site of diachronic 
variations in the code, while the power plant reqisters the more or 
less changeless distinctions of make which continue from year to 
year. Even with periodic "upgradings" of less expensive makes by 
means of new "luxury" models or longer wheel-bases or added "optional" 
equipment mimicking the standard features of a neighboring, higher 
make, the ranking system as a whole continues undisturbed, with 
new features- continually emerging to protect· against erosion of 
the paradigm. Styling contributes to make recognition, but in itself 
is too fluid, too easily copied to sustain permanent distinctions. 
Indeed, impermanence and duplicity are the essence of automotive 
styling, which must be the "sweet cheat" of unquenchable desire and 
an instigator of endless "carpe diem." 

The scale of makes helps to rationalize a scale of prices 
which are no longer commensurate with the cost of production.l8 
("Lines" and "series" were late additions to the system, deliberately 
ambiguating established categories in the hope that a buyer entering 
a dealer's showroom in search of an inexpensive car might be 
convinced to purchase a model costing as much or more than a "more 
expensive" make.) There is a stronger correlation between a vehicle's 
power and its price, although even this is far from exact. "High 
performance" models are generally the most expensive vehicle in any 
line or series, but other variables such as driving comfort and 
interior appointments also enter into the equation. Power is 
never naked; it contributes to the identity of a make much as an 
abstract distinctive feature contributes to the identity of a phoneme. 
But more important, in the automotive system power is inherently 
ambiguous. There are too many competing ways of measuring it--
from the number and the capacity of the cylinders, to the precision 
of the machining, to the ratio of potential energy to the car's 
total weight. Power may be calculated in terms of speed--but is it 
speed in acceleration or average maximum speed?--or in terms of 
strength--but strength for climbing hills or strength for hauling 
loads? Too many ways to measure and none of them sufficient, for 
power is ultimately normative, the mana of the machine, irreducible 
to quantitative measures outside the "ernie" framework of the code. 
There is no absolute translation, not even money, for automotive 
power. Power excites cupidity because it is a value that can 
only be grasped within the circle or permutations and combinations 
which comprise the automotive system. Thus there is the massive 
power of the Cadillac and the festive power of the Corvette, the 
reliable power of a Buick and the purely nominal power of a Hustang. 
Some common semantic feature can be factored out of this array, but 
it can only be possessed and expressed in combination with other 
features. 

Power has been a distinguishing trait of automobiles from the 
beginning, even before there was a system beyond t~e primitive 
opposition of cars to other vehicles. The automob1le alone offered 
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a way of turning one's own simple gestures into a super-human 
capacity for movement. Unlike the railroad and the streetcar, 

189 

the automobile did not carry passengers as inert objects, but 
instead reflected and transformed the active energies and desires 
of an individual driver. Unlike the horse, it offered no brute 
resistance to human intelligence, and with its machinery well
hidden and its effortless operation, it gave a dream-like quality 
to movement lacking in the bicycle. This much is implicit in 
the thrust of early vehicle improvements, which gave the driver 
powers of acceleration as well as braking, centralized the controls 
around a single individual, and moved the steering column off 
distinctively to one side, where one and only one occupant could 
use it.l9 A series of such developments made automotive power 
ever more intimate, ever more the immediate expression of a 
private impulse. The singular, "autobiographical" function of 
the automobile is evident even in the placement of mirrors and 
windows; extensive rear and side windows fitted to the gaze of 
other occupants were only an afterthought, and seem to be 
receding once again. 

The peculiar implications of automotive power, as the code 
developed in the United States, help to explain our otherwise 
mysterious resentment over a petty task like shifting gears--
a resentment which contributed to the success of Henry Ford and 
his simplified planetary gear system. For Americans, the 
automobile was, and in great part remains, an index of the will 
to power, brooking little or no mediation. As Daniel Boorstin 
puts it: 

Individualism--defined in terms of privatism, 
freedom of choice and the opportunity to 
extend one's control over his physical and 
social environment--was one of the important 
American core values that automobility promised 
to preserve and enhance in a changing urban
industrial society.20 

Long before annual styling changes and model proliferation, 
then, the morphology and meaning of the automobile was arbitrary-
even those features which we have come to see as entirely "func
tional." The internal combustion engine, for example, was not 
inherently superior to steam or electricity, but it could be more 
quickly adapted which made it the "natural" choice in an economy 
of intense, short-term competition.21 ·Tn addition, the gas 
engine offered greater power-for-weight, while its rivals excelled 
in the less meaningful areas of cleanliness, silence, frugality, 
and flexibility.22 And the explosive principle, the simultaneous 
violence and containment of internal cornbusion, was a better icon 
for the phenomenology of driving. Along with being a semantic 
prime in the automotive code, however, power has its instrumental 
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values as well. The visible drama of it was far greater than 
in the case of thrift or purity, far more amenable to free 
publicity based on races, endurance runs, even accidents, and 
a better source of advertising spectacle. Moreover, speed 
can also be interpreted in terms of savings--albeit '"i th less 
obvious costs than mass production--creating vast, potentially 
hedonic stores of reified time. In fact, just as the first 
stages of mass production invented a new mode of profit based 
on extensive volume rather than large unit earninqs, so the 
economy of gas engines was also a matter of volume. Only 
heavy hauling or long and frequent trips could offset the 
high initial investment.23 The consequences of a commitment 
to volume in both production and operation became clear only 
later, when the market and the road were both threatened 
with congestion--but fe~·v consumers or manufacturers have 
abandoned an economic rationale so intimately bound up with 
the basic semiotic cateqories of the svstem. 

