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AUDIENCE, SPEEm ACT THEORY, AND COMPOSITION TEXTBOOKS
A REVIEW OF THE TREATMENT OF AUDIENCE IN COMPOSITION TEXTS

The notion that the student writer should be able to identify
an audience for his writing is a recent addition to some college
composition textbooks. Some authors see this identification as
an important beginning step in the writing process, and they devote
several pages to the idea. Each author offers practical sugges-
tions aimed at helping the student to understand that audience
is an important factor in determining the tone, purpose and mode
of discourse of a piece of writing. As a philosophy of language,
Speech Act Theory includes the audience as a factor the writer
must consider when writing a semtence. The premise of this report
is that Speech Act Theory does offer a student an additional meth-
od of locating and writing to an aﬁdignce.

To use a language, wﬁethgr through sPeech or writing is to
engage in a rule-governed form of behavior. This is the hypothesis
that John R. Searle tests through his theory that "the production
of a sentence token under certain conditions is a speech act, and
speech acts are the basic ér minimal units of linguistic commmica-
tion.“l It is the rules or conditions that See_u‘le is interested in
identifying in order to explain how a speaker or writer can use
language to communicate effectively. '-In order to do this, Searle
identifies the three elements neeésséry in any commmication as the
speaker, hearer, and utterance, or for the purposes of this report
in written commmications as the writer, audience, and artifact.

In order to consider the issue of audience as set out in several



current composition textbooks, it is necessary to summarize briefly

Searle's establishment of the rules that govern speech acts. The

discussion is adapted from Searle's work; the principles are his.
Searle's work is an expansion of philosopher J. L. Austin's

ideas that are contained in the work How to do Things With Words.

Austin, and Searle's publications opened a new vein of thought in
the field of language philosophy. After Searle's Speech Acts was
published in 1969, other linguists and philosophers saw the im-
portance of the work and began their own studies expanding on Searle
and Austin. Still Speech Act Theory is a relatively new area of
inquiry that is being applied in many fields. There is a wealth of
newly published material that deals with Speech Act Theory or
pragmatics in the fields of philosophy, grammar, literary criti-
cism and, most recently, composition.

The other element of this report, audience, has also been
the subject of a great deal of publication, mostly due to the great
new interest in the field of composition. But although there are
some recent publications that consider Speech Act Theory and comp-
osition together, an ERIC search revealed that there is no awvailable
study relating this specific part of composition, audience fé
Speech Act Theory,--a relationship that this report attempts to
provide which is what this report is concerned with.

Essential to this study is the understanding that there are
rules or conditions necessary to perform speech acts, and a dis-
tinction must be made between regulative rules and constitutive
rules. As their names suggest, regulative rules regulate a pre-
existing activity, while constitutive rules constitute an activity,

but an activity that can be newly created or defined by the con-



stitutive rules. Games offer the best example of constitutive rules,
because the rules provide specifications for the game, without which
the game would be impossible to pla},r.2

Another distinction between regulative and constitutive rules
is the form they usually take. Regulative rules are commonly im-
peratives: "Do X" or "If Y do X." Constitutive rules are not
always imperative and can be expressed as "X counts as Y," or "X
counts a8 Y in context C." TFor example: "If you shoot for the
basket, arch the ball high" is a regulative rule. "If you hit the
basket, it counts as a score in basketball." 1is a constitutive
rule. This formula provides for specifications rather than ap-
praisals.3 Language use then "is a matter of performing speech

4 This coneclu-

acts according to systems of constitutive rules.™
sion can be drawn if one considers language behavior is conven-
tional, and that speech acts are performed in accordance with the
rules of language behavior, because the rules define the conven-
tions.

When a speaker makes an utterance, or a writer writes a sen-
tence, three acts can be distinguished. The locutionary act is
the utterance. The second act, the illocutionary act is that made
in the utterance. The third act is that made by the utterance.
Examples here are helpful:

Locuticnary act: Saying "I didn't murder my wife."
Illocutionary act: Informing an audience that "I didn's
murder my wife.”

