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Abstract : 

In human life, communication is extremely essential. Because the main func-

tion of language is communication, people require a language in order to 

convey their thoughts and emotions. Speaking is a kind of communication 

that allows people to express their thoughts, facts, and emotions. It is about 

much more than simply the sound; it is also about the aim and meaning of 

that sound. Commissive speech acts are ones whereby the speaker commits to 

do something in the future. The data for the study was obtained from the ut-

terances made by the characters in Joseph Conrad's novel 'Heart of Darkness' 

and they were categorised using speech acts theory created by Searle (1979) 

and Yule (2000). This study is a descriptive qualitative study. The aim of this 

study is to find out what commissive speech acts are commonly used by the 

characters in Joseph Conrad's novella ''Heart of Darkness''. In additions, it 

tries to examine how comissive speech acts are represented in the novella.  

     The findings of the study revealed that all kinds of commissive speech 

acts are used in Conrad's novella with different percentages. It is concluded 

that refusal is the most widely used commissive speech act in Conrad's Heart 

of Darkness. Refusals have been presented in order to show how the charac-

ters' contempt of the listeners and to show their rejection to do many things. 

By contrast, volunteer is used only once in the novella. Concerning the 

speech act of promise, it is concluded that the verb 'promise' and the model 

verb 'will' are used for delivering a promise in the novella, but 'will' is the 

dominant form used for giving a promise. Guarantee and offer have been uti-

lized with the same percentages. 

Keywords: )Commissive speech acts, speech acts, Joseph Conrad's novel, 

Heart of Darkness(. 
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 الولخص :

فٙ حٛبة اإلَغبٌ ، انخٕاصم ظشٔس٘ نهغبٚت. ألٌ انٕظٛفت انشئٛغٛت نهغت ْٙ انخٕاصم ، ٚحخبج انُبط 

إنٗ نغت نهخؼبٛش ػٍ أفكبسْى ٔػٕاغفٓى. انخحذد ْٕ َٕع يٍ انخٕاصم ٚغًح نهُبط ببنخؼبٛش ػٍ 

ف ٔيؼُٗ أفكبسْى ٔحقبئقٓى ٔػٕاغفٓى. ٚخؼهق األيش بأكثش يٍ يدشد انصٕث ؛ إَّ ٚخؼهق أًٚعب بٓذ

ْزا انصٕث. أفؼبل انكالو انخببدنٛت ْٙ حهك انخٙ ٚهخضو فٛٓب انًخحذد بفؼم شٙء يب فٙ انًغخقبم. حى 

انحصٕل ػهٗ بٛبَبث انذساعت يٍ أقٕال انشخصٛبث فٙ سٔاٚت خٕصٚف كَٕشاد "قهب انظالو" ٔحى 

ْزِ انذساعت  (.0222( ٕٔٚل )9191حصُٛفٓى ببعخخذاو َظشٚت أفؼبل انكالو انخٙ أَشأْب عٛشل )

ػببسة ػٍ دساعت ٔصفٛت َٕػٛت. انٓذف يٍ ْزِ انذساعت ْٕ يؼشفت أفؼبل انكالو انخبؼٛت انخٙ ٚشٛغ 

اعخخذايٓب يٍ قبم انشخصٛبث فٙ سٔاٚت خٕصٚف كَٕشاد "قهب انظالو". فٙ اإلظبفبث ، ححبٔل 

 دساعت كٛفٛت حًثٛم أفؼبل انكالو انخصبنحٛت فٙ انشٔاٚت.

ساعت أٌ خًٛغ إَٔاع أفؼبل انكالو انخبغٛشٚت يغخخذيت فٙ سٔاٚت كَٕشاد بُغب كشفج َخبئح انذ     

يخخهفت. اعخُخح أٌ انشفط ْٕ أكثش أػًبل انكالو انخببدنٙ اعخخذاًيب فٙ قهب انظالو نكَٕشاد. حى حقذٚى 

انشفط يٍ أخم إظٓبس يذٖ اصدساء انشخصٛبث نهًغخًؼٍٛ ٔإظٓبس سفعٓى نفؼم أشٛبء كثٛشة. ػهٗ 

ط يٍ رنك ، ٚخى اعخخذاو انًخطٕع يشة ٔاحذة فقػ فٙ انشٔاٚت. فًٛب ٚخؼهق بفؼم انكالو انٕػذ ، انُقٛ

اعخُخح أٌ انفؼم "انٕػذ" ٔانفؼم انًُٕرخٙ "عٕف" ٚغخخذيبٌ نخقذٚى انٕػذ فٙ انشٔاٚت ، نكٍ 

"عٕف" ْٙ انصٛغت انغبئذة انًغخخذيت فٙ إػطبء انٕػذ. انعًبٌ ٔانؼشض حى اعخخذايًٓب بُفظ 

 انُغب انًئٕٚت.

