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ABSTRACT: This paper explores the communicative functions of perlocutionary

speech  acts  in  Harper  Lee’s  To  Kill  a  Mockingbird.  Drawing  on  Speech  Act

Theory,  particularly  J.L.  Austin’s  and  John  Searle’s  frameworks,  the  study

examines  how  characters'  utterances  influence  readers  and  other  characters

emotionally and psychologically. The analysis reveals that perlocutionary acts in

the novel  serve to  persuade,  intimidate,  comfort,  and provoke thought,  thereby

enhancing the narrative’s rhetorical and emotional depth.
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ANNOTATSIYA:  Ushbu  maqolada  Harper  Lining  To  Kill  a  Mockingbird

asaridagi perlokutsion nutq aktlarining kommunikativ funksiyalari tahlil qilinadi.

Til akti nazariyasiga, xususan, J.L. Ostin va Jon Sirlning nazariyalariga asoslangan

holda,  tadqiqot  asar  qahramonlarining  nutqlari  boshqa  qahramonlar  va

o‘quvchilarga  qanday  emotsional  va  psixologik  ta’sir  ko‘rsatishini  o‘rganadi.

Tahlillar  shuni  ko‘rsatadiki,  ushbu  roman  matnida  perlokutsion  aktlar  ko‘proq

ishontirish,  qo‘rqitish,  taskin  berish  va  tafakkur  uyg‘otish  kabi  funksiyalarni

bajarib, asarning ritorik va hissiy qatlamini boyitadi.

KALIT  SO‘ZLAR:  perlokutsion  aktlar,  kommunikativ  funksiyalar,  adabiy

pragmatika, dialog tahlili, ishontirish, syujet ta’siri.

АННОТАЦИЯ:  В  данной  статье  рассматриваются  коммуникативные

функции  перлокутивных  речевых  актов  в  романе  Харпер  Ли  Убить

пересмешника.  Основываясь  на  теории  речевых  актов,  в  частности  на

концепциях Дж. Л. Остина и Джона Сёрля, исследование анализирует, как

высказывания  персонажей  оказывают  эмоциональное  и  психологическое

воздействие  на  других  персонажей  и  читателей.  Анализ  показывает,  что
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перлокутивные акты в романе служат для убеждения, запугивания, утешения

и  провокации  размышлений,  тем  самым  усиливая  риторическую  и

эмоциональную выразительность повествования.

КЛЮЧЕВЫЕ  СЛОВА:  перлокутивные  акты,  коммуникативные  функции,

литературная  прагматика,  анализ  диалогов,  убеждение,  влияние

повествования.

INTRODUCTION

Speech Act Theory, initiated by J.L. Austin and expanded by John Searle,

has provided a powerful lens through which to analyze the performative aspects of

language in literary texts. Among the three core types of speech acts—locutionary,

illocutionary, and perlocutionary—perlocutionary acts are the most complex due to

their focus on the effects of speech on the listener. This paper focuses on how

perlocutionary acts operate in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, a novel that

tackles issues of racial injustice, moral growth, and human empathy. The primary

aim of this  study is  to  investigate  how specific  utterances by major  characters

affect  other  characters and the reader,  and what communicative functions these

speech acts serve in the broader context of the narrative.

Spoken  language  is  produced  quickly  and  does  not  allow  for  revision.

Speakers must organize their thoughts in real time while keeping earlier ideas in

mind.  Compared  to  written  language,  spoken  language  typically  uses  a  more

limited  vocabulary,  often  repeating  the  same  words  and  structures  due  to  the

spontaneous nature of speech. Communication is conveyed not only through words

but also through pauses, intonation, stress, and physical gestures. The clarity and

impact of spoken language rely on the relevance and depth of its content, as well as

the speaker’s ability to draw general conclusions and support them with evidence.

Effective pronunciation and word choice enhance its expressiveness. A key trait of

spoken language is its irreversible nature—once said, it cannot be taken back or

edited.  Nevertheless,  logical  reasoning  remains  crucial  during  speech.  Spoken
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language may be either planned or impromptu. Planned speech is more organized

and coherent, yet it still aims to foster direct interaction with listeners.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This qualitative research applies textual analysis grounded in Speech Act

Theory. Selected passages from the novel To Kill a Mockingbird are examined to

identify perlocutionary acts. The selection criteria include:

Emotional or psychological effect on the listener.

The presence of a clear intention by the speaker to influence the listener.

Interaction between characters that highlights social or ethical conflicts.

The data is then categorized according to common communicative functions

such as persuasion, intimidation, reassurance, and provocation. 

This paper explores the perlocutionary aspects of “To Kill a Mockingbird”

through the lens of Speech Act Theory, focusing on how the speech acts within the

narrative influence characters' thoughts, feelings, and actions. Perlocutionary acts,

which  pertain  to  the  effects  of  an  utterance  on  the  listener,  are  central  to  the

development of themes such as prejudice, justice, and empathy in Harper Lee's

novel. The analysis examines key dialogues, such as those between Atticus Finch

and his children, Scout and Jem, as well as the courtroom exchanges, to highlight

how speech acts create emotional and cognitive responses in both characters and

readers. [2] By applying Speech Act Theory to the novel, this study offers insights

into  how  language  can  effect  change,  reinforce  societal  values,  and  challenge

ingrained biases, ultimately shaping the moral and social messages of the text. The

speech  act  theory  states  that  all  forms  of  communication,  whether  spoken  or

written, consist of three components. A locution is a term or phrase that carries

both its literal meaning and underlying significance when spoken or written. In the

context  of  studying the Bible,  a  locution refers  to a  text  and its  interpretation.