Perlocutionary act: Convincing an audience that "I didn't

murder my wife."
Another act is the propositicnal act or the performance of ref-

grence or predication. But propositional acts cannot be per-

formed without the illocutionary act: "one cannot just express a



proposition while doing nothing else and have thereby performed

a complete speech act."5

In grammatical terms, the propositional
act is part of a sentence, while the illocutionary act is the
whole sentence.6 This distinction leads to an identification

of the illocutionary force of the statement, or how the proposi-
tion should be understood, or in different terms, what illocution-
ary act is being performed. For example, "I am going" is a prop-
osition plus the illocutionary force of warning. Searle identi-
fies some illocutionary force indicating devices of English as
word order, punctuation, and mcod of the verb.7 In an analysis
of an illocutionary act, rules account for the propositional in-
dicators.

The meaning of a sentence is accounted for by the illocution-
ary act, while the effect that a sentence has on its audience is
accounted for the perlocutionary act.8 Added to this distinction
must be the concept of rules that define the conventioms. If
illocutionary acts are performed according to rules, and the illo-
cutionary act carries meaning, then meaning is not only a matter
of effect or response, but alsoc of ccrnven‘ticn.9 This concept
reiterates the theory that speech acts, with their conventional
rules, are the basic units of communication. The identification of
the illocutionary and perlocuticnary acts also allows meaning to be
independent of effect and thus allows for statements that have no
perlocutionary effect. For example, "Hello" as a greeting does
not demand anything of the audience except an acknowledgement that
the statement is a greeting. There is, in normal circumstances,
no perlocutionary effect, only the illocutionary force, or the

wnderstanding, of a greeting. The distinction of effect (per-



locution) and meaning (illocution) also accowunts for the state-
ments that produce an unintentional effect on the audience.lO

The applications for a student writer searching for an audience
are clear. Students are typically asked to direct their writing
to an audience; an audience they are instructed to "identify" or
"see." But if the student is only given vague Imperatives like
"Den't insult your reader," or unclear advice about effect, response
or perlocution, his audience will remain vague and out of focus and
cannot be identified. However, if a student has the notion of
illocuticnary acts and their constitutive rules, then he can put
himself in the place of a reader whose task is to receive communica-
tion, that is to understand, not simply to react or respond. Thus
the writing process begins by giving the student a distinet model of
communication that truly allows him to "see" his audience. It is
this distinct model of communication that this report recommends
developing into a working model for composition textbooks. Speech
Act Theory represents a point of departure from most textbook
treatments of audience, and the premise of this report is that the
theory does offer the student more than the inexact guidelines that
current textbooks give.

The following discussion will assess five current composition
textbooks' treatment of audience by first examining their shared
characteristics, and then their individual features. The five

textbooks are: Contemporary Writing, Jim W. Corder; Modern English

Handbcok, Hobert M, Gorrell & Charlton Laird; A Contemporary

Rhetoric, Maxine Hairston; Writing With a Purpose, James M.

MeCrimmon; and Words in Action, Martin Steinmann, Jr. The first

four textbooks were chosen because of their popularity and because



they all devote several pages to a lesson on audience.ll Steinmann’s
text was chosen because of the author's expressed interest in Speech
Act Theory as a rhetorlical springboard. The discussion will con-
trast the textbooks' treatment of audience to the assumptions of
Speech Act Theory to show that the theory can assist the student
in locating an audience for his writing. But most importantly,
the report will show that Speech Act Theory can help the student
to communicate his message clearly and effectively to his readers,
because the beginning assertion of the report is that language is
a means of commmicating, and the job of composition textbooks
should be to give students a model or theory that will help them
to commmicate effectively.

The five textbooks were chosen for their popularity, but
.also because they are representative of the many composition
textbooks available, in that they could be labeled process-
oriented or product-oriented. A process-oriented text presents
writing as a process; it traces the steps a writer takes as he
writes. The text has divisions that discuss prewriting, writing,
and rewriting. The treatment of audience usually occurs in the
early prewriting chapters, as a step in the composing process.

Corder's Contemporary Writing and McCrimmon's Writing With a

Purpose are examples of process-oriented texts. A product-
oriented text is not concerned with the act of writing, but

the result of writing. It tells students the characteristics

of good prose in corder for the student to meet the requirements.

The text has chapters that deal with sentences, paragraphs and modes
of discourse. Audience is seen as a component of good prose that

the student must recognize, but the treatment of audience may occur



anywhere in the textbook, not necessarily in the beginning chapters.

