
About the Course 
We do many things with words: we exchange information, yes, 
but we also legislate and command, beg and ask permission, 
demand and curtail rights, consent, silence, compliment 
overwhelm, vote, warn, name, marry, confess, cat-call, learn, 
create, perform, harass, insult, and so on. We can do many of 
these things without using language, but language gives us an 
ability to do them in efficient, powerful ways. 

Speech-act theory is a genre of theoretical tools developed 
by philosophers and linguists that has been developed to bet-
ter understand the variety of things we do with language. 
What do they all have in common? What distinguishes them? 
What underlying facts about our psychology, or the contexts 
in which we speak, or the social conventions in which we par-
ticipate allows us to perform all of these speech acts? 

Our goals will be to get a solid grip on some of the different 
theoretical approaches to speech acts, and then to use these 
tools to better understand some mysterious and important 
phenomena, including metaphorical speech, hate speech, and  

Office Hours 
My office is 1418HW. My official office hours are Tuesdays 
5:15–6:15, or by appointment. I can usually meet with you on 
Tuesdays and Fridays before or after class if you let me know 
you’re coming. I will also be here on some Wednesdays. 

Grade Breakdown 
10% Participation 
40% Short Writing Assignments 
10% First draft of your term paper 
10% Your comments on others’ drafts 
20% Final draft of term paper 

Website and Readings 
Electronic versions of the required and optional readings for 
this course are available via the course website. Please read all 
of the required readings listed under each day before that 
day’s class. 

You may want to buy paper copies of these books, which 
we’ll read large chunks of: 

•J. L. Austin: How to do Things with Words 
•H. P. Grice: Studies in the Way of Words 
•John Searle: Speech Acts 

Participation 
Most class sessions will consist of a mix of lecture and discus-
sion. I will aim to prepare an overview of that day’s material. 
While I go over this, I would like to be interrupted with ques-
tions, comments, and objections. My favorite classes are ones 
in which students have so much to say that I spend most of 
my time moderating and responding to their comments. I 
would like to hear everyone’s voice as often as possible. And if 
I’m talking too much, please jump in! 

It is easier to participate if you show up well prepared, and 
this means doing at least the required readings before class. 
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Short Writing Assignments 
You’ll hand in four short writing assignments over the course 
of the semester, each worth 10% of your grade. Each of these 
should be about 2–4 pages long.  

In the first assignment, your job will be to identify some 
phenomenon, either in the real world or in art, that we might 
want to use speech-act theory to help us understand. You 
should say what’s confusing or interesting about the kind of 
speech you discuss, and what we might gain from a theoreti-
cal understanding of it. 

The other three short writing assignments should be re-
sponses to something we’ve read in class. They can be criti-
cisms of an author, or they can show how some idea we’ve 
discussed could be applied to real speech. Think of these as a 
place to try out ideas that might wind up in your term paper. 

Term Paper 
Your final term paper should be about 3000 words long. It can 
be about pure speech-act theory—arguing, for example, that 
so-and-so’s account of indirect speech acts is inadequate—or 
it can show how some of the theoretical tools we’ve learned in 
class can be used to understand some interesting social phe-
nomenon or current event.  

Either way, I encourage you to spend the semester looking 
for connections between what we’re learning in class and ex-
amples of interesting linguistic phenomena “in the wild”, ei-
ther in your daily conversations, in the media, or in art. Good 
real-world examples of interesting speech can really enrich a 
paper in the philosophy of language. 

Draft and Comments on Others’ Drafts 
You’ll hand in a draft of your essay no later than two weeks 
before the last day of class. This draft should be at least about 
2000 words long. It needn’t be a completely finished product, 
but it should be well-enough argued and written clearly 
enough that I and the other students can give you useful 
feedback on it. The closer it is to a final draft, the more useful 
feedback you will get. (This needn’t be the first draft of the 
essay I see. I will be happy to look at earlier drafts ahead of 
time, and to meet with you to discuss the paper.) I will get you 
comments on this draft no later than the last day of class. The 
final essay will be due a week later. 

These drafts will also be distributed to other members of 
the class for feedback. Each student will be responsible for 
writing at least a page of comments on at least two other stu-
dents’ papers, and each paper will be read by at least two oth-
er students. These comments will be given back to the essay’s 
writer, and to me for grading. The comments should begin 
with a 200-word summary of the essay’s argument, and 
should then provide at least 300 words of constructive feed-
back about points in the essay that could use more work.  