While they occupy different levels of the communication 
matrix, consumers and manufacturers often converge in the v1ay 
they use the code, and particularly in how they rationalize 
their own participation. There is far less evidence of conver
gence between other levels, between designers, engineers, 
factory workers, and dealers,, or b8twee~ this group as a 
whole and the entrepreneurs involved in sellina an~ consuming. 
(For in an artifically accelerated market, the buyer speculates 
on resale value just as the manufacturer speculates on the 
future success of a design.) Between the sencler and the receiver-
who re-transmits the code on another level--there are those who 
"handle" it but do not use it for communication and those who 
first must translate it into their mm, quite different terms. 
Even the designer, who would seem closest of all to the meaninas 
he is making, differs markeJly in that he focuses on the token 
rather than the type, seeing the qualities of an individual 
form vlhere those who use the code see only the marker of more 
abstract values. Moreover, the specialized roles of designer, 
engineer, etc., are posterior to the· code .itself. They reflect 
and absorb its underlying contradictions, reconciling motion 
and possession, profit and value, through a series of successive 
per.Qutations not unlike those mediations Levi-Strauss notes 
in successive renderings of a myth. 

From drawings to clay scale-models to transparent plastic 
models (offering a view of the interior) , there ar~ inevitabl~ 
tensions and discrepancies even in the design process itself . .4 
Designing is all the more problematic because it reverses ~he 
hierarchy of the working vehicle, with motive power and dr1ver 
on the inside thrusting out, and grants priority to lines and 
surfaces over inhabitable volume. The inversion may, however, 
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reflect the logic of desire, in which the automobile functions 
as both "ego ideal" and "ideal ego," merging on the one hand with 
the self-as-subject and on the other with the self-as-object. 
There is a split between the will-to-be at the root of driving and 
the wish-to-be-seen at the root of acquisition. The "styling 
strategy" exploits and exacerbates this split, putting design 
ahead of engineering and licensing the designer to create phantasms 
in two dimensions. 

The completed design is sent to engineering, yet here it 
reverts to raw unintelligibility which engineers must put into a 
new subcode with the capacity of calculating weight distribution, 
points of structural stress and impediments to mobility. Notorious 
cases of mistranslation, of cars which later prove unwieldy or too 
dangerous to drive, have occured and will continue to occur as 
long as engineering is constrained within the limits of anterior 
designs. In an index of recent papers by the Society of Auto
motive Engineers, for example, one finds a patchwork of ingenious 
remedies for emission, collision, and passenger discomfort--all 
the epicycles of an inflexiable system.25 

There are further strains at later stages where professional 
subcodes must be transformed into dies and jigs or time-and-motion 
studies and production quotas--discrepancies involving, at least, 
the reduction of workers and tiealers into units in the calculus 
of production and distribution.26 It is only by becoming consumers 
that employees may "speak" the code that otherwise speaks them. 
Henry Ford's high wages first made the role change possible, and 
simultaneously extended the automobile market while gaining a 
collaborative loyalty for the process of production. Members of 
an assembly-line should, above all others, recognize the artificial 
constructions they have produced. Yet even they "naturalize" 
the sign by joining in the general process of exchange: proof 
of affluence or highway dominance for money, as long as one agrees 
to treat the limits of the system as the natural limits of aspira
tion. The trade is not incomprehensible. The automobile system 
promises clarity, a chance to formulate private fantasies and to 
communicate a vision of oneself to others, a secure environment 
of identity and meaning. It is therefore extremely well adapted 
to a world of brief and anonymous encounters, where identity is 
dispersed between widely separate work, home, and recreation--a 
world that mass private transportation originated. The "styling 
strategy" is more than the incidental correlate of mass car owner
ship; it is almost a compensation for it. 

. the automobile has diffused and leveled 
and stirred and homogenized a continent
civilization. It has spread the freedom to 
travel among all classes and at the same time 
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has helped to remove the very differences 
between parts of the country, between 
kinds of landscape which were once an 
incentive to travel. The automobile has 
brought farmers to the city and the city 
to the farm; it has siphoned city-dwellers 
to the suburbs and has made suburbs more 
city-like. More than any other device, 
it has been responsible for transforming 
large tracts of America and the dwelling 
places of most Americans into an environ
ment neither urban nor rural, not properly 
to be called landscape. Dominated by 
superhighways and motels and drive-ins 
and parking areas, much of America can 
now be called motorscape.27 

It is understandable that such a culture would foster 
stylistic differences to replace those it has lost, and why a 
hunger for-,.'LnaW·-"inf~rmation .,, mightuaevelop where there is s_o much 
entropy in the entire social system. Moreover, egalitarian 
principles in the culture make it necessary to play down and 
offset a semantics of class hierarchy by a semantics of novelty. 
It is worth notin~ that changing fashions, of dress or trans
portation, become prevalent only after hierarchical distinctions 
and inherited ranks are threatened. Signs of status can only 
"wear out 11 when there is no monopoly on who can acquire the:u1.28 
What makes hierarchy tolerable in the automotive system is 
the fact that the code, as a whole, is open to all. Credit 
buying makes it possible to acquire status as a Cadillac owner 
far more easily than in other cultural systems--of home-owner
ship, occupation, education, and so forth. But free access 
also makes the code potentially vacuous, and thus in need of 
constant--if superficial--reorganization. 

