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We recognize that language serves a variety of purposes. 
Hence what a linquistic expression per se means may not be the 
same meaning the speaker intends to convey in conversation. 
Furthermore, Givan (1979:xiii) stated 

... The dogma of autonomous syntax ..• precludes asking the most 
interesting questions about the grammar of human language, 
namely, why it is the way it is; how it got to be that way; 
what function it serves, and how it relates to the use of 
human language as an instrument of information processing, 
storage, retrieval, and - above all - communication. 

Thus, the inadequacies of autonomous syntax or sematics have 
nudged us to study language in conversation or discourse, both in 
theory and in practical data. The study of languaoe in social con-
text or the pragmatics of language has led us to the consideration 
of the conm1unicative intent. The investigation of the intent of 
the speaker has crossed theoretical postulates and adult and child 
data. 

Theoretically, Searle (1969) described the bm parts of the 
speech act as the proposition and the illocutionary force. The 
proposition consists of the predicate and the argument, and the 
illocutionary force consists of the speakers intent. Dore (1976, 
1977), Fraser (1975), Stampe (1975) and others have elahoraged 
on the view that the factor that determined the illocutionary 
force was the speakers intention. Dore (1976, 1977) explains the 
speakers communicative intention as the intention to produce ef-
fects in the hearer of recognizing the status of the utterance and 
of recognizing what the speaker intends for the hearer to do. In 
fact, studies of child language frequently base the soeech act 
analysis on the response of the hearer {Oates, 1976; Cook-Gumperz 
1977; Dore, 1977; Ervin-Tripp, 1977; Garvey, 1975). On the other 
hand, Chomsky (1975) argued that language can be used by the speak-
er without intending to produce effects on the hearer. 

In practical application, a few investigators (Ervin-Tripp and 
Mitchell-Kernan, 1977; Ochs and Schieffelin, 1979) have begun using 
children's discourse in order to study pragmatic development in 
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children. In the studies analyzinq speakers intent in children's 
discourse or conversation acts, no available studies have con-
sidered children's reasons as a speech act. 

Although not considered as a speech act, several studies in 
child language have mentioned reasons. In a study on the acqui-
sition of negation in a 4 year old child learning English as a 
second language, Keller-Cohen, Chalmer, and Remler, (1979) men-
tioned that they observed that the adult interacting with the 
child was providing a data base that would indicate the importance 
of what they ca 11 ed e 1 abora ted negation. Among their three types 
of elaborated negation was the adults request for reasons as in 
"Hhy not," and, also, the adult saying "No?" and then providing a 
reason or alternative. 

In a study on cognitively analyzed language of 3 year olds, 
Blank and Franklin (1980) used a cognitive category called reas-
oning about experience to designate the highest level for coding 
their data. They limited this level to utterances that indicated 
" •.. the child's awareness of the way in which the material is or 
might be altered for the attainment of particular goals" (p. 134). 
They stated that three year olds demonstrated no comments in this 
category and data from a previous study (Blank, Rose and Berl in, 
1978) showed children could not accomplish this level until 5 
years. 

. In other studies of child discourse (Brenneis and Lein, 1977, 
Dore, 1979), standard categories of speech acts such as requests, 
assertions, performatives, responsives, and conmands have been 
used to include what might be called reasons. Perhaps we can 
trace this lack of reason analysis to the traditional view of 
reason and reason clauses that asserts that reasons are marked 
in either the surface or deep structure hy words such as 'because,' 
'since,' 'as' etc. (Davidson, 1975; Green, 1975). 

Reason giving has not been analyzed as a speech act. My 
theoretical premise is that the intent of the speaker to 9ive 
reasons is an illocutionary force. The following data is pre-
sented in order to support the theory and to provide an exper-
imental and original classification system. The developmental data 
i.s presented as a support for the cl ass ificat ion categories and 
not as an acquisition study at this time. 

Samples of five minutes of unplanned discourse between a 
child and a power figure compri~ed the data. Each child was asked 
to get the witch (the examiner) to release a tiny animal, a bear 
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or a monkey, from a cage. This child was told that this had to be 
done with words. 

The subjects were 12 children from 3 through 8 years of age 
with two children at each age level. Transcriptions were made of 
the entire interactions for each child/witch dyad. 

The data were analyzed for reasoning and non-reasoning and 
were then separated into categories for each area. Table l indi-
cates the percentage of responses at each age level that demon-
strated reason giving and non-reason giving. 

Table l 
Percentage of Responses of Reasoning and Non-Reasoning 

by /\ge Levels 

Age Reasoning Non-Reasoning 

3 123 88% 
4 88:¥, 12% 
5 80% 203 
6 59% 41% 
7 69% 31% 
8 633 37"/. 