 )أفؼبل انكالو انخببدنٙ ، أفؼبل انكالو ، سٔاٚت خٕصٚف كَٕشاد ، قهب انظالو (انكهًبث انًفخبحٛت:

1. Introduction 

     One of the main branches of linguistics is pragmatics. Pragmat-

ics is concerned with what speakers and writers do with their 

words and what makes this intention clear. It is simply concerned 

with the study of the intended meaning (Cook, 2003: 53). Speak-

ers not only convey words but also an action in their speech in or-

der to achieve communication goals. Speaking is an action that is 

carried out through utterances,. People can act in this situation by 

speaking. The activity need not be physically performed by the 

speakers. The words spoken would be adequate to carry out a task. 

When people apologize, greet, ask, criticize, invite, congratulate, 
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or refuse, we are engaging in speech act. This study specifically 

focused on commissive speech acts (Yule, 1996: 47). 

       Austin observes that there are three types of acts that occur 

with everything people say: the locutionary, the illocutionary, and 

the perlocutionary acts. The literal meaning of the actual words is 

referenced in the locutionary act. The speaker's intention when 

speaking the words constitutes the illocutionary act. The impact 

this utterance has on one's ideas or behaviour is known as the per-

locutionary act (Paltridge, 2006: 55).  
 

   Following these speech acts, the focus of this study is commis-

sive speech act.  The speech act is a linguistic process in which the 

speaker uses words to really accomplish something in addition to 

simply saying it. Therefore, a speech serves as both a symbol of 

meaning and a source of force..  The act of doing something is re-

ferred to as an illocutionary act. The illocutionary act is carried 

out with the intention of conveying the intended meaning of the 

utterance.  Searle has set up a classification of illocutionary 

speech act: assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, and 

declaratives. Commissive speech acts: refer to how to make a 

promise or an offer. They include the following acts: warning, 

guaranteeing, threatening, promising and offering  (Direven and 

Verspoor, 2004: 152 as cited in Aslam, 2010).   

     The interest of this study is to analyze the speech delivered in 

Joseph Conrad's novella 'Heart of Darkness' and to see the types 

of commissive speech acts used in his novel. It also tries to de-

scribe the functions of these speech acts and how they are em-

ployed in the novella.                           

 

2. Literature Review 
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One of the pragmatic studies is speech acts. Speech acts are in-

cluded as a topic in pragmatics. Speech acts are the many actions 

people carry out by using words, and when a speech act is per-

formed, a specific act is carried out. According to Reiter (2002), 

when someone uses the words to create sentences, they are also 

carrying out an activity..  
 

    Austin (1975 as cited in Bayat 2013) observed utterances and 

classified them into three categories: locutionary acts, illocution-

ary acts, and the perlocutionary act. The literal meaning of the ac-

tual words is referenced in the locutionary act. The speaker's in-

tention when speaking the words constitutes the illocutionary 

deed. The perlocutionary act is the impact of this statement on the 

addressee's thoughts or behaviour (Paltridge, 2006: 55). This was 

done as part of the speech act theory. A taxonomy of speech acts 

was developed by Searle (1969) based on his development of the 

speech act theory and in particular the notion of illocutionary acts. 

This taxonomy is divided into five different kinds of speech acts: 

declarative acts, representative acts, expressive acts, commisive 

acts, and directive acts.  

  Yule (1996) stated that commisive is an illocutionary act that the 

point is to compel the speaker to take a specific action in the fu-

ture. This category was once employed to connect the speaker's 

words to the actions they inspired. Vanderveken (1985) stated 

that commissive acts are primarily hearer-directed, implying that 

a speech act should be directed at a particular hearer and can be 

addressed to anybody or no one. Hearer-directed acts, on the oth-

er hand, in which the hearer is not the same as the speaker, must 

be conducted as explicit public acts, meaning that their intent is 

directed at anyone.  
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2.1 Types of Commissive Speech Acts 

Commissive speech acts are recognized and categorized 

based on the speech acts theory created by Searle (1979) and Yule 

(2000). According to this theory, commissive speech acts are clas-

sified into six types : promise, guarantee, refusal, threat, volunteer, 

and offer. 
 