No doubt the styling strategy is narrow and manipulative, 
but the consumer is aware of what he is buying even if he fails 
to know its origin or consequences and fails to consider 
other codes for articulating other aspirations. A producer 
must also know what he is selling, aside from whatever he knows 
about profit margins. If his notions of what a car is, how it 
works and what it means, become too distant from his buyers', 
he risks marketing what no one will desire or recognize. Market 
research and advertisina are meant to bridge such gaps, but they 
too can misfire through-excessive sophistication. 

A provisional contrast with another cultural system, such 
as etiquette, demonstrates some of the semiotic features peculiar 
to automotive communication. As a code of acceptable behavior, 
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etiquette expresses certain patterns of relationship between 
interacting parties; the usual semantic primes are aqe, rank, 
kinship, and relative familiarity. Automobiles seem largely 
insensitive to such features of relationship or identity. In 
part this may reflect the general levelling of many of these 
distinctions in this century, but the lacunae also indicate how 
little automotive communication has to do with social integration 
of any kind--how great the role of personal expression and how few 
the adjustments for conditions of interaction. Little wonder 
that extrinsic traffic laws are needed. Distinctions of strength 
and speed which the code does mark will not suffice, since they 
are frequently vague and hyperbolic--intolerable if they really 
functioned for determining riqht of way. (It is true that some 
power-markers, when combined with well-defined agressive driving 
tactics-- 11 tail-gating 11 or "revving up" at stoplight--may win 
occasional and informal road privileges.) The near autism of 
the system is especially clear where marks of power become most 
explicit, in the "sporty cars" introduced in the mid-1960's, 
with self-consciously animal names like Mustang and Cougar and 
entirely civilized Ford and Mercury enqines. It is not by chance 
that the industry designated these empty muscular displays as 
"personal cars."29 

The automobile code is closer to etiquette in matters of 
formality and informality, since the distributions of models does 
create a partial taxonomy of automotive situations and functions. 
A station wagon would be as inappropriate at a grand ball as 
Cinderella's rags. At present, the sinqle ''unmarked .. model 
appears to be the sedan, with its broad synchronic range of uses 
and its long diachronic longevity (since the 1930's when it gained 
pre-eminence over smaller closed cars like the coupe.)30 There 
is also a regular correlation between the number of passenqers a 
car carries and its acceptable uses, the unmarked case again beinq 
the same four to six-passenger "family car" which has figured as 
standard for over three decades. Before this, the code was more 
evenly distributed between larger touring cars and business or 
sport runabouts, while more recent trends (post-1968) indicate 
that family cars are again losing ground to more specialized 
vehicles. A "full-sized" automobile now frequently seats five 
with elaborate attention to the needs of the front-seat passengers 
which is not duplicated for the "optional" riders in the rear. 
The recent vogue in "landau" roofs, featuring only a tiny simula
crum of a side-window, set like a jewel in a mock-convertible 
top--impinges on the hard-won visual equality of the back-seat 
passengers. The almost unrecognizable allusion to the carriage
trade in these roofs still carries the vague sugqestion of elegance, 
while also making the car effectively a tvlO-seater--wi th the weight, 
size, and interior room of a sedan. 
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The functions and ideal passenger groupings the code 
prescribes have no more than a marginal relation to the chassis 
of the car. Once again it seems that we are faced with a set 
of largely expressive categories--models which encode charac
ter rather than perform tasks, which serve to communicate one's 
habits and associations, to indicate that one is a "family man," 
or has pastoral rather than urban aspirations. Thus the 
exhuberance of a convertible is less a matter of its warm 
weather settings than its opposition to other, permanently 
closed vehicles which cannot risk seasonal and occasional 
specialization. The distribution of the code explains why 
some of those who once bought convertibles now are buying cam
pers and vans, despite superficial differences in form. To 
own a specialized "recreation vehicle" is to proclaim the same 
functional insouciance, a like capacity to dispense with the 
safety of an "all-purpose" car. 

Automobiles therefore provide a way of forming and 
publicizing a version of identity, without real social inter
action or communal responsibility. (The social duties bound 
up in acquiring the purchase price are buried in the illusion 
of free consumer choice.) The narcissistic and a-social impli
cations of the automobile code as a whole distinguish it from 
architecture, which it might otherwise resemble. The auto-
mobile establishes a point midway between territorial and personal 
space, a place that is at once portable and fitted with fixed 
walls. But ther~ is no "high art" of automobile design to 
parallel that of architecture. Privatism, the rhetoric (if not 
the reality) of functionalism, and rapid cornmercial devaluation 
bar leisurely contemplation of the automobile as an artifact 
valuable in itself. Yet since automotive style also defies 
a purely practical interpretation, it is difficult to reduce 
cars to simple tools of transportation. In fact, the system 
shuns any literal identification with labor: the truck, the 
jeep, the ambulance, and even the police car are kept segregated 
from private vehicles. Even clothing, which has the same 
strict separation between occupational uniforms and private 
garments, is more mundanely instrumental. Clothes are tied 
to times of day and to the change of seasons--ties which are 
no doubt arbitrary enough, but nonetheless articulated. The 
strong gender demarcation which, until recently, has been the 
most striking feature of the garment system is extremely weak 
in automobiles. The neutrality may be only superficial, since 
one singles out "women drivers" and "teenaqe motorists" in 
contrast to the unnamed norm of male adults. The apochryphal 
first owner of any.desirable~u~ed car is a timid spinster who 
never dared to face the full sexual implications of her machine. 
Automobile styling is either masculine or non-masculine, the . 
latter class embracing femininity, immaturity, and all who reJect, 
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ignore, or prove unable to afford the standard automobile and 
its associated values. Consider how recent compact and sub
compact cars stand opposed to the standard both in their 
visible mascularity and their usual classes of owners. To 
divide the automotive code into masculine and feminine would 
eliminate too many potential buyers, but more important, a 
feminine car would be an oxymoron in a culture which links 
power to masculinity and values automobiles principally for 
their power. 

