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This article examines the impact of Al on the speech act of a writing assignment. The prag-
matic analysis reveals that Al does not have to affect the speech act, but it exacerbates the
inherent tension that always existed within the genre of a writing assignment. This analysis
suggests that we need to discuss the role of Al not in isolation but in context.
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Introduction

The current Al revolution has spawned a heated public debate over the impact of
Al in many areas (e.g., Rudolph, et al. 2023), and for language teachers, one of the
most immediate concerns is its impact on writing assignments. The empirical data
on the state of this disruption are still emerging, and it is not clear whether student
behaviors on writing assignments actually changed significantly (Lee et al., 2024;
Prothero, 2024). Nevertheless, language teachers are deeply concerned that Al tools
are increasingly making it easier for students to feign performance and more diffi-
cult for teachers to detect it (Steponenaite & Barakat, 2023), and there is a range of
opinions on what should be done (e.g., Marzuki et al., 2023). While we need a con-
tinued discussion on how to approach Al tools in language teaching, tools need to be
understood in context. This article seeks to contribute to this ongoing conversation
by offering some insights from a pragmatic perspective through Austin’s speech act
theory (Austin, 1975).

Speech act theory

The central tenet of Austin’s (1975) speech act theory is that speech is not about mak-
ing a truth claim with its propositional content but about performing a pragmatic
action through the act of speaking. To say “It’s hot in here” in a particular situation
is not so much about describing the temperature of a particular location than about
asking the listener to open the window. To explain how this speech act is performed,
Austin proposes the following three terms: 49
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» Locutionary act: The physical utterance of a speech
» Illocutionary act: The act performed by the locutionary act
» Perlocutionary act: The effect of the illocutionary act

The speaker, feeling uncomfortable with the temperature in the room, utters the
words, “It’s hot in here.” These words constitute a locutionary act. There are many
possible reasons for uttering these words, but in this particular example, the speaker
intends the locutionary act to be taken as a request to relieve the situation. This is
the speaker’s illocutionary intent; therefore, a request is the illocutionary act. The
listener now needs to infer the speaker’s illocutionary intent from the locutionary
act, and the listener’s interpretation becomes illocutionary uptake. If all goes well,
the illocutionary intent and uptake match, and the listener takes up the speaker’s
illocutionary act to open the window, the desired perlocutionary act in this case.

There are conditions in order for a speech act to succeed, known as “felicity con-
ditions,” and these circumstances must be in place for alocutionary act to perform an
illocutionary act. In our example, there must be a listener who is physically capable
of opening the window, the window must not be barred from outside, and so on.

It is also important to recognize that the outcome of a speech act is a perlocution-
ary act, so the locutionary act is essentially a tool for obtaining that outcome. The tool
can be highly artistic and ornate (“If I profane with my unworthiest hand/This holy
shrine, the gentle fine is this:/My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand/To smooth
that rough touch with a tender kiss.”) or simple and crude (“Me Tarzan, you Jane.”) It
does not even need to be linguistic (¥), even though not all tools are locutionary acts.
In our example with a stifling room, the speaker could use a remote control to open
the window instead of saying “It’s hot in here” to achieve the same end.

Locutionary act by Al

Since the locutionary act is a tool, the use of Al to generate it is not inherently a
problem, and it does not need to affect the other elements of the speech act. The
same illocutionary intent may still belong to the speaker to be accurately taken up
by the listener, who goes on to perform the same desired perlocutionary act. This
delegation of locutionary act is not a new phenomenon as we always had interpret-
ers, lawyers, ambassadors, and other agents to articulate our illocutionary intents.
These agents can often perform better speech acts than we can, and AI could also
do the same in certain circumstances, such as the one described in the following
prompt given to ChatGPT 4o.

I am in a meeting with my boss at work. The room is hot, and the window is
closed. I wish the boss, who is sitting by the window, would open the window.
Ordinarily, I would say, “It’s hot in here.” But my boss is an older Japanese man
from the Showa period with very traditional values, and I don’t know what the
most tactful way to say it.

ChatGPT’s output came as follows:

In this situation, where you want to be tactful and respectful given your boss’s
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background, you might consider a more indirect approach. You could say some-
thing like:

(TAERA D LBIECZ2DTIN. B2V LT THIALNTLLIN?

This translates to, “Excuse me, I feel a bit warm; would it be alright if we opened
the window a little?”

This phrasing is polite, acknowledges your discomfort indirectly, and places the
decision in your boss’s hands, showing respect for his position and preferences.