Illocution refers to the intention of  the speaker when uttering those words and

sentences. That is, the goal the speaker aims to achieve through their spoken or

written words.  Perlocution refers to the impact or transformation that the speaker
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believes the audience will create in response to their words. The perlocution refers

to the intended effect on the listener that the speaker aims to achieve through their

words. An author may write a set of sentences with a specific meaning (locution)

and intention (illocution) to have a particular impact on the listener (perlocution).

The set of sentences (locution) could be meant to persuade someone to take action

(illocution). A perlocution occurs when someone is convinced to act based on the

words they have read. Perlocution occurs beyond the act of talking or writing. It is

the impact caused by spoken or written language. Another illustration of the three

parts can be seen here. A woman might tell her husband, “There is a strange odor

in the kitchen.” [3] 

RESEARCH AND DISCUSSION

In Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, perlocutionary speech acts play a

crucial  role  in  shaping  the  emotional  and  psychological  responses  of  both

characters and readers. These acts, as defined in Speech Act Theory, refer to the

intended or unintended effects that a speaker’s utterance has on the listener. Within

the narrative,  such speech acts are employed in various ways to fulfill  specific

communicative  purposes,  including  persuasion,  intimidation,  reassurance,  and

provocation.

One of the most prominent examples of persuasion is found in Atticus Finch’s

courtroom monologues. These speeches are not only directed toward the jury but

also toward the wider audience of the novel. Atticus constructs logical, morally

grounded  arguments  intended  to  appeal  to  the  jurors'  sense  of  justice  and

conscience. His calm yet firm tone, combined with ethically charged reasoning,

creates a  powerful  perlocutionary effect—one that  urges listeners  to  reconsider

prejudiced views  and act  according to  principles  of  fairness  and equality.  The

persuasive  force  of  his  speech  also  resonates  with  readers,  prompting them to

reflect on their own societal values.

In contrast, the novel also illustrates intimidation through the character of Bob

Ewell. His confrontational and aggressive speech acts toward Atticus and Helen
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Robinson are designed to instill fear, assert dominance, and manipulate behavior.

Ewell's words carry a perlocutionary intent that extends beyond the literal meaning

of his utterances; they seek to silence opposition and reinforce a racist social order

through verbal threat and social pressure. This use of language exposes the darker

side of perlocution, where speech becomes a weapon of coercion.

Meanwhile,  reassurance  and  comfort  emerge  as  vital  communicative

functions in the interactions between adult figures and the children, Scout and Jem.

Characters like Calpurnia and Miss Maudie use soothing language and empathetic

tone to provide emotional stability during moments of confusion or distress. Their

utterances,  though  simple  on  the  surface,  carry  deep  perlocutionary  impact  by

easing  the  children’s  anxieties  and  reaffirming  their  moral  compass.  These

exchanges  highlight  the  nurturing  power  of  speech  and  its  capacity  to  build

resilience in the face of injustice.

Finally, provocation and reflection are most subtly but effectively realized in

Atticus’s  everyday  conversations.  His  choice  of  words  often  invites  others  to

question  their  assumptions  and engage in  deeper  moral  reasoning.  Rather  than

using overt confrontation, Atticus employs calm, rational speech that stimulates

introspection  in  both  his  children  and  his  peers.  His  rhetorical  questions  and

thoughtful remarks serve as indirect perlocutionary acts, challenging listeners to re-

evaluate their perspectives on race, justice, and humanity.

Overall, the communicative functions of perlocutionary speech acts in To Kill

a  Mockingbird  significantly  enrich  the  narrative.  They  reveal  the  power  of

language not only to inform or express but also to move, shape, and transform the

thoughts and emotions of others. By employing perlocutionary strategies, Harper

Lee deepens the novel’s  thematic  complexity and creates a  space where moral

growth is prompted through words rather than actions alone.

CONCLUSION

Perlocutionary  speech  acts  in  To  Kill  a  Mockingbird  serve  multiple

communicative  functions  that  are  central  to  the  novel’s  narrative  and thematic
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structure. Through persuasion, intimidation, comfort, and provocation, Harper Lee

crafts dialogue that resonates deeply with both characters and readers. This study

highlights the critical role of perlocution in literature and demonstrates how speech

act theory can enrich literary analysis.

The analysis of perlocutionary speech acts in To Kill a Mockingbird reveals

the multifaceted role language plays in shaping interpersonal dynamics, expressing

ethical  stances,  and evoking deep emotional  responses.  Harper  Lee masterfully

integrates perlocutionary elements in her characters’ dialogues to create moments

of tension, persuasion, and emotional resolution that significantly contribute to the

novel’s impact. Whether through Atticus Finch’s morally grounded appeals, Bob

Ewell’s  intimidation,  or  the  comforting  reassurances  of  Calpurnia  and  Miss

Maudie,  the  novel  demonstrates  how  speech  can  serve  as  both  a  tool  of

empowerment and oppression.
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