It is tempting to suppose that the diminutive proportions 
of the compact naturally emasculate it. But a brief qlance at 
automobile history shows that this is arbitrary as well, since 
formerly it was the larger cars which were associated with 
women drivers and passengers.31 As in any true semiotic system, 
the meaning of the vehicle is mediated hy the rules and cate
gories the code makes available. One must know the full array 
of producers, makes, and models to determine the value of an 
individual car. And size itself is relative, since what at 
one stage is "compact" may become the standard at another. But 
the mediation offered by the automotive code remains far from 
the complex grammar and morphology of a language. Truly dis
crete and arbitrary categories are fevT, rules of exponence are 
highly inexact, and the pm,1er to analyze, re-combine, and expand 
constituents almost nonexistent. The abstract categories of 
make, line, series, and--to a lesser extent--model are alone 
discontinuous. The visual impact of a car is global, on the 
other hand, although certain features such as cab, front and 
rear projections, and various subdivisions like doors, roof, 
cowl and trunk, grill, fenders, front and rear bumpers can be 
isolated on an ad hoc basis. But these are relative distinctions, 
inferred from the overall design, and it is often extremely 
difficult to tell where to dravr the line between running board 
and fender or to say when a curve is extreme enough to create a 
separate back deck rather than the rear end of the cab. True, 
each automobile is literally an assemblage of parts, but since 
the styling strategy's inception there has been a persistent 
trend towards cars that present a single, unbroken flow of body 
design to the eye. Incised lines traverse the entire side of 
a car from front to end, for example, or head lights gradually 
merge into the fenders and grill-work. ~he fluid contours 
mask an anachronistic assembly technology behind an imitation of 
modern extruded forms.32 The mask is also a repression of 
whatever guilty knowledge one has of the tedious labor of 
assembly, and makes the artifact a more innocent object of desire. 

In reading the vehicle, the outer perimeter serves as 
a frame delimiting the field of attention and orienting percep
tion, allowing one to measure the indentations or nrotuberances, 
relative degrees of light or shadow, and to judge the overall 
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distribution of mass.33 By such attention, reflection, and I 
inference, the features which identify the car gradually emerge. 
But these features may have little relation to the way the car 
was partitioned for assembly. One seizes instead. on partial, 
evocative details and discontinouous elements: a prominent I 
hood ornament and a particular angle in the roof which together 
indicate "Thunderbird." Thus unlike language, the minimal 
distinctive units, the "morpho-phonology," if you will, of the I 
automobile system are only relative, although discriminations 
between makes, etc., at a higher level of analysis are absolute. 
Transformational grammar has shown us that in language, too, I 
the deepest grammatical relations may be but dimly and dis- · 
continously marked at the surface level, but the automobile 
code has none of the precise mapping functions for relating ] 
deep and surface structure which one can construct for natural 
languages. The comparison is most valuable for what it 
reveals about the distance between a manufactured sign system 
and a full language. J 

If the primitive grammar of the automotive code is a 
mixture of motivated and unmotivated elements, digital and I 
analog, the merger is even more pronounced when we turn to 
semantics. Arbitrary paradigms constrain but do not entirely 
control the semantic interpretation of a vehicle. One reads W 
a car indexically and iconically as well. The full value of ~ 
styling is usually not apparent unless one treats it as an 
allusion to something else--to other artifacts like carriages 
or missiles, for exam~le. It is through iconic values that the W 
code most frequently expresses novelty and innovation. The ~ 
resemblance invoked is doubtless artificial and schematic, 
but it does tell us something about what counts as "new" in J 
the culture and when it has lost its novelty, as was the case 
with both torpedoes and rockets after only a year or two of 
automotive mimickery. Even schematic icons are interesting for 

1 nhat they reflect about the identifying peculiarities and 
criterial features of their originals. Thus automobile styling 
illustrates how jet propulsion caught the popular imagination 
in terms of a marked thrust from the rear and a burst of (metallic) I 
flame-like contrail. Transportation is not the only source 
of inspiration--cars have resembled weapons, insects, or 
simply other cars (in their role as pure col.'Ttro.odi ty.) The J 
proliferation of a once popular design (or rather, the design 
of a popular car) is sometimes so startling as to suggest a 
kind of superstition among automobile manufacturers, a belief 
in sympathetic magic. There are also cases of manufacturers J 
imitating their own designs, harking back to an old favorite 
or elevating one make by implicitly comparing it to another. 
Thus the Ford becomes a Thunderbird in the 1950's--within the J 
safe limits of a simile--and a Rolls Royce in 1975. Both consumers 
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and manufacturers seem to exercise a "willing suspension of 
disbelief" in matters of resemblance, realizing perhaps that 
the literal version of the icon would involve risks and 
sacrifices neither could afford. There is a trade-off: the 
consumer will not challenge the gross inadequacies of a "Rocket-
88" in return for which the producer will indulge him in his 
timid fantasies of flight. 