Hairston's A Contemporary Rhetoric, Steinmann's Words in Action,

and Gorrell and Laird's Modern English Handbook are examples

of product-oriented textbooks.

The outlook the authors of the textbooks have toward writing
also influences their treatment of audience. Both Corder and
McCrimmon present their lessons on audience in their prewriting
chapters, although Corder puts all his ideas in several pages
devoted to the topic in Chapter Five of his text and McCrimmon
treats the topic in two places. One is very early in the pre-
writing section (p. 6) and again later in the book in the chapter
on persuasive writing. But both authors present audience as a
step in the composing process.

Hairston, Steinmann, and Gorrell and Laird include audience in
their textbooks, but their treatments all occur in different places
according to the scheme of their textbooks. Hairston includes
her audience lesson in a chapter titled "The Components of Rhetoric,”
which follows discussions of sentences and paragraphs. Steinmann's
last chapter, chapter three, is devoted to audience, but included
in this chapter titled "Keeping an Eye on Your Readers,” is his
discussion of dialects. Gorrell and Laird's fifth chapter
is titled "The Audience and the Writer's Voice," which follows
chapters that deal with topic sentences, paragraphs and the
development of materials. Their fifth chapter includes not only
audience, but a discussion of writer's voice, choice of
person, tone, and point of view. Even though each author fits
audience into his textbook at different points, they all intend

to show the student that in order to write gocd prose, they must



be aware of their audience.

Before beginning the textbook critique, two elements of
the systematized apparatus of Speech Act Theory must be introduced.
The first is the idea of uptake, and the second is a sample of
the rules of i1llocutionary acts that Searle decided on. Uptake
is J. L. Austin's term for the hearer's reception of the illocu-
tionary act, and his understanding or misunderstanding the act.12
Although Searle does not adopt the term uptake, he is concerned
with the realization that the illocuticnary act may follow all
the rules and still be misunderstood. There is not really any
way to guarantee that the hearer will have good uptake and get
the meaning of every utterance, but the rules of illocutionary acts
can account for the ways in which statements are defective and
misunderstanding occurs. This is not to assume that in normal
conversation when a statement is misunderstood, it should be reviewed
as to whether or not the illocutionary act did follow the rules,
but a review is a possibility for the composition student. The
textbooks admit to the loss of immediate feedback when one is

3 so then the notion of uptake

writing as opposed to conversing,l
and of rules could act in the same way as the confused lock or
shoulder shrug or question that indicate misunderstanding in con-
versation.

Searle has a lengthy, detailed discussion that identifies
the conditions and rules for certain illocutionary acts in chapter
three of Speech Acts. The processes he goes through are very
detailed and complex, and are unnecessary for this report. All

that needs to be recognized is that all illocutionary acts are

performed according to four rules: the propositional content rule,



the preparatory rule, the sincerity rule and the essential rule,
each of which is satisfied or fullfilled in different ways for
different illocutionary acts.14 A chart that employs these rules
to explain some illocutionary acts is included as an appendix to
this report.

At the beginning of each textbook discussion of audience is
a diagram that is each author's attempt to show the student where
audience is in relation to himself and his writing. The diagrams
are composed of various geometric figures, squares, triangles or
ovals, and the influence each element has on the other is shown by
arrows, intersecting lines, or right angles. Each diagram is
accompanied by an explanatory paragraph admitting that in actual
writing situations, the diagram may be altered. As a visual ald
whose purpose is to help the student locate his relationship to the
other elements of the composing process the diagrams are less than
enlightening. As a device whose aim is to simplify a detalled proc-
ess, they are deceptive. As an attempt to represent a model of
commmication, they are only gestures. In contrast, a simple linear
progression from writer to audience via the artifact, could dia-
gram the commumication model of Speech Act Theory, because the
premise behind the model is simple. The writer writes a sentence,
or paragraph, or theme, that contains an illocutionary force that
carries the meaning. The illocutionary forece, if it follows the
constitutive rules, is understood by the audience, and finally the
artifact effects the audience: locution,.illocution, perlocution.

