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Structure of Language: Reported Speech 

 
Course Description: 

Our speech is filled to overflowing with other people’s words, which are transmitted with highly varied 
degrees of accuracy and impartiality…  M.M. Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” 337 

Reported Speech is a long-recognised speech phenomenon and a respected object of analysis in both 
literary and non-literary genres. Scholars have studied novelistic dialogue and journalistic quoting; they 
have distinguished between Direct and Indirect Speech Report and their putative intersection in Free 
Indirect Speech. Folk and legal commentators have watched for words being surreptitiously borrowed, 
or being misquoted, or quoted out of context. 
 
Recent scholarship suggests, however, that the real story is not in formal distinction or even in 
misquote or quote-out-of-context (for, except in rare and technologically enhanced situations, no Direct 
Speech can be verbatim and all Reported Speech is recontextualised). Rather, studies show the 
rhetorical versatility of Reported Speech in many genres—its function as a social rallying point or site of 
discreet implicature—and the pragmatic complexity of its forms and functions. At the same time, even 
while the conceit of verbatim has been discredited, it returns to trouble both everyday and specialist 
interpretations of speakers’ uses of the words of others. 
 
We will approach this more recent research and theory through Vološinov (selections from Marxism 
and the Philosophy of Language), Bakhtin (selections from The Dialogic Imagination), and Fludernik 
(selections from The Fictions of Language and the Languages of Fiction), and then go on to studies of 
Reported Speech in fiction, in several settings for conversation, in courtroom testimony and judicial 
opinion, in newspapers (historical and contemporary), in séances and in therapeutic interview. The 
course will invite participants to examine Reported Speech in literary and non-literary genres, and to 
further theorise this language phenomenon—one which Bakhtin identifies not only in our daily 
exchanges but in the distinction of literary fiction itself. 

 