The goal of this exercise is to improve each other’s papers, 
and to become better at giving and receiving helpful feed-
back. Good philosophical writing is almost always the result of 
a slow and collaborative process involving several drafts. (If 
you don’t believe me, look at how many people get thanked 
for their feedback at the start of most philosophy books and 
essays.) 

I will grade the comments on the basis of how well you un-
derstand the paper being commented on, and on the helpful-
ness of your comments. Of course: criticisms and objections 
can make very helpful comments, if they show a gap or an 
unclarity in the author’s argument. But good comments are 
always respectful and aimed at making the paper better in the 
long run. 

Your grade on the final draft of your term paper will take 
into account how well you incorporate the help from the 
comments you receive. 

Academic Dishonesty 
Hunter College regards acts of academic dishonesty (e.g., 
plagiarism, cheating on examinations, obtaining unfair advan-
tage, and falsification of records and official documents) as 
serious offenses against the values of intellectual honesty. 
The College is committed to enforcing the CUNY Policy on 
Academic Integrity and will pursue cases of academic dishon-
esty according to the Hunter College Academic Integrity Pro-
cedures. 



TUESDAYS FRIDAYS

1
Aug 28 

Introduction

2
Sept 1 

Wittgenstein: Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, §§1–4.06, § 
Wittgenstein: Philosophical Investigations (excerpt)

Sept 4 
Austin: How to do Things with Words, lectures 1–5

3
Sept 8 

Class Cancelled (this class only)

Sept 11 
Class Cancelled (this class only) 

FIRST WRITING ASSIGNMENT DUE

4
Sept 15 

No Class at Hunter
Sept 18 

Austin: How to do Things with Words, lectures 6–12

5
Sept 22 

No Class at Hunter
Sept 25 

Austin (continued)

6
Sept 29 

Austin (continued) 
Searle: ‘Austin on Locutionary and Illocutionary Acts’

Oct 2 
Mill: ‘On Liberty’ (excerpt) 

Langton: ‘Speech Acts and Unspeakable Acts’ 
Sara Salih: ‘On Judith Butler and Performativity’ 

SECOND WRITING ASSIGNMENT DUE

7
Oct 6 

Grice: ‘Meaning’ 
Grice: ‘Utterer’s Meaning and Intentions’

Oct 9 
Strawson: ‘Intention and Convention in Speech Acts’ 

Schiffer: Meaning, ch.4 (excerpt)

8

Oct 13 
Cheney & Seyfarth: Baboon Metaphysics, ch.8 

Tomasello: Origins of Human Communication (excerpt) 
Dennett: ‘Conditions of Personhood’

Oct 16 
Searle: Speech Acts, chs.1–3

9
Oct 20 

Searle: Speech Acts, chs.1–3 (cont.) 
Bach & Harnish: Linguistic Communication and Speech Acts, ch.1

Oct 23 
Bach & Harnish: Linguistic Communication and Speech Acts, ch.6 

THIRD WRITING ASSIGNMENT DUE

10
Oct 27 

Grice: ‘Logic and Conversation’

Oct 30 
Searle: ‘Indirect Speech Acts’ 

Searle: ‘Metaphor’

11
Nov 3 

Lepore & Stone: ‘Against Metaphorical Meaning’ 
Camp: ‘Metaphor and that Certain Je Ne Sais Quoi’

Nov 6 
Stalnaker: ‘Assertion’ (excerpt) 

Lewis: ‘Scorekeeping in a Language Game’

12
Nov 10 

Roberts: ‘Information Structure in Discourse’ (excerpt)

Nov 13 
Portner: ‘The Semantics of Imperatives within a Theory of Clause 

Types’ 
FOURTH WRITING ASSIGNMENT DUE

13
Nov 17 

Harris: ‘We Talk to People, not Contexts’

Nov 20 
Fricker: ‘Testimonial Injustice’ 
McKinney: ‘Extracted Speech’

14

Nov 24 
Anderson & Lepore: ‘Slurring Words’ 

Hom: ‘The Semantics of Racial Epithets’ 
TERM PAPER DRAFT DUE

Nov 27 
No Class at Hunter

15
Dec 1 

Camp: ‘Slurring Perspectives’ 
Nunberg: ‘The Social Life of Slurs’

Dec 4 
Neale: ‘Colouring and Composition’ 

Camp: ’The Semantics of Slurs: A Dual Speech-Act Analysis’

16 Dec 8 
TBD

Dec 11 
TBD