This model illuminates two elements missing from the text-
book discussians. One is that understanding is prior to response,

so response is contingent on understanding the illocutionary force.
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Corder, for example, writes about three different writer-audience
relationships that he labels referential, actiwve, and personal.
The approach that a writer takes, according to Corder, is deter-
mined by "how important it is for readers to respond to you."iﬁ
It is an individual, unique effort: "Each writer speaks in his or
her own way to readers who respond in their own ways."lé Corder
does not account for understanding or uptake. Steinmann reduces
the writing process to a stimulus-response relationship: "Your
paper is a stimulus; your readers' reading it and reacting to it,
a response."17 This viewpoint assumes that reading is automatic-
ally accompanied by understanding. Anyone who has read something
just beyond his grasp can see the fallacy of this notion.

Granted the reaction of a reader may be confusion, but is that
confusion a response stemming from understanding or misunderstand-
ing? The problem is that the authors instruct students to be con-
cerned with causing a reaction in the readers; the authors equate
meaning with response rather than showing that meaning is con-
veyed prior to response. In Speech Act Theory terms, they are
giving perlocutionary advice and are ignoring illocutionary acts.
The missing second element is a distinction between illocution and
perlocution, and to ignore this distinetion is to ignore part of
commmication.

The textbooks then are not giving the student a complete
model of commmication. The quotations from Steinmasnn and Corder
given above illustrate this omission. Hairston tells ithe student
that "rhetoric is the art-of speaking or writing effectively or

persuasively," and she identifies as "four Ingredients involved in

the commmication process" as the persuasive purpose, the audience,
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the writer's persona, and the content of the argument. These in-
gredients constitute her "rhetorical square."l8 She equates mean-
ing with response. McCrimmon states thaf "the need to understand
your readers is greatest when you are irying to persuade them”19
This statement not only misplaces meaning, but it makes a glippery
perlocutionary act, persuasion, the greatest reason to understand
one's audience. The Introduction of meaning as part of college
composition textbooks could be a very difficult task because the
concept of meaning, particulary meaning's location is a gray
area for many linguists. But if the distinction between illocution=
ary acts and perlocutionary acts is introduced to the student, by
accounting for meaning as prior to response and carried by the
illocutionary force, then the student can discover in his own
writing, by putting himself in the place pf the audience, where and
how his sentences and perhaps the entire composition go wrong.
Gorrell and Laird's treatment of audience codifies the kinds
of audience a student would write to, and gives the students
questions to aid in the identification of the audience. The
choices given are basically levels of diction. "The writer must
be prepared to give an audience the information it wants, in an
acceptable style.“zo The other textbooks also discuss diction
and tone as an important part of considering audience. The
chapter in Gorrell and Laird that begins with audience, ends with
a lesson on tone. Corder's dependence on the term relationship to
discuss audience, leads him to write that, "some kind of relation-
ship always exists between a writer and his or her audience. It

2L

may be favorable, warm, close and trusting.” The choice of words

then depends on your relationship to the audience. Steinmann uses



a discussion of dialects in a section headed "Your Readers' Kﬁowa
ledge of Language," to make his point about diction. MeCrimmon
also includes diction as an element of audience consideration.
One of the three steps a writer shoﬁld take is "to show understand-
ing of the reader's position by restating it in terms acceptable
to the reader.“22 These discussions of diction levels are an in-
portant part of any composition course, and to include the topic
in a treatment of audience, is a wise move. But think how much
more effective the discussion of diction levels would be in con-
nection with the idea of illocutionary acts. For example, the
difference between request and demand could be examined for both
connotative value and illocutionary force. Not only would the
student have a model of communication, but also an understanding
of how the components of a speech act, words, can be manipulated
for the clearest meaning.

The absence or the blurring of the distinction between
meaning and response is also evident in the advice given in the text-
books on how the writer can cause a certain effect in the reader.
This cause/effect relationship equates meaning to effect, rather
than response, as in the previous discussion. The difference here
is apparently that the audience can respond without being effected
or moved in any way. This idéa comes close to the illocution/
perlocution distinction, because some illocutionary acts do not
correspond to particular perlocuiionarﬁ effects, but the notion of
meaning as an entity independent of effeet is still not included.
MeCrimmon for example, defines the purpose of persuasion as "to
change the reader's image of something."23 The desired effect is

change. Hairston gives advice about making appeals: "It is vir-
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tually impossible to frame an appeal that will work with large,
umdifferentiated masses of people, and you would do better not to
try. The attempt to do so can produce little but bland and vapid

generalities."24

The desired effect of trying to appeal to a large
audience 1s discouraged. Although the definition is accurate and
observation important, they would be clearer if preceded by
a discussion of illocution and perlocution.

