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ABSTRACT  

Mother’s love, care, support and encouragement constitute the guide light for the every family member and specially 

children. Mother-child relation is of interest at the social as well as the psychological levels. Therefore, this paper 

explores the significant roles of a mother in her children life. It aims to identify how mother roles are presented in 

literary works. Particularly, the paper investigates pragmatically the representative speech acts in Charles Dickens’ 

Novel “David Copperfield”. The data involves three extracts selected carefully from Dickens’ novel “David Copperfield”. 

This paper is carried out a mixed method approach based on Searle’s (1979) classifications of speech acts theory. The 

paper has come to the conclusion that David’s real mother performs different roles as compared to Peggotty (his nanny).   
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In Charles Dickens’ novel “David Copperfield”, two women experience mothers’ roles via practicing motherhood 

in their own ways of treatment towards David. The physical, cultural and social backgrounds of those mothers are 

reflected in the novel through different representative speech acts that determine their roles and relations to David. 

To achieve the aims intended, this paper is built upon two questions:  

 What are the types of the illocutionary speech acts used in Charles Dickens’ novel David Copperfield?   

 How do representative speech acts determine mothers’ roles in David’s life?  

 II. LITERATURE REVIEW  

A. Mother Figures 

The representations of mother figures in society display a number of creative and interdisciplinary views on the 

concept of motherhood. Motherhood theme is contextualized according to several aspects including gender, 

religion, class, race, sexuality and social status (Bird, 1989). Moreover, Bird (1989) believes that mother as a 

human being and motherhood as a perspective indicate two contradicted meanings that are built into a mother figure 

in cultural history: the bad mother who destructs and the good mother who raises and nurtures. Such types of 

mothers prevail in mother representations in our community.   
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        Portraying mother in literature is symbolic of how she is understood in society. Novels, like the personal history 

of David Copperfield draw a picture of the interrelation between a mother and her child. “David Copperfield” is chosen 

because it provides a range of mother figures’ representing different social roles. In literature, mother is the character that 

remains present whether as a direct role in, or absence from, the individual's life. Thus, she has always been the source of 

struggle, given the fact that her relation to the individual struggle continues. The mother's role is regarded as the source that 

uncovers something built in the individual personality (Burks, 2013).  

B. Charles Dickens’ novel “David Copperfield”: An Overview 

Charles Dickens is considered as “the greatest- if not the most perfect – of Victorian story-teller whose works have become 

synonymous with Victorian England” (Alhaj, 2015, p.31).  

 “Dickens has a unique positing in English Literature for his special form of self-expression in 

prose, fiction. Dickens’ artistic method, his choice of material and his manner of rendering 

that material, is Dickens’ style. The other part of Dickens’s art, his situation, actions and 

characters, and the meaning that they carry, rest upon style and take their essence from it.”     

Chaudhuri (1992: p.32) 

The novel which inspired much of Charles Dickens’s works is “David Copperfield” (1849-1850).  This novel 

represents the life of delicate and susceptible child who grows up into a brilliant and talented man (Edward, 1898). A brief 

summary of the novel is needed for this study in order to help the readers figure out the whole situation surrounding David 

Copperfield and his relation to his real mother and other mother figures symbolized by other characters in the novel.  

 The details of the story are told by David Copperfield (middle-ages person) who talks about his early childhood 

and life. He was born in the nineteenth century in Blunder Stone Rookery in England. His father dies before his birth to be 

brought up without the father figure in his life. His mother Clara and his nanny Peggotty support him and he is raised by 

both of them.  His mother is Clara who is lovely young widow suffering of loneliness and full dependence on her servant 

Peggotty. The child lived happily with his mom who soon got married to Mr. Murdstone and here started the turning point 

in David’s life. He is tortured and finally sent to a private school. This period which he spent with his mom and Peggotty is 

viewed to be a crucial part of his life.  

C. Speech Acts Theory 

Speech acts constitute an integral part of pragmatics. When a speaker says an utterance, there is an aim or a message 

expressed through words or phrases which are related to the action by the produced utterances. Speech acts are made in 

speech (Sadock, 2006). One can carry out an action by producing an utterance (e.g., word, phrase, and sentence). A number 

of scholars have developed their theories in this field. Speech act theory deals with the way words are utilized to provide 

information and to implement actions (Kemmerling, 2002). 