Although ChatGPT’s locutionary act does not faithfully follow the original illocution-
ary intent, its Japanese sentence is linguistically, culturally, and pragmatically com-
petent. It may well be better than anything that the speaker could articulate without
knowing Japanese, as long as s/he is willing to open the window himself/herself.

Speech act of a writing assignment

If delegating a locutionary act to Al is not a problem per se, then, why is it a problem
when students delegate their “My Summer Vacation” essays to AI? After all, English
is not their first language, and they may not have the ability to describe the sublime
beauty of the disappearing fireworks in the night sky.

In fact, using Al to help them articulate the same experience may not be a prob-
lem under a different context. If the illocutionary act in question were to build per-
sonal relationships, then, delegating the locutionary act to Al might not be problem-
atic. If understood this way (illocutionary uptake), then readers might respond by
reciprocating their stories of their summer vacations (perlocutionary acts), with or
without the help of AL

Table 1. The speech act of building relationships

locutionary act: “My Summer Vacation”
illocutionary act: an invitation to build personal relationships
perlocutionary act:  a reciprocating story

However, the illocutionary act of a writing assignment is usually not an invitation
to build personal relationships. Both the instructor and students readily recognize
its primary function as a practice to improve their language skills. This is why the
instructor’s perlocutionary act is seldom a reciprocating story but corrective feed-
back. This is why delegating the locutionary act to Al is problematic: the whole point
of the practice is for students to produce locutionary acts of their own. Al-generated
locutionary acts do not meet the felicity condition of this illocutionary act.
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Table 2. The speech act of practicing language

locutionary act: “My Summer Vacation”
illocutionary act: Practice
perlocutionary act:  corrective feedback (including the grade)

If this description of a writing assignment were obvious, then no student would be
delegating their locutionary acts to Al After all, these opportunities for practice exist
for their benefit, and they are the ones who would be losing out by undermining their
own illocutionary intents to practice and learn.

But the speech act of a writing assignment is complex. White (2001) traced the ori-
gin and evolution of modern writing assessment to a political battle between English
teachers and administrators in the California State University system in the 1970s.
The result is that the genre of a writing assignment is a site of contention between
these two parties, and the illocutionary intent of a writing prompt contains both (1)
helping students learn and (2) ranking them (Dias et al., 2013).

Table 3. The speech act of a writing prompt

locutionary act: “Write a short essay about your summer vacation.”
illocutionary act: teaching and testing

illocutionary intent: (1) helping students learn; (2) sorting students by their abilities
perlocutionary act: “My Summer Vacation”

The question of how the students will write their essays (including whether or not
they will use Al) partly depends on how they interpret this ambiguous illocutionary
intent. If they perceive it purely as an opportunity to learn or to showcase their abili-
ties, there is a match between the illocutionary intent and uptake of the prompt. The
students would then carry over that uptake as their illocutionary intent, and their
essays would perform illocutionary acts that are consistent with the intent of the
writing prompt. In this case, students are not likely to delegate their locutionary acts
to Al since doing so would impede their ability to perform their illocutionary acts.

If, on the other hand, they perceive this assignment as meaningless busywork,
then there is a mismatch between the illocutionary intent and uptake. This mismatch
will affect the illocutionary intent of “My Summer Vacation” to become something
like “to produce a passable work with as little effort as possible.” More hostile stu-
dents may perceive this assignment as a tool of oppression by the hegemonic forces,
and such illocutionary uptake may turn “My Summer Vacation” into an act of resis-
tance. In these and other similar cases, students may still perform their illocutionary
acts without using AlI, but the use of Al is now compatible with their illocutionary
intent, and AI may facilitate their performance in enacting their illocutionary acts,
which are now different from the intent of the writing prompt.
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Conclusion

The above pragmatic analysis leads to an argument that the problem of an under-
mined writing assignment is not fundamentally an AI problem. Rather the problem ALTCALL
arises from the inherent tension in the social motives of a school writing assignment, T mﬁ&/
as well as a mismatch between the illocutionary intent and the illocutionary uptake. [re

. . . . . . Vol. 1
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without confronting the underlying cause. Furthermore, putting a blanket ban on AI Special Issue

tools would foreclose many opportunities for enacting illocutionary acts that serve
the interests of all - students, teachers, and perhaps even administrators. A more
productive and profitable approach may be to focus on finding common grounds and
agreeing on the speech act of a writing assignment and the roles that Al might play.
For this to happen, we need to continue open conversations on this issue.
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