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While staying with a Greek family on the island of Crete, I had to
eat scrambled eggs (my least favorite kind) for breakfast every morning.
And I had to consume bunches of huge purple grapes which were out-of-sea-
son and hence hard to came by. I had to eat them because I had careless-
ly remarked to my hostess that we had another way of coocking eggs in the
United States, and because I had asked my host how come I hadn't seen any
grapes around since I'd arrived in Greece. My hosts thought these com-
ments indicated a preference for eggs scrambled and a desire for grapes.
In fact, I had only mentioned these things to "make conversation.® And
then there was my British friend who I thought never had anything to say
until she let me know that she had been trained to allow a certain period
of silence to elapse before taking her turn to speak -- which period of
silence never occurred when I was there because I perceived it as a void
to be filled by another comment of mine.

We were all trying to be polite -- my Greek hosts, my British friend,
and I. But clearly we were misurderstanding each other. A loock at Rabin
Lakoff's (1973) Rules of Politeness can help explain these mixups. The
Rules of Politeness are:

1. Don't impose
2. Give options
3. Be friendly (Make™ feel good)

Thus when I chattered about ways of preparing eggs and the scarcity of
grapes, I was applying R3, trying to be friendly. I was applying the same
rule when I hurried to fill the silence I perceived as awkward so my
British friend wouldn't feel uncamfortable, so she would feel good as it
were. My Greek family clearly understood that I was being polite, but
they assumed I was applying Rl (Don't impose) and expressing my desires
indirectly -- or perhaps applying the closely related R2 (Give options),
so that I was jiving them the option of ignoring my desires by "not taking
the hint" if they chose. Similarly, waiting for a mament of silence to
ensue before taking a turn to speak is a way of insuring one isn't impos-
ing his camments before the other has entirely finished speaking. Confu-
sions like these are in keeping with Lakoff's own cbservation that all
cultures have the same three rules of politeness, but they may differ
with respect to their order of precedence, so that middle-class Americans
seem to favor R3 while other, more stratified societies might prefer Rl.
We all know, though, that mixups like these aren't confined to inter-
cultural cammunication. They continually occur between people who speak
what ostensibly is (but often hardly seems to be) the same language. As
Susan Ervin-Tripp noted (1972), “We can assume that a shared language does
not necessarily mean a shared set of socio-linguistic rules." Cultural,
subcultural and idiosyncratic forces all conspire to detemmine a person's
linguistic choices, and among these choices is a position on a directness
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the linguistic choices by whidn‘they are played out.

The following interchange 1is typical.

(1) Wife: We didn't go to the party because you didn't want to.
(2) Husb: I wanted to. You didn't want to.

Here's the conversation that led to the decision not to go.

(3) Wife: Bob's having a party. Wanna go?

(4) Husb: OK.

(5) Wife (later): Are you sure you v_:ant to go?
(6) Husb: OK. Let's not go. I'm tired anyway.

Now Grice's (1267) Rules of Conversation govern a situation in which a
person says exactly what he/she means. They are:

1. Ssay as much as necessary and no more.
2. Tell the truth.

3. Be relevant.

4. Be clear.

ife asks her husband if he wants -toigo to
gy grletjvearrl‘;l:l'csﬂ;gaz;flater if he's sure he'wants to go, without express—
ing her own preference at all. The husband is the one who sm;ggiﬁent:ey
not go, and he gives as a reason that he is tired. This ttlls sgf ent
reason (R1); it is relevant (R3); 11; is clear §R4); and e wife asor
that it is true (R2). She's operating on a fairly d%rect stratecéy‘enél
locking at it another way, she's employing R3 of politeness, be fri Y,
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or, as Lakoff phrased it elsewhere, maintain camaraderie, which to the wife
consists of being direct. Her husband, however, is applying Rl of polite-
ness. Hence, like the Greeks in my first example, he's locking for hints
as to his wife's preference. He takes her mention of the party as an indi-
cation that she wants to go to it — otherwise why would she violate R3 of
Canversation by bringing it up? He takes her later question (5) as evi-
dence that she doesn't want to go — and indeed the question "Are you
sure?" often functions this way. Since he is operating on this indirect
system, he doesn't say what he means, samething like, "Of course I want

to, but since you don't, I'll be big about it." Instead, he graciously
agrees to do what he thinks she has implied she wants. Furthermore, he
applies Politeness R3 and offers an excuse, "I'm tired," that will make
his wife feel good about his giving in to her.