 According to Crystal (2003), speech acts determine the role of an utterance with regards to the behavior of both 

the addresser and the addressee during an interpersonal communication. Bachman (1990, p.5) states that speech act theory 

studies utterances not sentences. An utterance is an expression that is uttered by a speaker in the presence of a hearer 

(addressee) in order to communicate a certain message. An example of an utterance is: “Hello!”. 
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 Allot (2010, p.2) suggests two kinds of utterances. The first is constative utterances. These utterances have truth-

values. To elaborate, such utterances can be either true or false, they can be made sure of and tell something about a state 

of affairs. Examples of constative utterance are; “Warsaw is bigger than New York” and “There are seven students in this 

classroom” (Allot, 2010). The second is performative utterances. The utterances of this kind are neither true nor false. 

They can be appropriate or inappropriate and this depends on certain conditions such as, ‘conditions of felicity’ “Shut up” 

and “get out of here at once” (Austin, 1962, p.305). 

 Felicity conditions identify the circumstances under which the speaker’s utterance is appropriate. These 

circumstances include but not limited to: time, place, and the right person etc. Thus, if a performative sentence satisfies the 

felicity conditions, then the utterance is felicitous and vice versa. Not a lot has been told about the state of affairs. Instead, 

they do something; they are used in the performance of certain actions (Bach & Harnish, 1979).  In addition, Yule (1996) 

stresses that these utterances can be either explicit or primary. On one hand, explicit performative includes a performative 

clause which is the main clause of the utterance as in: I ask, order, ask you, etc. On the other hand, primary performative 

does not include a performative clause as part of its structure. Rather, primary performative can be construed as if it is 

implicit in the meaning as in, “Shut up and get out of here at once” (Yule, 1996, p.2). Another difference is set by Austin 

(1962) including ‘explicit performatives’ and ‘implicit performatives. Explicit category comprises cases such as; “I 

promise I will take the trash out” and “I will be there at two o’clock”. Implicit category includes cases such as the 

following examples: “I am sorry I stepped on your toe” and “I will be sure to take out the trash”.  

 Austin (1962) indicates that “explicit performatives include some highly significant and clear expressions such as 

‘I bet’ and ‘I promise’”. The explicit performative is an expression used often to name the act; an example is the utterance 

“I am performing”. Other examples of explicit performatives are betting, promising, bequeathing. The same applies to the 

explicitly performative commands such as “Close the window!” and “I order you to close the window”. Therefore, 

according to the theory of speech act, there are many things that speakers could do by saying words and sentences. Making 

statements of fact or assertion is an example. One can also make a guess, ask questions, make promises, place bets, take 

marriage vows, give orders, make requests and so on (Bach & Harnish, 1979; Allot, 2010).  

D. Types of Speech Acts  

Consequently, speech acts have different types and classifications. Different classifications are used by many linguists 

(Bach and Harnish, 1979; Searle, 1979; Brown and Levinson, 1978)  However, the present paper is based on Searle’s 

(1979) classification of speech act theory. Searle’s classification is adopted to identify the different speech acts portraying 

mother figures in the Charles Dicken’s novel “David Copperfield”. The categorization of speech acts by Searle (1979, 

p.17) can be considered as a refined copy of Austin's classification. He classified Illocutionary acts into five categories: 

 Representatives: this kind of speech acts indicates that the speaker believes in what he utters. The used verbs 

are usually performative ones such as tell, state, and claim. 

Example (1): She is awesome. The speaker states an opinion about the personality of the subject. 

 Directives: they are the speech acts used by a speaker to direct someone to do certain things. They include 

ordering, commanding, requesting and suggesting. 

Example (2): “Could you pass me the salt, please?” Here, the addresser directs the addressee. 
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 Commissives: the speech acts of this category indicate committing a future action by the speaker. They 

include promising, offering, threatening...etc. 

Example (3): I try to be earlier next time again. A promise not to be late again. 

 Expressives: this kind of speech acts represents a psychological state. Expressives imply how the speakers 

feel. They include expression of joy, surprise, sorrow or thank...etc. 

Example (4): Make yourself at home. An invitation to behave as if the guest is at his/her home. 