Credulity goes far deeper when it comes to indexical .. 
values. But then it is difficult to isolate the indicies peculiar 
to automotive signs from very broad beliefs about sequence, co
occurrence, logical and empirical necessity which one must hold 
to function properly in most aspects of the culture. While 
particular expressions of "the new" may be iconic, the yearly 
withering of each new automobile style would seem far more arti
ficial without a prior matrix of annual cycles of new growth 
and decay. Manufacturers were quick to exploit this association 
by seeking a uniform introduction date for all new models. 
The early automobile shows took place in the spring, but later 
the introductions were moved up to the fall to induce a syncopated 
pattern of buying: pitting harvest ag;:~inst the reverdie. 

Buying and restyling thus take place within the protective 
penumbra of seasonal necessity. But nature is not the only or 
even the richest source of indexical interpretations. Culture 
provides another kind of motivation for the automotive sign. 
Since every culture places restrictions on the array of possible 
forms--restrictions which maintain intelligibility--any departure 
from these is likely to appear unnatural or impossible. Literate 
cultures, which record diachronic variations in the array, 
foster a more critical attitude and make additional arguments 
necessary if a form is to appear motivated. One of the most 
ancient and respectable is the teleological argument. Not that 
automobile design ever seems "providential," but there are 
certainly covert appeals to the humbler teleology which fits 
an instrument to its use. The match between form and function 
is even enhanced when the instrument is man-made, since the 
purposiveness is conscious and human, therefore putatively 
more corrigible. Yet the form which has remained the index of 
the automotive function is archaic, dating from the earliest 
experiments with internal combustion engines. The front-engine 
"syst~me Panhard" was introduced before the turn of the century, 
at a time when increasing the distance between the engine and 
the wheels by a longitudinal crankshaft, rather than seating 
the engine beneath the seat and directly above the wheels, 
represented a significant increment in power. The change made 
a dramatic difference in the car's overall appearance, turning 
it from a box-like affair to a predominantly horizontal shape 
with a sunken cab. Although it was at first only the consequence 
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of internal rearrangements, the new outline soon came to signify 
"high performance" in itself.34 So strong was the associa-
tion that manufacturers like Henry Ford were even moved to install 
dummy hoods on cars that retained the old transmission system.35 
Obviously there have been alternatives to the systeme Panhard 
since 1891, but the long, low silhouette has retained its 
symptomatic value, overriding power systems as good or better. 
Departures do occur, as in the thirties, when aerodynamic curves 
on a higher silhouette vied for approval. But after each depar
ture, the Panhard has returned with.redoubled strength, the out
line even lower, the profile even longer. Thus the forties saw 
car floorboards sunk around and under the crankshaft and trunks 
turned into back decks extending as far behind the car as the 
hood extended in front.36 

The reason that the "air-flow" models did not sustain 
public confidence may be that an untrained public could not 
interpret them properly. Aerodynamic features seem to have been 
read iconically, as an imitation of the burnished surfaces 
and windblown contours produced by high acceleration rather 
than as a means for overcoming wind-resistance. The logical 
outcome of this was the exaggerated and fanciful tailfins of the 
late 1950's, features so purely mimetic that the functional 
aerodynamic threat they presented (some cars actually lifting 
from the ground on a sharp turn) was ill-perceived. One could 
also speculate, on the other hand, that the failure of the 
original air-flow designs was the result of strong but inappro
priate iconic values; that the broad and voluptuously rounded 
body had too much in it reminiscent of a Rubens nude. Or 
perhaps it was what the design left out--the occasional sharp
ened edges and overall lateral thrust of a projectile which 
comprise a covert iconography of danger that the language of 
advertising and publicity would not dare to make explicit. 

There are genuine indexical readings of automobile 
structure and design, but these are rarely part of the code 
itself. For example, styling has a direct correlation with 
drafting techniques, and one can see that the contours of 
automobiles changed markedly after the introduction of new pro
cedures for manipulating and specifying more complex curves.37 
Advances in holography and computer graphics, which permit new 
surface and volm~e projections, cannot but have as great an 
impact on future automobile designs. But to read these causes 
in their effects requires special information or training. The 
ordinary consumer might see a difference, but the appearance of 
innovation would be more relevant to his semiotic praxis than 
the remote and (for him) useless techniques that produced it. 

Despite the arbitrary nature of the scale of makes, the 
tendency to treat cars as natural symptoms of wealth, cultivation, 
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and authority is widespread. The logic of this is faulty, since 
even wealth is neither necessary nor sufficient to owning a 
Lincoln Continental. Rapid and transient displays make the 
system as a whole more credible, however, since there is ordinar
ily little opportunity for disproving prima facie impressions. 
Moreover, the automobile itself is not a statement. Unable by 
virtue of its syntax to predicate, it cannot really lie. The 
"fascination" of the artifact is in its global appeal, with no 
way of isolating topic from comment or argument from attribute. 
There is none of the descriptive precision of a language, but 
also none of the vulnerability to objection and reproof. It is 
difficult to complain about the pretensions of a particular 
bumper or demonstrate that a certain wheelbase is a false promise 
of power.38 What criteria could one invoke, what verification 
procedures or felicity conditions? The vehicle as a whole is 
the sign, and its symptomatic value is bound up with its position 
vis a vis every other car within the svstem--to reject the 
blandishments of one (even of a part of one, if it could be 
isolated) is to reject the entire system. Moreover, the process 
of interpretation is indirect; the driver of a Lincoln Continental 
simply leaves it to his observers to formulate their own propo
sitions about "the sort of people who drive a car like that." 
It is they who ascribe properties and infer from what the system 
entails in the way of monetary values and contexts of use to 
what is not strictly entailed. The welter of allusions, fugitive 
resemblances and causes which figure in the styling of a car, 
also bearing on this indirect process, make interpretations even 
more difficult to specify and criticize. 