Observation of Table l indicates that at three years of age 
the children were using primarily non-reasonin~ discourse and from 
four years through eight years the majority of comments in this 
task were interpreted as reasoning. The exact reversal of the per-
centages in reasoning and non-reasoning is dramatic demonstration 
of the language changes occuring from 3 to 4 years. Labeling the 
subjects 3 and 4 years is slightly misleading in that the 3 year 
olds were 3 years 3 months and 3 years 5 months of aqe while the 4 
year olds were 4 years 9 months and 4 years lO months of age. Thus, 
it is more accurate to specify that this complete shift occurred 
during a year and a half span. 

Observing Table 1, the percentage of reasoning decreases in 
the older children. In studying the discourse samples this change 
may be accounted for by the increased verbosity of the children. 
That is, the older children were more capable of inserting conver-
sational devices that were non-reasoning but they were not less 
capable of giving reasons. 
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In general. the 3 year olds demonstrated emerging reason 
giving in discourse, while children from 4 through 8 years demon-
strated reason givinp abilities. These results do not agree with 
Blank and Franklin, (1980) who found no reason utterances in 3 
year old discourse and Blank, Rose and Berlin (1978) who found re-
asoning could not be accomplished until 5 years. This disagreement 
may result from a definition of a category of reasoning. Their 
cognitive categories included what the present study has consid-
ered reasons in other categories and their reasoning category 
included utterances defined as non-reasoning in this study. So 
the two studies have little basis from comparison. 

Any scholar in reasoning knows the definition of reasoning 
as a process is illusive and debatable, thus no attempt is made 
to specify the reasoning process at this time. P.ather. let us 
consider reasoning from the linguistic perspective of a speech 
act. This act may include reasons that are a basis for an action 
or decision, a statement to ,justify or an underlying fact that 
provides sens~or the charge to ask another person to do the 
same in order to refute or debate. Ho\'tever. superceding al 1 of 
this is the premise of this paper that the intent of the speaker 
determines the illocutionar.Y force. In every discourse sample 
the examiner said to each child after the first several utter-
ances "Give me another reason." Throughout the sample the ex-
aminer used phrases such as "That's no~ a good reas~n," "Can you 
think of another reason" etc. t~ith this char~e each subject 
either gave another response or delayed the reason with state-
ments like 1114ait a minute," "No," or "I'm thinking," with the 
exceotion of three year olds who were quiet for some time and 
then resumed play. 

Thus, through this description of reasoning and the intent 
of the speaker categories of reasoning and non-reasoning were es-
tablished. Of course, reasons in child lanpuage must be based 
on child rules and not on adult rules. Consequently, the cate-
gories of reasons and non-reasons were unique and were generated 
by the data and not by any preconceived system. 

Table 2 (see Table 2, next oage) indicates the categories 
and subcategories of reasoning used at each age level as well as 
the total for each category. This table has been divided by sub-
jects so the observer can see individual differences, age dif-
ferences, and total use differences. 

Consider the categories of reason in the order of listing. 
The cate9ory of use of power authority was one of the two most 
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Table 2 
Number of Responses by Type of Reasoning at Each Age Level 

3 4 5 6 7 B Total 

Power Authority 83 
Demand 3 
Threat 2 14 B 2 3 3 7 
Action Threat 3 5 2 4 7 15 3 
Desire 2 

Own Authority 45 
Demand l 6 3 l 2 2 l 1 
Threat 2 1 1 1 4 
Action Threat 1 5 1 1 4 
Desire 2 5 

Bribes 17 
Tangible 6 1 4 
Social 3 3 

Moral Obligation 86 
Personal Freedom 3 8 2 l l 2 2 
Equity 2 
Personal Property 2 
Right to Life 3 6 3 2 l 2 
Child Rights 3 22 4 4 3 l 3 
Parental Rights 6 

Socia 1 Pres sure 31 
Generalized 3 1 1 4 3 1 
+ Personal l l l 
- Personal l 2 2 3 l 
+ Group 4 
- Group 2 

Positive Alternative 3 2 5 

Switch Burden l 7 7 10 3 2 3 l 3 37 
Closure AttemQt 2 1 3 
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utilized reasons for children, These reasons were utterances that 
contained reference to a higher authority than the child or the 
witch as po1"1er. Examples of utterances in the subcategories dem-
onstrate the reasons. 

Power authority demands were used by only one child at 5 
years. An example was: "You'll have to go to the devil." 