 Declaratives: they change the institutional state of affairs. They include words like curse, refuse, declare, 

announce, appoint or fire...etc. 

 Example (5): Objection overruled. The judge refuses the objection in the court. 

 Searle (1979) builds his classification on twelve significant dimensions. The most significant ones are 

illocutionary point, direction of fit and expressed psychological state.  

III. METHODOLOGY 

The present paper examines the types of speech acts through reading the novel, coding the data and identifying types and 

functions applying Searle’s (1979) classification of speech acts. The data involves extracts three taken originally from 

Charles Dickens’ novel “David Copperfield” in which utterances and phrases would be analyzed and hence the different 

kinds of speech acts would be collected through the quantitative approach. The formula that will be used to count the 

percentage of the findings is as shown below: 

Percentage = The types of the speech acts X 100% 

The total of speech acts  

A. Data collection  

The data under investigation involves Charles Dickens' novel “David Copperfield” in which the use of speech acts to 

reflect David’s social relationship with the two mother figures in the novel. The two mother figures are Clara Copperfield 

and Clara Peggotty. The two characters are dealt with in details in the sections below.  

a. Clara Copperfield 

David’s mother  is a  kind, generous, and goodhearted woman. She represents motherly  care until her death that  takes 

place at the beginning of  the novel. David recalls his mother as an angel. Her independent spirit was smashed by the 

cruelty of Mr. Murdstone. Her age was twenty when she got married to her husband whose was in his forties not in good 

health. Her husband died before her son is even born. Mrs. Copperfield raised David with the help of Peggotty, her 

housekeeper. She never takes advice and she rejects to do anything against her own wishes. She is easily provoked but 

quickly forgets. 

 Mrs. Copperfield is spoiled. When she acts, she means no harm. A clever man like Mr. Murdstone can control her. 

The compliments he makes to her led to accepting him as a husband.. As soon as Mrs. Copperfield is married to Mr. 

Murdstone, her childish manners danger really becomes clear. Her marriage was like a trap. She couldn’t get rid of Mr. 

Murdstone. He started playing the role of father. His motto was firmness. He started bullying Mrs. Copperfield and David. 



Roles of Mother Figures in Charles Dickens’ Novel “David Copperfield”: A Pragmatic                                                                        27 

Analysis of Representative Speech Acts 

 

 

www.tjprc.org                                                                                                                                                                         editor@tjprc.org 

He convinced Clara that her son is a bad boy and must be sent away to school. She got pregnant with Mr. Murdstone son, a 

baby that never gets a name in the novel, and the two of them waste away together. Mr. Murdstone’s brutality led to the 

collapse of Mrs. Copperfield. Although David adores and feels pity towards his mother, it’s obvious that he blames her for 

Mr. Murdstone control over her. Such kind of weak mother cannot soundly build the personality of a child. 

(DickensLit.com, etc.usf.edu., charlesdickens.info and Britannica.com) 

b.  Clara Peggotty 

Peggotty is the nanny who takes care of his family and David later. Peggotty is kind and selfless. She is always there for 

David. All her life she was faithful to David family. Peggotty, when compared with contrasts Miss Murdstone, she is the 

kind loving person. Peggotty main trait is her loyalty. [Mrs. Copperfield]” (4.129). After the death of Clara, Peggotty 

travels to Yarmouth to marry Mr. Barkis. After the death of Mr. Barkis, Peggotty travels to London to work as a servant for 

David and his aunt. Peggotty is working- class womanhood model. Peggotty’s key role in the novel is to introduce David 

to a variety of good, poor people with whom he can interact in comparison to his more prosperous days with Miss Betsey 

and in London. Peggotty is loyal and self-sacrificing. She is the ideal servant. (DickensLit.com, etc.usf.edu. 

charlesdickens.info and Britannica.com) 

IV. ANALYSIS  

A. Analysis of Extract (1) / Chapter II “I OBSERVE” / (p.14) 

 

 The context of the situation in extract (1) which is taken from chapter two “I Observe”, David remembers his 

home, the churchyard where his father is buried and his memories with his mother and his nanny Peggotty. He talks about 

Peggotty and old memories.  

