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ABSTRACT

Traditionally, words have been considered as having an immanent, magic
power of healing or destroying, of salvation or damnation; as exerting a good or
bad influence on one’s surroundings; as being able to produce transformations of
all kinds (including miracles); and so on. In a more analytic mode, the idea of
human acts of speech having an inherent, illocutionary ‘force’ has been explored by
the speech act theorists. Speech acts have usually been thought of as having to
do with the words spoken and their illocutionary force, respectively their
perlocutionary effects, along with certain conditions for their ‘felicitous’
performance by the individual speaker. The theorists, however, could not



always convincingly show what this ‘illocutionary force’ or ‘perlocutionary effect’

stood for in a concrete speech situation.

To complement this classic theory, as it has been developed by Austin, Searle,
Grice, Levinson, and others, | have introduced the notion of ‘situated speech act’, or
pragmatic act, to capture all the ‘active’ aspects of the entire speech situation, or, as
it 1s often called, the discourse. Here, the stress is on the total context of speech (the
‘situation’), rather than (more or less exclusively) on the words themselves (Mey
2001). However, if we consider human speech as it develops in a situation, we
also need to pay more attention to the evolving aspect of discourse, that is,
the situational conditions for pragmatic acting, inasmuch as they relate to the
temporal and spatial aspects of our acts. The notions developed by Conversational
Analysis under the name of ‘sequentiality’ and ‘adjacency’, while offering a useful
novel perspective, have not yet been fully exploited as to their potential for the
description of human discourse as it evolves in space and over time.

The present paper is an effort to remedy this deficit by showing how pragmatic acts in
discourse (in addition to the spatial dimension) need the temporal dimension of
sequentiality, in order to be correctly understood and effectuated, that is: to function
properly in accordance with the shared co-construction practiced by the participants
of the situation. Here, the ‘magic’ is not in the words as such (as it was in the ancient
practices of divination and witchcraft, or even in classic speech act theory), but in
people’s co-wording a situation, and acting correspondingly.
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