The power authority threat began at four years and was used 
conspicuously from 5 through 8 years. One subject at 5 years re-
1 ied heavily on this type of reason. Examples of power authority 
threat were: "I've seen his mother," 11 1 call his dad, 11 and "He is 
a Rangatang" (changing the little monkey to a power figure). 

The power authority action threat did not appear until 5 years 
but from then on it was a frequent choice. This type of reason was a noticeable technique for one of the 8 year olds. Power authority 
action threats included: "That Dad Bear can pull your hair right 
off you," "llis mother'll come kill you," and "Do you want to be 
killed under the devil?". 

The power authority desire was only used by one subject of 
five years. She carefully resorted to "Because the Heavenly Father 
wants you to." 

The category label own authority was a parallel to the power 
authority with the distinction being that the children rested on 
their own laurels rather than someone else's. In general, they 
were wi 11 i ng to use own authority reason about ha 1f as frequently 
as the power authority indicating among child reasons these are 
seen as less potent. llowever, three children, one J year old, one 
4 year old and one 6 year old, used their own authority and never 
used a power authority for a reason. The own authority demands 
such as, "Let her go" began at 4 years and were used at all subse-
quent ages. 

Own authority threats began at four years and were used in-
frequently across subjects at 4, 5, 6 and 7 years but not at eight 
years. Children used generalized threats on their authority such 
as: "This is a warning," or "Suit yourself." 

The next group, own authority action threat, was used surpri-
singly little. This category demonstrates why adults should not 
presuppose about pragmatics of child lanquage either on what they 
think children will do or on data from one child. The assumption 
might have been that children would use action threats freque~tly. 
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While action threats were used at youngest (3 and 4 years) and at 
oldest ages (7 and 8 years), they were rarely used with the excep-
tion of two subjects and were not used at all by 5 and 6 year olds. 
Action threats were the type that might be expected as in "I'll 
kill you. 11 They were also creative as in "I'll melt you." 

Own authority desire as in "I want you to," was chosen by only 
two subjects, one at 4 years and one at eight years. The subjects 
who used them tried such a reason more than once. 

Another category one might anticipate would be useful for 
children was use of bribes, both tangible and social. A tangible 
bribe was: "If you do it, I'll give you some candy;" and a social 
bribe was: "He (the monkey) can play with you and he'll be much 
nicer." Bribes appeared at 5, 7 and 8 years and were used by only 
four subjectso Most of the subjects who used bribes used a number 
of them. The use of bribes definitely depended upon the indivi-
dual speaker. · 

The next major category, moral obligations, was the overall 
most chosen reason. Reasons in this category emerged at 3 years 
and continued throughout every age level, al though the 11se of sub-
categories varied with subject and with age. Explanations of the 
subcategories of reasons clarify this statement. 

Personal fre~dom statements with a reason to let the bear go 
were: "Because it wants to go in the zoo some more and play with 
the other monkeys," or "He needs to run around loose." Statements 
such as this indicated freedom to do as one wishes is a salient 
and pervasive reason in child language. They began at 3 years and 
persisted throughout the age span, although younger children used 
them more frequently. 

Equity, expressed in utterances such as "lie didn't do nothing 
to you," was chosen by only one subject. This occurred at six 
years. This type of reason was barely emerging in this entire age 
span. 

Personal property as in 11 It's my monkey" was used by only one 
subject at four years. An investigator might supr.>ose this would 
be a more viable reason in child language, if the truth factor of 
the statement were evident. 

The right to life reasons first appeared at 5 years and were 
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used at subsequent years with var.iations by subjects. These were 
statements as general as, "He'll die, 11 and as specific as, "He'll 
starve," or "The bear 1 1l suffocate if you don't let him go. 11 

The moral obligation of child rights was used at 4, 5, 6, 
and 8 years and you will note on Table 2 was used 22 times by one 
subject. Child rights included these assertions: "Because that's 
a little baby, 11 "Just do it to big bears, but not to baby bears, 11 

and "He'll cry if he don't get his mommy. 11 

In contrast to the evidence that child rights are reasonable, 
parental rights were only used by one subject at 8 years. /\sser-
tions such as: 11 His mother is worried about him," or 11 His mother 
wants him" had just begun in the oldest children. 

It was interesting to note that the next category, social 
pressure, was used with such variety. In the initial coding of 
the data social pressure was recorded as a single label, but in re-
evaluation the variety of social pressure utilized required sub-
categorization. As a category it was used by every age from 3 
through 8 years. The breakdown indicates how social pressure was 
manipulated. Generalized social pressure or the have to, should 
category seems to be a basic level because this reason began at 3 
years. Specific examples included: "She has to, 11 "You should let 
him go, 11 and "Because it's not nice." 