Despite--or perhaps in part because of--the lack of pre
cision, iconic and indexical values are important to the a'.lto
mobile code. They help to make its rapid changes more readily 
accessible. And in a system committed to continuous but super
ficial novelty, they help to guard against the appearance of 
stagnation, on the one hand, or triviality, on the other. Even 
the deeper distinctions and omissions at the heart of the code 
come to appear less arbitrary, more familiar or functional-
"masquer la nature systematique et semantique des enonces • • . en 
transformant l'equivalence en raison," as Barthes remarks.J9 
Yet it is not only consumers who come to see the code as natural. 
Once fixed, a manufactured code ceases to be arbitrary for its 
originators, and is instead the index and sole protection of a 
certain organization of labor and capital. Radical innovations 
in either method or product become "unthinkable" if corporate 
identity is to be preserved. The assembly technology, marketing 
networks, and the type and turnover of vehicle desiqn which 
characterize the automobile industry are mutually reinforcing, 
each seeming efficient and necessary in terms of the others. 
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The mass production of complex cars fits 
on the one hand a Fordist organization 
of work, and on the other hand the Sloanist 
arrangements for elaborate selling • . • • so 
long as automobiles are complex collections 
of parts, they seem to demand a labor-based 
assembly technique •.. J40 

Thus the evolution of this (and probably any other) manu
factured sign system is artifically and extrinsically constrained 
by such factors as fixed investments and corporate ideology. These 
play havoc with the regular diachronic processes of elevation 
and degradation, generalization and specialization, which--to judge 
from natural languages--one might expect to find. There are forces 
working to prevent the scope and rank of each make from under
going the sort of changes which have given "liquor" its present 
narrowed range of uses and made "nice" a complimentary term. In 
a less rigidly policed code, it would be imaginable for Cadillac 
to lose its pride of place or for discrete cateqories to merqe. 
But it is interesting to speculate on how far extrinsic interests 
can control the synchronic distribution and diachronic develop
ment of any semiotic system. Despite marketing strategies, 
there is a tendency for one line out of the distended and amorphous 
group all classed together as Chevrolets or Fords to become identi
fied as the Chevrolet or Ford. Or consider the case of the Edsel. 
Was it economy alone that accounted for its failure, or did semiotic 
conditions contribute something to it? Was there something about 
inserting a new make in the indistinct middle of a paradiam 
which violated semiotic expectations? Makes introduced at the 
top and especially at the bottom of the ranking system have certain
ly proved far more successful--this is where foreign cars make 
their strongest inroads into the system. Moreover, there has 
been little difficulty since the Edsel fiasco in selling comparable 
cars as a new line or series. Apparently, because the make acts 
as a superordinate category, changes at this level are more dis
orienting and meet with greater resistance. 

At a certain level of analysis, semiotic theory must contend 
with ideology and social structure as a factor in the choice of 
messages if not in the capacities of the code itself. The "rules 
of message construction are not entirely deterministic," as Eliseo 
Veron (among others) notes, and when alternatives are not decidable 
in terms of syntactic, semantic, or local pra~atic constraints, 
then one must seek meta-communicative explanations.41 In the 
case of the automotive code, one has the advantage of being able 
to see firsthand some of the alternatives that the system as a whole 
excludes, that is, the ''foreign" cars which exist at its periphery. 
Jurij Lotman's description of how culture itself is organized seems 
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relevant to what one finds: 

•.• each type of culture has 
its corresponding type of "chaos", 
which is by no means primary, 
uniform, and always equal to it
self, but which represents just 
as active a creation by man as 
does the sphere of cultural 
organization. Each historically 
given type of culture has its 
own type of nonculture peculiar 
to it alone.42 
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The "non-system" opposed to the official automotive 
system has visibly changed over time, both in its extent and 
in the nature of the contrast it presents. Thus it was first 
the largest luxury cars which were eccentric, later the small
est sports cars, and more recently, the equally small but 
far less powerful economy cars--depending on the values 
deminating the official system at the time. The change from 
luxury to utility as the principal feature of the anti-system 
has broader implications, both for the code itself and for the 
culture that supports it. But the situation is complicated by 
the fact that there is a certain amount of "repressive toler
ance" for foreign cars as long as they remain firmly alien 
and peripheral. In addition, the anti-system may change from 
chaotic, to exotic, to simply neutral, in the eyes of those 
acculturated to the official code. The appeal of inexpensive 
foreign cars, for example, is not because there are no inex
pensive domestic alternatives, but because the alien models fall 
outside the ranking system: they can be purchased with less 
shame. Thus the foreign car as often reinforces the values of 
the official system as it challenges them. When this is no 
longer the case, tolerance is at an end--or the values of the 
official code are modified. 

Viewed as separate rather than interacting systems, 
compelling differences between the American automobile and its 
foreign counterparts emerge. It was not until the later 1960's 
that model proliferation and annual style changes appeared in 
European and Japanese cars. Two possible explanations for 
the change suggest themselves--an increasingly important export 
market in the United States, and "Americanization" of economic 
and social life in the native culture. (Indeed, both Germany 
and Japan, where the change in automobile production is most 
pronounced, unden,•ent significant industrial and cultural 
reorganization at American hands.) At the meta-level, then, 
the behavior of the automotive system does seem to be a reliable 
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index of social structure. Yet since it is a semiotic system, 
it does more than register symptomatic fluctuations; it arti
culates some of the aspirations and assumptions that make the 
social order legitimate or at least intelligible in the eyes 
of its own members. 