a. Promise 

A promise is a verbal or written commitment to do or refrain from 

doing something. It is a statement used to remind the speaker of a 

task that needs to be completed in the future. The Random House 

Dictionary of English Language (1966:1151) defined a promise as 

a statement that someone will or will not do something in the fu-

ture. Searle (1976) maintained that for delivering a valid promise 

speech act, there must be five prerequisites. The speaker must first 

aim to do what he promises, and then believe that the action is in 

the best interests of the hearer. The speaker must then assume that 

he is capable of performing the action. The speaker should predict 

a future action, and then he must predict his own action. 
 

b. Guarantee   

Gea (2020) claims that the speaker's assurance that they will suc-

ceed in their goals in the future is the guarantee speech act. In 

most cases, a guarantee is used to persuade someone of the truth 

and perform a responsibility for a future action. 
 

c. Refusal  

When a speaker explicitly or implicitly declines an invitation or 

request, this is referred to as a speech act of refusal (Tanck, 2002: 

2). As Searle and Vanderveken (1985) claimed, refusal is an illo-

cutionary conflict that occurs when a speaker interprets what he 

intended to say as acceptance when speaking in that setting. As a 
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result, when given the choice between acceptance and rejection, 

the illocutionary contradiction of an acceptance is refusal, which 

then has the extra preparatory.. Ghazanfari (2012) claimed that re-

fusals are negative reactions to invitations, requests, ideas, and 

other common forms of communication  
 

d. Threat 

According to Allan (2014), a promise has two components: a 

threat and a promise-truth. If the statement involves the goal to 

create harm, scandal, or punishment, the issue transforms the 

promise into a threat. Threat is a non-performative verb according 

to Allan's definition of promise and truth. 

 A threat is a declaration of a desire to hurt or punish someone. If 

the listener refuses to follow the speaker's order, it implies to in-

timidate him. It is frequently used to scare a listener because the 

speaker feels the listener is beneath him or her and is therefore 

driven by hatred and mistrust (Al-Bantany, 2013 : 26). It is a dec-

laration of intent to cause harm, punishment, or evil (Mifflin, 

2003). It is a statement in which you threaten to harm or trouble 

someone if they do not comply with your wishes.  

e. Volunteer  

Volunteering is defined as making a voluntary offer to perform a 

task. It is to do a service or offer to do so of one's own free will. It 

refers to deciding to freely offer or contribute without being asked 

(Husain, 2018: 43). 
 

f. Offer  

Offering stands out from other commissive speech acts and is seen 

as  conditionally illocution of commissive speech acts. An offer is 

described as a conditional promise made solely upon acceptance 

by the hearer (Searle & Vanderveken, 1985). Consequently, an of-

fer only has legal force when it is accepted, and anyone may ac-

cept an offer as long as it has been made and is still in effect. 
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3. Data and Methodology  

According to Searle (1969), this study is descriptive qualitative 

one. In descriptive qualitative study, there is no calculation or 

enumeration. The writer's aims in using a descriptive method are 

to determine the study's purpose, the data source, and the data 

analysis process. Using procedures such as finding, gathering, 

classifying, and evaluating data, the descriptive qualitative strate-

gy comprises seeking, collecting, categorising, analysing, and fi-

nally drawing conclusions. A qualitative method is deemed to be 

the most appropriate since the data are commissive utterances. 
 

     The data were grouped into forms of commissive speech acts: 

promise, guarantee, refusal, threat, volunteer and offer. The data 

were analyzed qualitatively by applying  Commissive speech acts 

based on the speech acts theory created by Searle (1979) and Yule 

(2000) to identify kinds of commissive acts in Conrad's novella 

Heart of Darkness.  

 

4. Research Questions  

The present study tries to answer the following question: 

1. What are the commissive speech acts used by the characters 

in Joseph Conrad's novella Heart of Darkness '? 

2. What is the most common commissive speech act used in 

Conrad's novella? 

3. To what extent does Joseph Conrad employ the commissive 

acts in his novella? 
 

5. Data Analysis and Discussions 

The characters in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness primarily 

employ all types of commissive speech acts, as determined by our 
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research. These acts include: warning, promise, threat, offer and 

rejection. This can be shown in the following table. 

 

NO Type of Commissive Speech Acts Total Percentage 

1 Promise 7 17.9 % 

2 Guarantee 3 7.6 % 

3 Refusal 16 41% 

4 Threat 9 23% 

5 Volunteer 1 2.5% 

6 Offer 3 7.6% 

 Total 39 100% 

 

All types of commisive speech acts are explained in the following 

sections. Only eight selected examples are presented in the discus-

sion. 
 

