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Pragmatics is one of the vital tools to interpret literary discourse especially fictional 
discourse because it takes into account the socio-cultural and extra linguistic factors 
while analyzing the utterances of the characters in a novel, play or short story.  J. L. 
Austin laid the foundation of speech act theory in his book How to Do Things with 
Words (1962) and his follower J. R. Searle neatly expounded and categorized speech acts 
which are broadly known as Searle's Typology of Speech Acts. He categorized the 
Speech Acts into five categories such as Assertive, Declarative, Commissive, Expressive 
and Directive. It is through the conversations of the characters, we come to know about 
their interpersonal and social relations. The psychological, social and physical world of 
the characters can be much more understood with the help of Searle’s Typology of 
Speech Acts.  An attempt has been made in the present article to analyze the speech acts 
of the characters in the short story ‘How Far is the River?’ by Ruskin Bond.  
 
Introduction 
Speech Act Theory is based on the principle that people do not use language just to 
provide information but they also use language to state something, to give a command, 
express their emotions etc. The function of language is beyond merely disseminating 
information. We do too many things with language; we express our emotional world to 
the other people engaged in a conversation, we also get the things done via the utterances. 
We tend to make requests, ask questions, give invitations, beg apology etc. The words we 
use in our day-today conversations are not only aimed at providing some kind of 
information but they are also used to carry out some action as is evident from the 
performative utterances. When the words are used with some intention, they have an 
illocutionary force which is recognizable by the listener of that utterance. Similarly, in a 
short story, we do come across some face to face conversations of the characters which 
can be only understood in the context in which they are spoken. The characters in a short 
story utter some expressions which are well understood if some theories in Pragmatics 
are applied. Speech Act Theory is one such a theory which is a handy tool for the 
researcher to interpret fictional discourse in the socio-cultural context leading to establish 
the authenticity of the characters and the speech situation in which the utterances take 
place. There is a tremendous scope to unveil the hidden meaning of the linguistic 
exchanges of the characters that appear in the short stories undertaken for the present 
research. One would be able to understand the meaning beyond the grammatical borders 
of the utterances of the characters. The characters of the short stories of Ruskin Bond are 
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the part and parcel of the Indian society. Therefore, Indian social reality becomes the 
central point in interpreting the fictional discourse of the characters especially their 
speech acts. 
 
How Far Is the River?: At a Glance 
Ruskin Bond in his short story ‘How far is the River?’ narrates an episode of a 12 year 
old boy who happens to live in a small village in a picturesque valley surrounded by lush 
green high mountain ranges and a dense forest. There was a river flowing at its own will 
with crystal clear water which was about seven miles away from the village and the 
solitary path to the river was through the mountain and valley abound with thick forest, 
dangerous rocks, boulders and shrubs.  
 
Bond unfolds the psychology of a twelve year boy who was longing to go to the river and 
discover the treasure of nature. The river was far away and beyond the mountain which 
was high and full of shrubs, tall trees and dense forest. The boy had never seen the river 
in his life but he had heard about its description from the elderly people that it had fish, 
different rocks and currents. Therefore, he had a strong desire to touch the clean water of 
the river. One day, he decides to go and experience the undiscovered nature when there 
was no one at home. His parents had gone to one of their friends’ house and he knew that 
they would return late in the evening. Bare foot, he starts his journey carrying with him a 
loaf of bread. On the way he happened to meet a woodcutter, a girl, a milkman and a 
mule driver to whom he asked the direction in which he should go so that he would reach 
the river bed. But no one provided him the clear direction. He kept on asking how far the 
river was to whomever he met on his way. After sometime he met a village boy with 
whom he had his lunch. The village boy provided the right answer to his question, “How 
far is the river?” Nevertheless, the village boy also abandoned his company as he took 
another road that divulged to his village. Though lonely and frustrated, the boy kept on 
waking without losing hope. He thought that if he returned from that point it would be a 
shameful experience for him. Therefore, he continued walking with the hope that he 
would find out the river even though he slipped and tumbled occasionally. Finally, to his 
great delight he heard the roaring sound of water and rushed in that direction. As soon as 
he saw the river, his joy knew no bounds. He experienced the ankle deep crystal clear 
cold water gushing down from the nearby mountain as he jumped into the river with joy.  
Finally, after a long trek, he was able to fulfill his coveted dream. The story ends abruptly 
as the readers have no clue whether the boy went home or not.      
  