After reading several treatments of audience, one character-
istic becomes very evident. That is the authors' use of jargon in

a sociological or psychological vein. The most recurring of these

terms are concerns and values as traits of the audience that the

writer should isolate in order to establish a relationship.

Steinmann says it best: 'When you are writing well, then, you are
tailoring virtually every aspect of your paper to your readers'’
knowledge, interest, values and relationship to you."25 The
impossibility of such an assignment is overwhelming. How can a
college freshman direct a ﬁheme to his readers' knowledge, etc.,
when he has not yet come to grips with his own opinions and values?
It is not that freshmen have nc opinons; they all have opinions
and interests, but they are not always aware that they have them.
Every composition teacher has experienced the blank stares after
giving a "free" writing assignment. When instructed to write
about what interests them, the stares are accompanied by nail
chewing and a stammering, "I don't have any intersts:" It then
takes careful guidance to prove that they do have interests in

the form of hobbies, or jobs, or majors, or boy/girl friends.

How could that same student possibly deal with instructions like

"You will have to analyze your audience consciously, specify its



traits, and decide what conclusions you can legitimately make
about an audience with those traits,"26 or clarifications like
"There is a distinet difference between cynically playing on your
audience's biases and prejudices and appealing to their legitimate
interests and concerns."27

The author's purpose in using all this psychological jargon
is to help the student identify or assume or remember his audience.
For example, Corder gives his readers a subject-reader-audience tri-
angle, and then labels writing that is focused on one of the points
of the triangle. Personal writing, like diaries or journals, is

28 or is focused on

concerned with "exploring your own thoughts,"”
the author. Referential writing, like lab reports or encyclopedia
entriss, is mostly concerned with "some subject outside your
self,"29 or is focused on the subject. Active writing, like ad-
vertisements or editorials, is mostly concerned with "occasions

30

(where ) the audience comes first." or is foecused on the audience.
The trisngle shows the relationship the author has to the other
members of the trio, but Corder implies that these distinctions

are conscious choices made by the author, when they actually seem
to be decided by the assignment. To help the student think from
the perspective of the audience, the levels and relationships are
only confusing. A presentation of the rules for types of illo-
cutionary acts in a chart form, could replace the labels and most
of the "psychobabble." The chart could systematically show the stu-
dent that if he wants a sentence, or paragraph, or theme ito have
illocutionary force of a warning, then it must follow certain

rules to be understood as a warning. There is no guarantee his

audience has the uptake to understand the warning, but do Corder's

14
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distinctions guarantee the audience will understand? The point
is that instead of vague instructions about the psychology of an
audience, Speech Act Theory can make students aware of specific
rules that can guide his writing to be understood by an audience.
Another characteristic of the textbooks is their insistance
that the student identify or assume an audience. Gorrell and
Laird for example, describe three kinds of audiences--limited,
gpecialized and general--to help the student decide what kind of
audience he should write to. Gorrell and Laird also discourage
the students from assuming the teacher as their audience and en-
courage them to assume their classmates are the audience.gl
Hairston also encourages the éssumption that the class is the
audience; her reason is clear: "Doing this solves your problem
about vocabulary and terminoclogy and gives you a basis of common
assumptions and experience from which to work."32 Such advice seems
very straightforward. Assume an audience and write to it. But
an audience with exactly the same assumptions and experiences
would not need to be written to or informed of anything, and such
advice is not helpful in the student's decision of what and how
much to explain to this assumed audience. Steinmann is more help-
ful by citing another language philosopher working in the same
field as Searle, H. P. Grice, whose "maxims of quantity" are these:
give your readers 1) nothing they already know and 2) enough of what

33 But Steinmann wants more than assumptions, he

they do not know.
wants to know what the audience does or does not know. Steinmann
illustrates the result of violating the maxims, but not how a
writer can meet the challenge of becoming a mind reader. The hypo-

thesis that language is a rule-governed form of behavior, if ex-



plained to students would make such mind reading unnecessary. The
rules are not decided on by a committee, or given by a great lin-
guist. The rules are universal and only need to be identified.
This explanation would make the necessary audience accessible
because the writer would know his audience's language is rule-
governed by universal rules, just as his own is.