5.1 Promise 

Promise speech acts is used in Conrad's Heart of Darkness. The 

characters of the novella use different forms for delivering a 

promise such as using the verb 'promise' and the model verb 'will', 

but the dominant form used for delivering a promise is the model 

verb 'will'. The following examples show the way the speech act 

of promise is delivered in the novella: 

1. I promised a complete discretion with great gravity. 

In the above utterance the speech act of promise is achieved 

through the use of the verb 'promise'. The verb 'promise' is found 

only in this sentence. It is used only one time throughout the 

whole novella.  

2. ’When I grow up I will go there.’ 

In the above data the verb 'will' is used for delivering the speech 

act of promise. The speaker here promises that he will go to the 

blank spaces on the earth that looked particularly inviting on a 



 هـ4444-م  2023. لسنة األول  /العذدخامس /المجلذ ال خامسةمجلة الذراسات المستذامة . السنة ال

 

 

 
 
 1344 

map. The verb 'will' is used more than the verb 'promise' which is 

used only once in the novella. In the utterance above the Swede is 

saying to Marlow that he will send his things up. 

5.2 Guarantee  

 Guarantee as a commissive speech act is also found in Joseph 

Conrad's novella. It is used only three times by the characters in 

the novella.  

3. By the simple exercise of our will we can exert a power for 

good practically unbounded,’ etc.,’ 

As the above utterance shows the speaker is compelled to take the 

action by himself. He guaranteed that they can do many good 

things by exerting a power.  

5.3 Refusal 

The commissive speech act of refusal is used frequently in Con-

rad's novella. Different forms are used for performing the speech 

act of refusing by the characters in the novel:  

4. ‘I refuse to take any, 

The above example from the novella shows the use of the com-

missive speech act of refusal. In this data the ship was about to 

drown and Marlow was asked to take a risk, but Marlow refuse to 

take any risk and said that 'I refused to take any'. Refusal here is 

performed by using the performative verb 'refuse'. There are other 

forms used in the novella to show refusal such as 'don't', 'can't. ect. 

5. ‘I don’t want to know anything of the ceremonies used when 

approaching Mr. Kurtz,’ 
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The above utterence is Marlow's answer for the admirer of Mr. 

Kurtz who was telling him about the ceremonies they were mak-

ing when they approach Mr. Kurtz. Marlow was angry for hearing 

about such ceremonies and that is why he shouted that he does not 

want to hear anything about them. Here the speech act of refusal is 

performed by using 'not'.   

5.4 Threat 

The speech act of threat is also used by Conrad in his novella 

'Heart of Darkness'. It is clear that this commissive speech act is 

used many times by the characters of the novella: 

    6. "if you try to shout I'll smash your head with... I will throttle 

you for good" 

In this utterence Marlow threats Kurtz that if he shouted again 

Marlow will smash his head, then he remembered that there is 

nothing to smash Kurtz's head; so he threatened him again by say-

ing 'I will throttle you for good'. This is a hard threat from Marlow 

to Kurtz.  

5.5 Volunteer 

 The speech act of volunteer is rarely used in Conrad's novella 

'Heart of Darkness'. 'There is only one example of volunteer in 

the novella: 

   7. I am ready to do anything, anything for you. 

The above utterance shows that Marlow's aunt freely offers to do 

anything or contribute without being asked to do so. She voluntar-

ily offers her help.  

5.6 Offer 
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The speech act of offer is used in Conrad's Heart of Darkness but 

not as mush as the other types of commissive speech acts like 

threat and refusal. In some situations there are some offers deliv-

ered by the characters by using the performative verb 'offer' such 

as: 

8. I found nothing else to do but to offer him one of my good 

Swede’s ship’s biscuits I had in my pocket. 

The above utterance is an example of the speech act of refusal by 

using the performative verb 'offer'. Here Marlow has only  one of 

his good Swede’s ship’s biscuits to offer for the young man.  

 

Conclusions 

Characters have utilized all kinds of commissive speech acts: 

promise 17.9 %, guarantee 7.6%, refusal 41%, threat 23%, volun-

teer 7.6%, offer 7.6%. A promise is a phrase used to remind the 

speaker of an action that needs to be taken in the future. The verb 

'promise' and the model verb 'will' are used for delivering a prom-

ise in Joseph Conrad 'Heart of Darkness', but 'will' is the domi-

nant form used for giving a promise. It is clear that refusal is the 

most widely used commissive speech act in Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness.  Refusals have been presented in order to show how the 

characters' contempt of the listeners and to show their rejection to 

do many things. Volunteer by contrast is used only once through-

out the whole novella.  Guarantee and offer have been utilized 

with the same percentages. Furthermore, threat is utilized many 

times in the novella. It is used to convey the speakers' anger and 

unpleasant feelings to the listeners. As a result, in Joseph Conrad's 

novella, commissives play an essential part.  
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