 The utterance “I have an impression on my mind” is a representative speech act of stating in which David states 

that he has a kind of impression about his personal life. The utterance in the relative clause “which I cannot distinguish 

from actual remembrance of the touch of Peggotty’s forefinger as she used to hold it out to me” is a representative speech 

act of arguing in which David argues about the confusion concerning his early life that he cannot be sure whether these are 

just impressions or actual past memories. Specifically, he is confused about some past memories concerning his 

relationship with Peggotty and how she used to treat him. The other utterance “I think the memory of most of us can go 

farther back into such times than many of us suppose” include a representative speech act of claiming in which David 

claims that he some memories can make the person goes back to his memories very often. David uses the hedging 
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expression ‘I think’ to point out that he is confused about what happens but he is trying to figure out what kinds of 

memories can have such deep influence upon him.  

 The utterance “just as I believe the power of observation in numbers of very young children to be quite wonderful 

for its closeness and accuracy” is and illocutionary representative speech act of confirmation. David is confirming that 

children, in a reference to himself when he was a child, have great and powerful memories of their own childhood specially 

closeness and accuracy in relationships. In this utterance, David is trying to prepare the reader to his memories specifically 

about Peggotty (as a mother figure) and his relationship with her and how his memories about her treatment is powerful 

and still in his mind.   

 

 The utterance “Indeed, I think that most grown men who are remarkable in this respect, may with greater 

propriety be said not to have lose the faculty, than to have acquired it” involves a representative speech act of 

confirmation. David confirms that when children grow to be men, in a hidden reference to himself, their memories about 

their childhood is strong and they don’t lose the details of their early life.  The utterance “I generally observe such men to 

retain a certain freshness and gentleness, and capacity of being pleased, which are also an inheritance they have 

preserved from their childhood” is another representative speech act of admitting identified through the verbs ‘observe’ 

and ‘preserved’. David admits that what he is talking about is true and he observed it by himself. He states clearly that men 

remember their childhood and all the memories stuck in their minds specially those good ones which please them and make 

them feel happy to remember later. The table below presents the details and percentages of the speech acts in extract (1):   

Table 1: The Breakdown of Illocutionary Speech Acts and their Frequency in extract (1) 

Illocutionary 

Speech Act 

Type of Speech 

Act 
Frequency Percentage 

Stating Representative  1 16.7% 

Arguing  Representative  1 16.7% 

Claiming  Representative  1 16.7% 

Confirming  Representative  2 33.3% 

Admitting Representative  1 16.6%% 

Total 6 100% 

B. Analysis of Extract (2) / Chapter IV “I FALL INTO DISGRACE”/ (p.55) 

 

 This extract is taken from chapter four which is entitled “I Fall into Disgrace” and this chapter presents David’s 

unhappiness. The extract takes place when David’s mother accuses Peggotty of spoiling her child and makes him hates her 

and her new husband Mr. Murdstone who later threatens to hurt David for not respecting his mother as she holds his name.  
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 The extract begins with the utterance “there is no Peggotty now, as in the old time” in which David is talking 

about what happened between his nanny and his mother. He starts with an existential statement including negation through 

using the negation word ‘no’ followed by the name ‘Peggotty’ and the contradictory time deixis ‘now’ and ‘as in old 

times’. David is affirming that his situation has changed and his relationship with Peggotty is no more like before”. The 

representative speech act of confirmation to indicate that David is aware that his life after his mother’s marriage has 

changed totally. The second utterance “again, I listen to Miss Murdstone mumbling the responses, and emphasizing all the 

dread words with a cruel relish” implies a representative speech act in which David confirms that he listens to his mother 

which he called Miss. Murdstone to indicate that he is no longer feels that she is his mother rather the wife of another 

person. The use of the verb ‘emphasizing’ confirms the change in his mother and how she became cruel towards him as 

well as Peggotty.  

 The utterance “again, I see her dark eyes roll round the church when she says ‘miserable sinners’, as if she were 

calling all the congregation names.”, includes a representative speech act of asserting presented through the verbs ‘see’, 

‘says’  and ‘calling’. David describes clearly his mother impressions and words against him and his nanny. David gives 

more and more examples of how his life has really changed and he is falling into disgrace as a result of his mother 

marriage.  David in the utterance, “again, I catch rare glimpses of my mother, moving her lips timidly between the two, 

with one of them muttering at each ear like low thunder “is using a representative speech act of asserting.  The use of 

different assertive verbs including ‘catch’, ‘moving’ and ‘muttering’ represent David’s assertion of his mother’s change 

and how she speaks describing her words as ‘low thunder’. The utterance, “Again, I wonder with a sudden fear whether it 

is likely that our good old clergyman can be wrong and Mr. and Miss Murdstone are right”, implies a representative 

speech act in which David is arguing about old situation and the current one in his life. He uses the personal pronoun with 

the verb ‘wonder’ to state that he is now confused and believes that Mr. and Miss Murdstone opinions about him are 

correct.   