Speech Act Analysis 
The narrator of the story is a small of twelve years. He wanted to touch and experience 
the water of the small river which was beyond the thickly forested mountain. As he 
begins his adventure barefooted without the notice of his parents one morning, he was 
very much excited. The path to the river was difficult one as it went through the valley 
and the big mountain. On the way he met a woodcutter and asked him how far it was to 
the river. The following conversation took place between the two: 
The boy: How far is the river? 
A woodcutter: Seven miles. Why do you want to know? 
The boy: I am going there. 
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A woodcutter: Alone? 
The boy: Of course 
A woodcutter: It will take you three hours to reach it, and then you have to come back. It 
will be getting dark and it is not an easy road. 
The boy: But I’m a good walker. (p.70) 
 
The above conversation took place between the narrator as a small boy and a woodcutter. 
Both are strangers to one another. The narrator was heading in the direction of the river 
which was beyond the forested mountain. He came to the point where the road was 
spiraling around the mountain. He met a woodcutter there passing. He wanted to know 
from the woodcutter how far the river was. All the utterances in the conversation are the 
examples of assertive speech act as they contain factual information. The questions asked 
by both the conversational partners are related to the facts associated with the narrator 
and the distance he was expected to walk alone further to get the view of the river.  We 
do not know whether the woodcutter provided right or wrong information about the 
distance the narrator had to walk. However, the woodcutter warned him that the road was 
difficult one and he would not be able to come back before the sunset.     
 
As soon as the narrator was in the valley where the road was straight, he met a girl who 
was coming from the opposite direction. She had a sickle in her hand with which she had 
been cutting the grass. A brief conversation took place between the two as follows: 
The Boy: How far is the river? 
The Girl: Twenty miles. (p.70) 
 
The above speech act of the narrator is a straightforward question regarding the distance 
he had to travel in order to approach the river. Therefore, it was aimed at eliciting the 
exact information from his conversational partner. But it seems that the girl in the context 
had probably never been to the river or she might have another river in mind. It also 
appears that she might have given the narrator false information. Therefore, her speech 
act falls in the category of the assertive speech act as it is related to the truthfulness or the 
falsity of the subject matter. The illocutionary force of the question of the boy was to 
know from the girl the expected answer. The boy, it seemed, was probably not satisfied 
by the answer provided by the girl for the simple reason that he laughed and ran down the 
path. It shows that he was not convinced at all by her answer that the river was twenty 
miles away.  
 
As he marched further, he came across a boy who was driving a few goats down the path. 
The following conversation took place between the two: 
The Narrator: How far is the river? 
The Boy: Oh. Not far, round the next hill and straight down. (p.70)    
 
Both the speech acts of the interlocutors are assertive speech as they are related to the 
factual information. The question is a direct speech act because it is explicit and is aimed 
at getting the true information. The perlocutionary effect on the boy shows that he was 
positive in answering the factual question addressed to him by the narrator as a lone 
traveler. Again, the perlocutionry effect on the narrator shows that he was relieved of the 
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tension of going a long way to see the river. Both of them sat together for a while for 
lunch. After having lunch, both of them walked on together talking to each other in a 
friendly manner. But soon the goatherd had to take another path leaving the narrator 
lonely again. He was discouraged as he kept on waking along the hot, dusty, stony path 
and terraced fields. There was complete frightening silence and there was no movement 
except the bending of the grass beneath his feet. As he crossed the sharp bend he heard 
the sound of water. He was extremely delighted and was almost in his seventh heaven to 
plunge into the snow-cold mountain water of the river he had dreamt of. Eventually, his 
dream of visiting the river was fulfilled.  
 
 Conclusion 
An attempt has been made in this article to study in detail the illocutionary forces of the 
characters’ speech acts and their perlocutionary effects on the listeners of the said speech 
acts in  
Ruskin Bond’s story “How Far Is the River?” According to J. R. Searle, We come to 
know the force of the speech act by the context in a particular speech situation and speech 
event. Age, gender, social status, and culture play an important role in analyzing speech 
acts of the characters in fiction such as short story or novel. The highly selected 
conversations of the characters in the story under consideration have been examined and 
analyzed applying the typology of speech acts as advocated by J. R. Searle. It has been 
observed that the speech acts used by the characters of Ruskin Bond are assertive speech 
acts to a large extent.   
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