Persuasion has already been labeled in this report as a slip-
pery perlocutionary act. But persuasion seems to be the mode of
discourse that the textbooks are concerned with most. McCrimmon
devotes two pages to audience at the beginning of his text, with
a chapter on prewriting. Later in the chapter devoted to per-
suasion he devotes four more pages to audience. Hairston also
seems to direct her students toward persuasion. All the examples
she uses in her discussion are argument topics. Alsc under the
heading "i:eeping your audience in mind," she writes "you are not
likely to make an effective argument unless you decide ahead of
time whom you are going to address.”% Yet beside these instruc-
tions for effective persuasion, are warnings about prose that may
anger the reader. Hairston gives examples of anti-rhetoric that
is a failure at persuasion, but a success at making the readers
hostile or defensive. Corder also advises that "it is better if
you can manage to be flexible rather than rigid, tentative and

n32 MeCrimmon

seeking, rather than dogmatic and authoritative.
explains that some images are deep-rooted and some are shallow-

rooted, and that to attempt to change a deep-rooted image through
persuasion is rather tricky: "A writer who understands the nature

of deep-rooted images will respect them and will not dismiss a

reader who holds them as 'stupid' or 'stubborn.' The writer will

16
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not assume that these imagesrcan be changed in any one essay.
36

Direct attack on them will only intensify resistance.” These
warnings are to steer a student clear of emoticnal topicé like
abortion or nuclear power, but they alsc are to keep students
writing unimpassioned themes about the parking problem on campus,
or any other reasonable topic, so they camnot make any enemies.
The result is often academic-like prose that has no intense cries
for justice or revenge or The American Way, or whatever. The warn-
ings against hostile prose seem to contradict the insistance on
leading the discussion to persuasion. This contradiction re-
inforces the idea that Speech Act Theory could help the student
find his audience. Since the textbooks assert that it is easiest
to see the importance of knowing one's audience in preparation for
a persuasive theme, their discussions lead to that end and are
limited to a focus on response or perlocution as indicated earlier.
The model of communigation that Speech Act Theory offers a student
would be helpful in any mode of discourse.

Perhaps some general comments need to be made about these
textbooks that have been subjected to such scrutiny. First, the
authors should be congratulated for including any detailed discus-
gion of audience, because other widely adopted texts have no dis-
cussion, or have only a half-hearted paragraph to explain such a
gsketchy part of writing as audience.37 Other textbook authors that
include a discussion of audience, do so by insistence of the pub-
lishers, along with an admission of that fact. Second, each text-
book approaches writing in a different way. As previously stated,
Gorrell and laird are interested in the resulting product of writing,

and their text gives characteristics of the finished product for
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the student to matech to his own writing. Corder's text is more
process oriented than the other textbooks; he is interested in
providing the steps the student takes as he writes. McCrimmon's
textbook is also based on the assumption that compeosition is a
process that should have a specific goal or purpose; hence, his

title, Writing With a Purpose. Hairston takes a rhetorical basis

for her work in hopes of teaching the student basic writing skills,
along with how to write competently and effectively. Steinmann's
introduction shows his acquaintance with Speech Act Theory; he
writes:

When writing, you usually try to do two things with
words. First, to communicate a message to your read-
ers. You try to make a statement o them, for in-
stance, or to ask them a question or to make 2 request
of them or to welcome them to a group. Second, by com-
municating a message to your readers, you try to in-
fluence them. You try to get them to believe your
statement or to answer your guestion or to grant your
request or to feel welcome.d

He then expresses the goals of his text as to teach the student

to write effectively and clearly, and to do this he provides a
selection of essays as models of his rhetorical guidelines. The
textbooks, on the whole, are well-written; the composition student
is sure to gain something from carefully reading the texts. Of
course, the way the material is presented by the instructor is a
factor in determining whether or not the texts are effective guides
to better writing.

In presenting Speech Act Theory there are some practical con-
siderations for the writers of composition textbooks. Cne of these
is the human factor, because both human students and human in-
structors must understand the apparatus of the thoery, i.e., the -

rules, illocution, perlocution, and applications of the theory, but