 The last utterance, “Again, If I move a finger or relax a muscle of my face, Miss Murdstone pokes me with her 

prayer-book, and makes my side ache” implies a representative speech act of assuring through the use of the verbs ‘move’, 

‘relax’, ‘pokes’  and ‘makes’. The utterance includes a conditional clause to confirm the stimulus-response of David and 

Mr. Murdstone’s actions. In other words, he points out that he is now aware of the fact that if he moves a finger, Miss. 

Murdstone would hurt him with her prayer-book. Finally, the extract involved the use of the hedging device ‘again’ for five 

times to confirm that his mother has changed towards him after being Miss. Murdstone. The table below shows the 

frequency and percentage of the illocutionary speech acts in the extract: 

Table 2: The Breakdown of Illocutionary Speech Acts and their Frequency in extract (2) 

Illocutionary 

Speech Act 

Type of Speech 

Act 
Frequency Percentage 

Asserting Representative  2 33.3% 

confirming   Representative  2 33.3% 

Arguing  Representative  1 16.7% 

Assuring Representative  1 16.7% 

Total 6 100% 
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C. Analysis of Extract (3)/ Chapter VIII “MY HOLLIDAYS.ESPECIALLY ONE HAPPY AFTERNOON/ (p.121) 

 

 In chapter eight, the main focus is on the fact that David deeply torn between his love for his mother and the 

desire to be near her, and his hatred towards for Mr. Murdstone. As far as extract (6) is concerned, it is evident that Mr. 

Murdstone completely dominate David’s mother (Clara) and have such control over her that she ends up defending the 

Murdstone. An argument is taking place between David’s mother and Peggotty. David in the utterance, “When you talk of 

Mr. Murdstone’s good intentions, and pretend to slight them (for I don’t believe you really do, in your heart, Peggotty), 

you must be as well convinced as I am how good they are, and how they actuate him in everything” is talking about his 

mother behavior towards Peggotty and how she defends Mr. Murdstone. The utterance includes a directive speech act of 

urging in which that David’s mother talks to Peggotty urging her to talk about the Murdstone in a different way. Then, in 

the same utterance, there is a representative speech act of confirming through the modal verb ‘must’ and the comparative 

through the expression ‘you must be as convinced as I am’. This utterance confirms that David’s mother has changed 

totally after her marriage to Mr.Murdstone to the point that she is defending him and confirming the point that he is a good 

person despite his bad treatment to her son David.  

 The utterance “If he seems to have been at all stern with a certain person, Peggotty – you understand, and so I am 

sure dose Davy, that I am not alluding to anybody present – it is solely because he is satisfied that it is for a certain 

person’s benefit.”, presents a representative speech act of asserting. David’s mother asserts her attitude towards 

Murdstone. Clara thinks that the way Murdstone behave towards David is for David’s benefit. As for the utterance “He 

naturally loves a certain person, on my account; and acts solely for a certain person’s good” involves an expressive 

speech act of praising in which Clara is praising Mr.Murdstone. The utterance “He is better able to judge of it than I am; 

for I very well Know that I am a week, light, girlish creature, and that he is a firm, grave, serious man”. David’s mother 

uses the expressive speech act of praising as she praised Murdstone and states many qualities. In the last utterance of this 

extract, David’s mother makes a confession through the representative of admitting that Mr.Murdstone is the right and 

most suitable person for her and for her family as well. The utterance “And he takes, said my mother, with the tears which 

were engendered in her affectionate nature, stealing down her face ‘he takes great pains with me;” includes a 

representative speech act of asserting in which David points out clearly that his is asserting the point that she and 

Mr.Murdstone are the best couple since he can feels her and her pain.  