Personal social pressure appeared in dicotomized positive 
and negative assertions. The positive (+) personal pressure was 
indicated by statements such as "You can let him out if you'll be 
a nice witch. 11 However, being nice was not as obvious as nega-
tive comments as a reason. Hhile positive personal pressure ap-
peared at 4, 5, and 7 years, negative (-) personal pressure emerged 
at 4 years and was used more obviously at 6 and 7 years, with one 
occurrence at 8. Negative social pressure was usually along the 
lines of "You're a mean witch." However, one original negative 
personal pressure was "Everybody will see you in your shorts" (used 
after the child had threatened the witch that the little bear would 
eat her dress off). 

As might be expected, group social pressure was nonexistent 
as a reason until the older children gave reasons. It was used 
by one 7 year old but not by 8 year olds. Group social pressure 
is not a salient reason to young children but for the child to 
whom it had meaning it was creatively used. Positive {+) group 
social pressure was: "Because they (meaning other witches) love 
animals." And the best example of negative group social pressure 
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brings us to the title of this paper: "Because if you don't let 
him out you'll have no more friends in your whole live - not even 
your other witchy-poos. 11 While the reaction of the hearer to any 
social pressure reason might be negative the reason itself can 
be couched in positive or negative terms. 

Another category of reason giving \'Jas labeled positive al-
ternative. This appeared in one 5 year old and one 6 year old 
sample so as a category it appears only to be emerging during 

· these years. In an example such as: 11 If you put him in a little 
crib and you put something over him then it would hold him," we 
might say we see emerging advanced negotiation. 

In a more debate like framework were reasoning questions that 
were designated switching the burden of proof. Questions such as 
"Hhy don't you let the bear go?" and 11 00 you want to eat him or 
what?" were included because in the reasoning analysis they were 
used not as information seeing but were used, when the speakers 
reasons failed to get a response from the hearer, as a move to get 
the hearer to state reasons so they could be refuted or accepted. 
This category was used with apparent frequency from 4 through 8 
years. 

The final category was not utilized until 7 and 8 years when 
the children attempted closure. While not reasons in and of them-
selves, these signs of reasoning that indicated the children 
thought they had proved their position in this discussion were: 
11 So will you let him go?" and "Well, then get off there and qive 
me the monkey. 11 

The non-reasoning categories included sinqle words of 11 be-
cause11 and "so" stated as the complete utterance; withdrawal 
utterances such as: 11 1 guess that's all, 11 or 11 1 don't know;" af-
firmation or negation in single words with no expansion; stalls 
such as: "I'm thinking," and 11 1 can't think what I'll do now;" 
and other utterances directed at clarification, or conversation: 
"the dad's bear, 11 or "he's in his bed," or "I lost my piggy bank." 

The theory presented here is that one illocutionary force is 
the intent of the speaker to reason. The children (speakers) in-
dicated their intent to give reasons in this discourse in several 
ways. First of all, with the exception of three year olds, they 
responded to "give me another reason," or "that's not enough 
reason" with either more reason statements or withdrawals, 11 I 
can't," or stalls, 11 I 1m thinldnq. 11 Secondly, several of their 
reasons included a statement of intent. For example a withdrawal 
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from one child was "I already qave you some reasons" and from 
another a generalized social pressure was, "you shouldn't sit on 
people for no reason." It seems justified to conclude that the 
intent of the speaker to give reasons is an illocutfonary force. 

On the other hand, it does not seem reasonable to conclude 
that the hearer must recognize the intent in order for the act 
to have that intent. In ihis study the examiner (hearer) did 
recognize to the speaker that reasons had been given although 
not accepted. However, in the sense of Chomsky's discussion of 
his letters to the IRS comouters it seems likely that he was giv-
inq what is defined in this study as reasons with no hope of the 
hearer responding. Thus, it seems reasons can be given persis-
tantly with the intent to reason even if the hearer rejects or 

'doesn't ever hear the reason. In other words, while the force 
is not cumulated in effect on the hearer, the speaker may receive 
satisfaction in that his intent has illocutionary force for him. 

Certainly its clear that reason giving is not the only 
illocutionary force of the responses in this study. The.v may all 
be considered indirect requests with the exception of own author-
ity demand. These utterances may also be classified as Dore 
(1979) categorized children's conversation acts into requests,as-
sertions, oerformatives, responsives, regulatives and expressives. 
However, one illocutionary force does not necessarily preclude 
another. 

This preliminary study has presented an experimental classi-
fication of reasoning from the perspective of linguistic analy-
sis. This author hopes that the reasons for reasoning analysis 
presented here seem reasonable to the hearer. · 
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