A key to understanding the husband's strategy is his use of the re-

sponse "OK" which is an expression of acquiescence to another's will.
"Yes," or more naturally, "yeah," would have indicated a real desire to
go. This distinction might be used to discover an individual's character-
istic strategy —- that is, one could ask informants which they would con-
sider a more appropriate response to a given question, "OK" or Yeah"?
If they chose "OK," we would have reason to believe they would indeed be
expressing a desire indirectly by asKing the question, while. if they ex-
pect the answer "Yeah," they would be sincerely asking the other person's
opinion. The same may be true of the husband's use of “anyway" in (6).

At any rate, in the example given, the husband's system was so
natural to him that he assumed his wife understood and appreciated his
sacrifice in agreeing not to go to the party for her sake, and agreeing
so graciously. The wife, however, hadn't been trying to hint at anything
and didn't expect her husband to hint either, so she tock his statement
(6) according to the rules of conversation and assumed he was saying
what he meant and no more. She therefore agreed not to go for his sake.
The wife apparently missed the cue which lay in his choice of the word
“anyway" and his answer "OK," at least at first, even though she later
admitted that she did not consider "OK" an appropriate response to her
question (3). Perhaps it was, after all, a discamfort with these re-
sponses which pramwpted her to question him again later. In any case, her
acceptance of his words in the first place is a testament (I'll refer to
others later) to the fact that out” expectations about the mode in which
people will camunicate are almost blinding. That is, we will put up with
a great deal cf seemingly inappropriate verbal behavior before openly
questioning another person about his intentions.

Sametimes, however, the verbal behavior seems so strange to the
partner that it can't be glossed over. For example:

(7) Husb: Let's go visit my boss tonight.
(8) Wife: Why?
(9) Husb: All right, we don't have to go.

(7) is a clear statement of the husband's wishes, but the wife's question
"Why?" could be interpreted two ways. By the rules of conversation, it is
a request for information, specifically, the husband's reasons for wanting
to visit his boss (infarmation which a wife might well want to know). But
it could also indicate the wife's preference not to go (also highly likely)
expressed without imposing, according to Politeness Rl.
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The husband's retort (9) shows that this is indeed how he takes it. And
by the same rule, not wanting to impose his desires on his wife, he re-
scinds the suggestion. The wife, however, ends up feeling confused and
frustrated, wondering why she married such an erratic man. She got no
answer to her question of why he wants to talk to his boss, and further-
more he suddenly changed his mind without explanatién only a moment after
he made the request in the first place. The husband, too, is frustrated,
and resentful of his wife for her unwillingness to do this small favor.
Mixups like this can lead to direct expression of hostility.

(10) wife: Do you want to go to my sister's?

(11) Husb: OK.

(12) wife: Do you really want to go?

(13) Husb: You're driving me crazy. Why don't you make
up your mind what you want?

(14) wWife: MY mind? I'm willing to do whatever you want,
and this is what I get?

This time the wife apparently picks up the implication that the husband
is not expressing a real desire to'go, when he says "OK." So she asks
(12). Applying the Rules of Politeness, the husband interprets this, like
the question "Are you sure?" in the earlier example, as an indication that
she doesn't want to go, whereas her raising the question in the first
place meant to him that she wanted to. Thus he sees her changing her
mind on the spot, which may just fit in with his expectation about women
anyway -- a further incentive for him not to question her mgre closely.
The wife can see no reason for his sudden outburst and refusal to express
what he watts.

So that's one kind of communicaiton mixup that can happen, and fram
what I am told by numerous informants, happens all the time. Here's
another that actually plagued one couple, but apparently is similar to
the experiences of many others. In fact, it may be a routine that is
reqularly played out in different forms which can be called The Birthday
Present Routine.

. (15) Wife: How could you not get me a birthday present?
(16) Husb: I did. I gave you the radio.
(17) Wife: That's not a birthday present. You must've
just seen it on sale or samething. '
(18) Husb: You wanted a radio. I busted my ass to fing you cne.
(19) wWife: How could you think I wanted a radio faor my birthday?