One must return again to the remarkable fact that what
ever is truly indexical in the automotive code is irrelevant 
to the users of that code. This distinguishes it from animal 
communication systems and makes it possible to speak of 
intentions and conventions of use, however poor and undif
ferentiated they may be in comparison to language. Thus while 
animals may have "badges"--morphological features which appear 
to be uniquely adapted to communication--they do not have 
"design" and "style" in the manner of the automotive sign.43 
In one case, the relationship of sign to interpretation is 
probabilistic, in the other it is institutional. And abstract 
distinctive features, a diacritical rather than purely con
textual definition of basic categories--few though they be-
give the automobile code a degree of semantic complexity above 
that found even in some modes of human communication. 

There is ample reason, then, to treat automobiles as 
signs. Although used for transportation and manufactured for 
profit, the consistent patterns of exchange within and without 
the system in which each vehicle participates seem, above 
all, adapted for intelligibility. The vehicle is actually a 
nexus for several overlapping levels of communication, and 
its morphology and meaning vary slightly according to the level 
of which one speaks. The manufacturer sees assembled consti
tuents where the consumer sees an undifferentiated style. But 
the deeper categories and relations are common to them both. 
There is even a convergence in the interests and rationaliza
tions which inform their use of the system. The irony is 
that although the code has recently lost its uncritical appeal, 
the disenchantment of both investors and consumers expresses 
itself in terms drawn from the code itself. The success of 
mass marketing has left manufacturers prey to "fundamentalist" 
attacks from those who now accept the automobile as a necessity, 
while the purely functional designs they seek are no less 
arbitrary than the excesses of styling that repel them. (The 
complaints about Chevrolet's rear-engine Corvair show an 
unshaken trust in the naturalness of the systeme Panhard.) 
On the other hand, the styling strategy has so well achieved 
its end that consumers are now capable of formulating demands 
too rarified, transient, and insubstantial for the tediously 
durable automobile to meet. And the geometric returns on 
investment which arose from a new level of automated efficiency 
are now more fully realized by other industries without the 
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sediment of a long production history to debar them from 
even greater automation.44 Barthes may be right in 
claiming that it is the "disparit~ des deux consciences" 
which characterizes the manufactured sign, the appetite 
for consumption in excess of practical need which it 
encourages through a "voile d'images, de raisons, de 
sens."45 But the manufacturer is not immune from his own 
symbolism; he depends on this disparity far more than 
he creates it. 

Department of English 
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NOTES 

lThomas A. Sebeok, "Semiotics: A Survey of the State 
of the Art," Current Trends in Linguistics: Linguistics 
and the Adjacent Arts and sciences, Vol. 12 (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1974), 226. For an alternative view see Julia 
Kristeva, "Introduction: Le lieu semiotique" Essays in 
Semiotics, Approaches to Semiotics #4 (The Hague: Mouton, 
1971) 1 1-7 o 

2see J.J. Nattiez's remarks in the forthcoming 
Procedings of the North American Semiotics Colloquium, 
Tampa, Florida, 1975, to be published by Indiana University 
Press. 

3Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. 
Anscombe, (Oxford: Basll Blackwell, 1967), p. 132e, #456. 

4Jacques Derrida has persistently and eloquently 
warned against the mirage of the "transcendental signified" 
implicit in Saussure's treatment of the sign. See, for 
example, "Semiologie et grarnrnatologie," in Essays in 
Semiotics, 11-27. 

5wittgenstein, p. 117e, #378. 
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6syst~me de la ~ (Paris: Editions du Seiul, 
1967), p. 9. Barthes lS careful not to deny a "rudimentary" 
meaning to the clothing system he is studying, but he does 
insist that the "Mode" cannot do without additional 
linguistic articulation. 

7A useful discussion is David Osmond-Smith, "Problems 
of Terminology and Method in the Semiotics of Music," 
Semiotica, Vol. II, #3 (1974), 273-6 especially. 
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8"semantics," T~e International Encycloaedia of the social 
Sciences, ed. David SJ.ls, (New York: .-MacMillan, 1968}., p. 167. 

9This is ~ot to say that enthusiasm for automotive technology 
an~ transportatJ.on was not widespread at this time, but the purchase 
pr1ce of a car had little to with either value, and the correla
tion between the appearance and power of a vehicle and its price was 
not systematic enough for "conspicuous consumption." See James J. 
Flink, America Adopts the Automobile, 1875-1910 (Cambridge Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1970), Ch. 1-3. --------

1 

lOsloan gave a famous and self-serving account of the General 
Motors strategy in his autobiography. More critical accounts are to 
be found in Flink, "Three Stages of American Automobile Conscious
ness," American Quarter],y, 24:4 (1972·), 451-473; Emma Rothschild, 
Paradise Lost: The Decline of the Auto-Industrial Age (New York: 
Random House, 1973), and Lawrence J. White, The Automobile Industry 
since 1945 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1971)--although 
each mistakenly credits the industry with creating rather than chan
neling the appetite for meaning. 

llsee Flink, "Three Stages," for an account of the impact on 
retailing and agriculture. 

