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SP: [05:16] Now, those are cases where everyone knows what's appropriate, but in cases 3 

where the two sides aren't sure that they're on the same wavelength, a divergent 4 

understanding can lead to an unpleasant emotion: the one that we call awkwardness.  5 

For example, there can be awkward moments in a workplace when a—an employee 6 

doesn't know—or a student doesn't know whether to address a supervisor by their first 7 

name or to invite them out after work for a beer because of the ambiguity as to whether 8 

their relationship is governed by dominance or friendship. 9 

 [05:46] It's well-known bit of wisdom [sic] that good friends should not engage in a major 10 

business transaction, like one of them selling his car to the other.  The very act of 11 

negotiating a price can put a strain on the friendship because what's appropriate in a 12 

reciprocity relationship is not appropriate in a communality relationship.  [06:06] The 13 

contrast between dominance and sex, as when a supervisor solicits sex from an 14 

employee, defines the battleground of sexual harassment.  And even the two kinds of 15 

communal relationship of friendship and sex give rise to the anxieties of dating.   16 

 Well, one remaining problem, which is why we resort to indirectness even when there is 17 

no real uncertainty; for example, when the listener knows the speaker's intent.  [06:34] 18 

People aren't naïve and it's hard to believe that any grown woman could be fooled by the 19 

line about the etchings.  Nonetheless, there is something that is more comfortable about 20 

asking to see etchings than asking for sex.  So what is going on there?  The deniability is 21 

not really plausible.  Why should an obvious innuendo still feel more comfortable than a 22 

direct overture that is, in some sense, on the record?  To illustrate the problem with a 23 

scene from the romantic comedy When Harry Met Sally..., where, in an early scene in 24 

the movie, Harry makes a remark that Sally interprets as sexual and she accuses him of 25 

“You're coming on to me.” 26 

 [07:12] So he says, “Well, what do you want me to do about it?  I take it back, okay?  I 27 

take it back.” 28 

 She says, “You can't take it back.” 29 

 “Why not?” 30 

 “Because it's already out there.” 31 

 And he says, “Oh, geez.  What are we supposed to do, call the cops?  It's already out 32 

there.” 33 

 Well, what is the psychological status of an overture that we feel to be out there or on 34 

the record that makes it feel so much more awkward than a veiled overture that's 35 

conveyed indirectly?  [07:38] And I think a key to this paradox is a concept that 36 

economists and logicians call mutual knowledge, which they distinguish from individual 37 

knowledge.  In individual knowledge, A knows X and B knows X.  In mutual knowledge, 38 

A knows X, B knows X, A knows that B knows X, B knows that A knows X, A knows that 39 

B knows that A knows X ad infinitum.  [08:03] And this is a difference that has profound 40 

consequences.  For example, why is freedom of assembly enshrined as a fundamental 41 

right in a democracy and why are political revolutions often triggered when a crowd 42 

gathers in a public square to challenge the president in his palace?  Well, it's because 43 
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when people were at home, everyone knew that they loathed a dictator but no one knew 44 

that other people knew that they knew.  [08:32] Once you assemble in a place where 45 

everyone can see everyone else, everyone knows that everyone else knows that 46 

everyone else knows that the dictator is loathed, and that gives them the collective 47 

power to challenge the authority of the dictator who otherwise could pick off dissenters 48 

one at a time.   49 

 Another example is that “The Emperor's New Clothes” is a story about mutual 50 

knowledge.  When the little boy said, “The Emperor is naked,” he wasn't telling anyone 51 

anything that they didn't already know and even that they couldn't see with their own 52 

eyeballs.  [09:06] He was nonetheless changing the state of their knowledge because at 53 

that moment everyone now knew that everyone else knew that everyone else knew.  54 

Once again that gave them the collective power to challenge the dominance of the 55 

Emperor through their laughter.  The moral of the story is that explicit language is an 56 

excellent way of creating mutual knowledge.   57 

 And so here's the hypothesis: innuendos, even obvious ones, merely provide individual 58 

knowledge whereas direct speech provides mutual knowledge and relationships are 59 

maintained or nullified by a mutual knowledge of the relationship type.  [09:42] So if 60 

Harry were to say, “Would you like to come up and see my etchings?” and Sally says no, 61 

then Sally knows that she's turned down an overture and Harry knows that she's turned 62 

down a sexual overture, but does Sally know that Harry knows?  She could be thinking, 63 

“Maybe Harry thinks I'm naïve.”  And does Harry know that Sally knows that he knows?  64 

[10:02] He could be wondering, “Maybe Sally thinks I'm dense.”  There's no mutual 65 

knowledge and they can maintain the fiction of friendship, whereas if Harry were to say, 66 

“Would you like to come up and have sex?” and Sally turns him down, now Harry knows 67 

that Sally knows that Harry knows that Sally knows they cannot maintain the fiction of a 68 

friendship, and I think this is the basis for our intuition that with overt language you can't 69 

take it back.  It's out there. 70 

[END OF RECORDING 10:54] 