It turns out that the wife was washing the dishes one day and remarked
that she wished she could listen to an FM station. Her husband took this
as an indirect expression of her desire for an FM radio. Further ques~
tioning of the wite revealed that she had meant no such thing; she had
an FM radio that she could have had fixed if she'd wanted, and further-
more, there was one in the other roam which she had just been too lazy to
turn on. But the husband, applying the Rules of Politeness, took the
hint and acted on it. )

The birthday present is a prime candidate for this sort of cammuni-
cation mixup because one of the requirements of a birthday present, for
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many people at least, is that it NOT be directly requested. The partner
MUST divine the other's wishes fram indirect cammunication. It might be
interesting to "define" Birthday Present in other ways too. For example,
in the case cited, the wife didn't interpret the radio as such because,
among other things, it was given to her before her birthday and it wasn't
wrapped in colared paper. These elements were not necessary for the hus-
band's definition of birthday present -- at least not for a present he
gives to sameone else. But this is another issue.

One more example of a marital situation: The couple had recently
campleted graduatestudies and were both working for the first time, After
a few months of their new econamic solvency, this interchange took place:

EE)

(20) Husb: I can't stand it. You want to live like a hippie.
I can't live like that.

(21) Wife: Whaddya mean? What's wrong with the way we live?

(22) Husb: You know what I mean.

(23) wife: (Protestations of ignorance)

(24) Husb: (Finally) You refuse to buy decent furniture. You
want to live with this crap forever.

(25) Wife: Since when do you want to buy furniture? You never (]
said anything about buying furniture.

(26) Husb: You knew I wanted to buy furniture.

(27) Wife: How could I know?

(28) Husb: You knew. :

It finally became clear that the husband had been suggesting they go to a
department stare every time they had a free evening, and, particularly,
he had been directing thier path to the furniture department, where he had
elicited his wife's opinion about various couches and chairs. Although
she didn't know why she was spending so much time in Macy's, she was oper-
ating on a fairly direct strategy, assuming her husband would adhere to
the rules of conversation in cammunication with her and say what he wanted
clearly and directly. She didn't look for hidden meanings. It never
occurred to the husband, however, that his wife sincerely missed his point.
He was sure she understood but was perversely refusing to act on his
wishes, which he was politely not imposing on her (Rl). By the way, if
you find this example implausible, just imagine that it was the wife who
was leading her husband through department stores and the husband who
never thought of furnishing their apartment.

This example shows, too, that the systems of commnication varying
fram politeness to directness apply to nonverbal as well as verbal cues,
as both Lakoff and Grice note. Each partner is operating on what he/she
takes to be a self-evident system of encoding and decoding strategies.

Conflicting stances with respect to the politeness/directness con-
tinuum seem to be at the core of many mixups. A waman was camplaining
about a male friend who begrudged walking her to the subway. He'd asked,
"Do you want me to walk you to the subway?" She took this as an indica-
tion that he didn't really want to, expressed in a way that appeared to
give her the option (R2). When I later questioned the man, he was con-
fused. Of course he had been willing to walk her, but he hadn't wanted
to offend her by assuming she needed help in case she didn't (Rl, Don't
impose). Why did she think he didn't really want to? As we discussed

‘other examples, it became clear that this woman sees any yes/no question

)
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that involves sameone doing samething for her (and especially canmg fram
a man) as fishing for a no reply. If the man had really been m}lfng to
walk her to the subway, he wouldn't haveasked; he'd have said, "I'll wallk'I
you." She would then have felt caunfortable sayinq{ “That's not necessary,
if she wanted. There are others, however, myself included, who would not
find it so easy to deflect so assertive an offer. .