12Flink discusses Ford in America Adopts the Automobile, p. 226, 
and mentions that the ~ndustry soon abandoned J.ts educational program, 
a cooperative endeavor with the Y.M.C.A. for teaching the public 
automobile construction as well as how to drive, p. 189. See John 
B. ·Rae, The American Automobile (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1965), for-a capsule history of these and other developments. 

13A comparison of Automobile Facts and Figures (Detroit: Auto
mobile Mfg. Assoc.) for 1952 and 1971 shows these and other differences 
in the prominence and standard of measurement accorded to production, 
retail sales, and ownership figures. 

14The classic discussion of these matters is by Jack Goody and 
Ian Watt, "Literate culture: Some General Considerations," in Goody, 
ed., Literacy in Traditional Societies (New York: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1968), pp. 55-63. 

15Flink, America Adopts, p. 295. 

16White, p. 200, and Ch. 12-13, passim. 

17As White, p. 5, points out the "series" and the "line" are 
realtively recent, introduced during the 1950's as the sale of 
"options" became increasingly important. Both line and series, then, 
stabilize variables and reify optional equipment as a necessary feature 
of the car. 
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lBRothschild, pp. 80-82. 
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19Flink, America Adopts, pp. 100-1, quotes the words of 
early automobile enthusiasts, language which only confirms what 
is already visible in the development of the artifact itself: 

To take control of this materialized 
energy, to draw the reins over this 
monster with its steel muscles and 
fiery heart--there is something in 
the idea which appeals to an almost 
universal sense, the love of power. 
( 19 01) 
..• it is in the running of a car, the 
handling of it, and its obedience 
to one's will, that the keenest enjoy
ment of automobiling is found. (1906) 
. . • the sensation which arouses enthusiasm 
for the automobile comes almost solely 
from the introduction of the superlative 
degree of speed and from the absence of 
effort or fatig-ue. (1909) 

20"Three Stages," p. 452, and passim. 

21For a discussion of the myth of "functionalism" in the 
related field of architecture, see Mario Gandelsonas and Diana 
Agrest, "Critical Remarks on Semiology and Architecture," 
Semiotica, 9, 3 (1973), 26 o- 263. 

22Flink, America Adopts, discusses the evolution of the 
gas engine car, pp. 230-245. 

23Flink. 

24Gandelsonas and Agrest treat parallel processes in 
architecture under the headina of "transformations," pp. 258, 
263, and 266. 

25cummulative Index, 1965-1973, (New York: Soc. of Auto. 
Engineers, Inc., 1974), "Passenger Car Design," pp. 257-258. 

26see White on "forcing" as a strategy used on dealers, 
pp. 147-155. 

27Daniel Boorstin, "Introduction" to Rae, pp. vii-viii. 

28see also Zygmunt Bauman, "Semiotics and the Function of 
Culture," in Essays in Semiotics, especially pp. 285-286. 
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29walter Henry Nelson, Small Wonder: The Amazing Story 
of the Volkswagen (Boston: Little, Brown, rgof), p. 211. 

30Automobiles of America (Detroit: Automobile Mfg. Assoc., 
1961) 1 P• 39. 

3lsee, for example, the "twenties" in George H. Damman's 
Illustrated History of Ford, 1903-1970 (Glen Ellyn, Ill.: 
Crestl1ne Publ., 1970).---- ---- ----

32This can be traced easily enough in the Illustrated Historl 
of Ford. See also Barthes' remarks on "the new C1troen" in 
M:YthOIOgies, trans. Annette Lavers, (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1972) 1 PP• 88-90 • 

33Meyer Schapiro discusses framing as a "finding device" 
in "On Some Problems in the Semiotics of Visual Arts: Field and 
Vehicle in Image Signs," Semiotica, 1;3 (1969), especially p. 224. 

34Flink, America Adopts, pp. 12-19 and 248-250. 

35The "early years," Illustrated History of Ford. 

36A.L. Kroeber, Style and Civilization (Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Press, 1957), developsa useful "long term" view of fashion 
which I have applied here, pp. 9-10. He notes that there is a 
pendular swing away from and back to the anatomv pf underlying 
the clothes--thus, the same swina in automotive styling suggests 
that the Panhard has an almost anatomical necessity in the auto
mobile code. 

37see David E. Bache, "Operation Styling," in ed. J.G. Giles, 
Body Construction and Design, Automotive Technology Series, 
Vol. 6, (London: Iliffe Books, 1971), 1-33. 

38Barthes discusses the difference between the "real," 
the "image," and the "verbal" systems of fashion with respect to 
articulated and unarticulated presentational appeal in Mode, 
pp. 126-127, and section 9.6, passim. 

3 9 £-lode, p. 2 8 3. 

40Rothschild, p. 143. 

4l"Ideology and Social Science: A Communicatio~pproach," 
Semiotica, 3:1 (1971), 64, 75. 

42Jurij M. Lotman, et al., "Theses on the Semiotic Study of 
Cultures," in Thomas A. Sebeok, ed., The Tell-Tale Sign: A Survey of 
Semiotics (Lisse: Peter De Ridder Press, 1975), p. 58. 
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43w. John Smith, "Zoosemiotics: Ethology and the Theory 
Signs," Current Trends in Linguistics, treats "badges" on 
589. 

44 see Rothschild on "flow" automation vs. assembly, pp. 137-
148; on investments and structural inertia, pp. 187-198; and on 
the challenge of "services" to commodity sales, p. 52. 

45Mode, pp. 9-10; also pp. 234-238, and pp. 265-274. 
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