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SP: [00:15] Language is a window into social relations.  I'll begin with a puzzle in language.  3 

This one is taken from the movie Fargo, from a scene early in the movie in which a 4 

kidnapper has a hostage in—tied up in the backseat of a car and inconveniently is pulled 5 

over by a—by the police because he's missing his plates.  [00:35] The police officer 6 

asks him to show his driver's license.  He proffers his wallet with the license showing and 7 

a $50 bill extending ever so slightly, and he says to the officer, “I was thinking that 8 

maybe the best thing would be to take care of it here in Brainerd,” which the audience 9 

and presumably the officer recognize as a veiled bribe. 10 

 Now, this is an example of what linguists call an indirect speech act: a case in which we 11 

don't blurt out what we mean in so many words but we veil our intentions in innuendo, 12 

hoping for our listener to read between the lines and infer our real intent.  [01:13] And 13 

this is something that we do all the time, often without realizing it.  For example, “If you 14 

could pass the guacamole, that would be awesome.”  Now, when you think about it, that 15 

doesn't make a whole lot of sense, but we effortlessly recognize it as a polite request.   16 

 [01:31] “We're counting on you to show leadership in our campaign for the future.”  17 

Anyone who has sat through a fundraising dinner is familiar with euphemistic schnorring 18 

like that, which can be translated as “Give us money.” 19 

 “Would you like to come up and see my etchings?”  That has been recognized as a 20 

sexual come-on for so long that in the 1930s James Thurber drew a New Yorker cartoon 21 

in which a man says to his date, “You wait here and I'll bring the etchings down.” 22 

 [02:07] Then there's “Nice store you got there.  Would be a real shame if something 23 

happened to it,” which any viewer of The Sopranos could recognize as a veiled threat. 24 

 So the puzzle is why are bribes, requests, seductions, solicitations, and threats so often 25 

veiled when both parties presumably know exactly what they mean?  Language has to 26 

do two things.  It's got to convey some content, such as a bribe, a command, or a 27 

proposition.  [02:31] At the same time, it's got to negotiate a relationship type.  The 28 

solution is to use language at two levels: the speaker uses the literal form to signal the 29 

safest relationship to the listener while counting on the listener to read between the lines 30 

to entertain a proposition that might be incompatible with that relationship.  And 31 

politeness is a simple example.  What's going on with “If you could pass the guacamole, 32 

that would be awesome”?  I think everyone would agree that it's a bit of an 33 

overstatement, and also it's not clear why you should be pondering counterfactual worlds 34 

right there at the end of the dinner table.   35 

 [03:07] Now, the listener thinks, assuming that the speaker has not lost his mind, the 36 

speaker says an outcome is good; therefore, he must be requesting it.  The overall effect 37 

is that the intended content gets through—namely, the imperative—but without the 38 

presumption of dominance that would ordinarily accompany an imperative—namely, an 39 

expectation that you can be commanding some other person to do what you want. 40 

 [03:31] Well, according to the anthropologist Alan Fiske, there are only three major 41 

human relationship types across the world's cultures.  Each prescribes a distinct way of 42 

distributing resources, each has a distinct evolutionary basis, and each applies most 43 

naturally to certain people but can be extended through negotiation to others, and that's 44 
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where language comes in.  So there's dominance, as I've mentioned, whose logic is 45 

“don't mess with me,” and which presumably we inherited from the dominance 46 

hierarchies that are ubiquitous among primates.  [04:03] Very different from that is 47 

communality, the ethos “share and share alike,” which evolved by a different route—48 

namely, kin selection and mutualism—and therefore is extended by default to kin, to 49 

spouses, and among close friends.  Finally, there's reciprocity, “You scratch my back, I'll 50 

scratch yours,” which pertains to the businesslike tit-for-tat exchanges of goods and 51 

services that characterizes reciprocal altruism. 52 

 [04:33] Now, behavior that's acceptable in one relationship type can be anomalous in 53 

another.  For example, at a drinks party, you might go over to your husband or wife or 54 

boyfriend or girlfriend and help yourself to a prawn off their plate, but you wouldn't go up 55 

to your boss and help yourself to a prawn off his plate because what you can get away 56 

with in a communality relationship you can't get away with in a dominance relationship. 57 

 Likewise, at the end of a dinner party, if you pulled out your wallet and offered to pay the 58 

host for the dinner, that would not be perceived as fair; that would be perceived as crass 59 

because of the clash between reciprocity, which would—is what would be appropriate, 60 

say, at a restaurant, and communality, which is what we deem appropriate at a—among 61 

friends. 62 

[END OF PART 1 5:14] 