 Finally, the utterance, “and I ought to be very thankful to him, and very submissive to him even in my thoughts; 

and when I am not, Peggotty, I worry and condemn myself, and feel doubtful of my own heart, and don’t know what to do” 
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presents a directive speech act of advising in which David’s mother advices him to be thankful for Mr.Murtdstone for all 

his good deeds which she is totally convinced in. Moreover, the utterance includes another expressive speech act of 

condemning because David states that is he is not going to follow his mother advice both he and Peggotty would worry and 

feel lost cause his mother role as a director to his actions are no more trusted. Having analyzed the extract qualitatively 

through content analysis, the frequency and percentage of the different speech acts identified are given in the table below: 

Table 3: The Breakdown of Illocutionary Speech Acts and their Frequency of extract (3) 

Illocutionary 

Speech Act 

Type of Speech 

Act 
Frequency Percentage 

Arguing Representative 1 12.5% 

Advising  Directive  1 12.5% 

Confirming  representative 1 12.5% 

Asserting  representative 2 25% 

Condemning  representative 1 12.5% 

Praising Expressive 2 25% 

 Total  8 100% 

 

 The table below provides the total of the speech acts and their types:  

Table 4: The Total of Frequency and Percentage of Speech Acts in the Data Analyzed 

Types of Speech Acts Frequency Percentage 

Representatives 13  43.33%  

Claiming 1  3.33%  

Asserting  2  6.66% 

Stating  1  3.33% 

Arguing  3  10% 

Confirming  3  10% 

Admitting 1  3.33% 

Condemning  1  3.33% 

Assuring 1  3.33% 

Directives 1  3.33% 

Advising  1  3.33% 

Expressives  1  3.33% 

Praising  1  3.33% 

Total speech acts 30 100% 

It is clear the table that David Copperfield describes his mother and nanny relying heavily on using the representative 

speech acts with 43.33% and specifically through using the claiming, asserting, confirming, arguing, assuring and 

condemning. Basically, this is one of the most important techniques used in literary texts to convince the audience of the 

point concerning the personal life of the character and sending the message about real mothers’ roles and the mother figure 

symbolized by the nanny.  

V. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  

Having analyzed the data qualitatively and finding the frequency of the different illocutionary speech acts, the study has 

come to the following conclusions which answer question one concerning the types of the illocutionary acts used in 

Charles Dickens novel “David Copperfield” to present mother figures:  
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 David Copperfield uses three types of speech acts only to represent his mother figures and three types are: The 

representative, Directives and Expressive. 

 Eight types of the representative speech acts are used to present the two mother figures under investigation (Clara 

Copperfield and Peggotty). These types are: Claiming, Asserting, Stating, Arguing, Confirming, Admitting, 

Condemning, and Assuring. The details below show clearly the types of the representative illocutionary speech 

acts used to portray the roles of David’s mother figures in the novel:  

o The narrator uses the representative speech acts of asserting when he talks about his family and his memories.  

o When David talks about his mother, Clara Copperfield, he uses the representative speech acts of arguing, 

assuring and confirming. He argues about her relationship with him before her marriage and after her 

marriage and assures that his feelings towards her are not stable. Further, he confirms her negative behavior 

towards him and his nanny after her marriage. 

o When David talks about his nanny Peggotty, he uses the representative as well as the directive speech acts 

which specify the different roles, she plays in his life.  

o When David talks about his early childhood and his memories, he uses the representative speech acts of 

informing and asserting. He provides details and descriptions of his early childhood. Moreover, he asserts that 

his feelings and all the situations that he faced are still in his mind and especially those associated with his 

mother and his nanny.   

o David uses the representative speech act of stating when he talks about the relationship between his mother 

and Peggotty. He states clearly their feelings and behavior towards each other. 

 The results concerning the types of the illocutionary speech acts, verify hypothesis one in which the representative 

speech acts are used most frequently with (43.33%) in comparison with the directives which constitute (3.33%), 

and the expressive with (3.33%)  only.  

Finally, the paper suggests further studies to be carried out concerning motherhood from different angles and through 

different linguistics approaches. Mothers’ roles in building the societies is crucial and educating women about their duties 

towards their children can be done through increasing the number of stories that tackle mother’s social problems and how 

they are presenting in different genres such as mass media and internet.  
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