Upon reflection, though, it seems that many people are suspiclous of
yes/no questions. For example, when you ask sameone who has invited you
to dinner, "What shall I bring?" you are making the assumption that you
will bring samething, and your host can canfort:::bly suggest what is most
needed. But if you ask, "Should I bring scmgthmg?"' you are in fac_:t
forcing your host to ask you to bring scnethu}g, whu.ix he or she x:ught be
reluctant to do, saying instead, "Nothing —— just bring yourself." There
is an example of this in the movie, "A waman Under the Influence." When
Nick, a construction worker whose wife has had a nervous breakdown, de-
cides to take his kids out of sd'\ooloneafte:'x}omandtakethentothe
beach, his friend realizes that Nick is tot_:termg pngtty“close to the
brink himself and asks, "Y'want me to go with you, Nick?" But then he .
realizes that Nick can't possibly say, “"Yes, I need you to came v“uth me, "
so the friend immediately restates his offer: "I'll go with you." This is
the kind of directness which the waman in the subway exanple expects.

However, the same movie contains an eloqugnt testament to the fail-
ure of directness with those who don't expect it. When the w%fe‘mtun'xs
fram the mental hospital to find her house filled with v:ell-mshmgl (2%)
relatives, she finally musters the courage to tell them, “I wish you'd all
go hame." But the use of rules of conversation in this context is so un-
expected that the guests cannot act on it at all. They treat her utter-
ance as simply aberrant and ignore it. . ) '

Each person's communication mix — his encoding s;rateglgs and.ex-

tion that others will operate on the same strategies -- 1s sO 1pter=
nalized that he has a very clear idea of what constitutes an appropriate
response at any time -- in effect, he has a grammar for interaction. John
Gumperz gives the following example:

(29) Mother: Where are your galoshes?
(30) Son: In the closet.
(31) Mother: Don't give me any backtalk. Get them on.

The mother is annoyed because her son is preterd.'}ng'to interpret §39)
by the rules of conversation rather than as the indirect camand it clear-
ly is ("I'm telling you to put your galoshes on"). However, Qn'r'pa:z
points out, the direct statement *"Oh, I fargot to put them on," would be
a starred response in this mother's grammar, for she expects her son to
answer in the same indirect mode, e.g., "Is it really raining?" As men-
tioned earlier, a person's interacticnal grammar can be tapoed by tests
of appropriateness such as we use in.judginq the gramnauca}lty of sen—
tences, as when the wife in the earlier example did not hesitate to re-
port, when asked, that she considered "OK" an inapp{:q)nate‘respmse.
But if it happens so often that husbands and wives, friends and
lovers, have such a hard time figuring out what the other means, why do
they keep resorting to politeness or inc.lirectness a}t gll? 'I‘herf'a are
times, certainly, when it is more efficient to be indirect, taking advan-



tage of shared knowledge. But in many cases, most perhaps, getting mixed
up with the rules of politeness is clearly less efficient than following
the rules of -nversation would be. For one thing, as Gumperz has
pointed out, we want to control without appearing to. But this doesn't
seenm sufficient to explain the stubbornness with which we cling to our
strategies after they have tripped us up and left us sprawled on our
faces again and again. A key to understanding why we continue to opt for
politeness may lie in an cbservation made by Gumperz (1974) about an in-
teraction in which a black student approached a professor surrounded by a
group of black and white students and asked the professor if he would
write him a recammendation for a fellowship. Then he turned slightly
toward the other black students and said, "I'ma git me a gig." Gumperz
camments that the student seems to be

taking that part of the audience familiar with black
rhetoric into his confidence; appealing to them as if
to say, "If you can decode what I mean you must share
my tradition and if you do you can understand why I act
the way I do. " To resort to such indirectness is
also to risk misunderstanding.

And so we are all willing to risk misunderstanding in order to achieve

the sense of camaraderie which is the goal of R3 of politeness -- the
feeling that we are speaking the same lang.age in the deepest sense. This
is going on, I am sure, in the birthday present routine, where the gift
becares a test of the partner's ability to discern our wishes without
being told. And it must be this desire to be understood WITHOUT explain-
ing oneself which leads husbands and wives in so many of the examples I've
gathered to assert, "You KNOW what I mean." I think husbands and wives
must be saying this to each other all the time all over the world, when in
fact it couldn't be farther fram the truth — they hardly know what the
other "means" at all. Perhaps we can take camfort, though, in the reali-
zation that the mixups are the result of differing strategies which can
be subjected to systematic study and eventually understood. So maybe the
title of this paper should really be, "How linguistics can SAVE a marriage."
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