
Why Don't You Say What
You Mean?

Directness is not necessarity logicat or effective, Indirectness
is not necessarily manipulative or insecure.
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A university president was expecting a
vlslt [om a member of the board of
trustees. When her s€cretary buzzed to
tell her that the board member had ar_
rived, she left her offce and entered the
receptiol area lo graet hin. Before ush-
ering him into her office, she handed her
secretary a sheet of paper and said: ..I ,ve
just finished drafting this letter. Do you
think you coutd type it right away? I'd
Iike to get it out before lunch. And
would you please do me a favor and
hold all calls while I'm meetina with
Mr. Smith?"

When they sat dowtr b€hind the
closed door of her office, Mr. Smith be_
gan by telling her that h€ thousht she
had spoken inappropriately to hei secre-
tary. "Don't forget," he said. ,,you're the
president!"

Putting aside the question of thc ap
propriateness of his admonishing the
president on her way of speaking, it is
revealing-and repres€ntative of many
Americans' assumptions---+hat the indi-
red way in which the university presi_
detrt told her s€cretary what to do struck
him as selfdeprecating. He took it as
evidence that she didn't think she had
the right to make demands of her sec-

they perceive them as requests at all____as
manipulative. But this is often just a
way of blaming olhers for our discom_
fort with their styles.

The indirect style is no more ma_
nipulative lhan making a telephone
call, asking "ls Rachel there?" and ex_
pecting whoever answers the phone to
put Rachel on. Only a child is likely
to answer "Yes" and continue holding
the phone-not our of omeriness bu]
because of inexperience with lhe con-
ventional meaning of the questions. (A
mischievous adult might do it to tease.)
Those who feel that indirect orders are
illogical or manipulative do not recog-
nize the conventional nature of indfuec{
requests.

Issuing orders indirectly can be the
prerogative of those in power Imagine,
for example, a master who says ,,lt,s

cold in here" and expects a servant to
make a move to close a windoq while
a servant who says the same thing is not
likely to see his employer rise to conecl
the situation and make him more com-
fortable. Indeed, a Frenchman raised in
Brittany tells me that his family never
gave bald commands to their servants
but always communicated orden in m-
direct and highly polite ways. This pa!
tem renders less surprising the finding
of David Bellinger and Jean Berko
Gleason that fathers' speech to their

I challenge the assumption that talk-
ing in an indirect way necessarily re-
veals povedes$€ss, lack of selforfidenoe
or anything else about the character of
the speaker. Indirectness is a fundarnen-
tal element in human cmmunication. It
is also one of ah€ elements that varies
most from one culture to another. and
one that can cause mnfusion and mis-
understanding when speakers have dif-
ferent habits with regard to using it- I
also want to disp€l the assumption that
American women tend to bc more indi-
rect than American men. Women and
men are both indirecl, but in addition ro
differences associated with their back-
grounds-regional, etbnic and class-_
they tend to be indirect in difierent
situations and in differcnt ways.

At work, we need to get others to do
things, and we all have different ways
of accomplishing rhis. Any individuj's
ways will vary depending on who is
being addressed-a boss, a peer or a
subordinate. At one extreme are bald
commands. At the other are reouesK so
indireci that they don't sound like re-
quests at all, but are just a statement of
need or a description of a situation. peo-
ple with direct styles of asking othen to
do things perceive indirect requests_if
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the subordinate is supposed to assume
that those are his or her obligation." It
was precisely because of his higher
status that the boss was free to choose
whether to speak formally or informally,
to assei his powet or to PlaY it do\ffn
and build rapport-an oPtion not avail-
able to the subordinate, who would have
seemed cheeky if she had chosen a style
that enhanced friendlin€ss and clos€ness.

The same pattem was found bY a

Chinese sociolinguist, Yuling Pan' in a

meeting of officials iwolved in a neigh-
borhood youth prognm. All sPoke in
ways that reflected their place in the hi-
erarchy. A subordinate addressing a su-
perior always spoke in a deferential way,
but a suPerior addressing a subordinate
could either be authorilarian, demon-
strating his povr'er, or friendly, estab-
lishing rapport. The ones in power had

the option of choosing which style to
use. In this sPirit, I have b€en told by
people who prefer their bosses to give
orden indirectly that those who issue

bald commands must be Pretty ins€cure;
oth€rwise why would they have to bol-
ster their egos by throwing their weight
around?

I am not inclined to accePt that those
who give orders dircc{ly are really inse-
cure and pon erless, any more than I
want to accept that judgrnent of those
who give indirect orders. The conclu-
sion lo b€ drawn is that ways of talking
should not be taken as obvious evi-
dence of inner psychological states like
insecurity or lack of confidence. Con-
sidering the many influences on conver-
sational styte, individuals have a wide

range of ways of getting things done and

expressing their emotional states. Per-

sonality characieristics like insec'urity
cannot b€ linked to ways of speaking in
alt automatic, self-evident waY.

Those who exPect orders to be given

indirectly are ofrended when they come
unadomed. One woman said that when

hcr boss gives her instructions, she fe€ls

she should click her heels, salute, and

say "Yes, Boss!" His directions strike

her as so imperious as to border on the

militaristic. Yet I received a lettet ftom
a man telling me that indirect orde6

were a fundamental part of his military
training: He wrote:
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Many years ago, when I was in the
Navy, I was training to be a rcdio tech-
nician- One class I wss in was taught
by a chief radioman, a regular NatY
mon who had been to sea, and who was
then in his third hitch. The students,
about 20 of us, were fresh out of boot

camp, with no sea duty and little bowl-

edge of real Navy lift- One day in class

the chief said it was hot in the room.
The sndent didn't react, 6cePt to nod

in agreemutt. The chiel repeated him'

self: 'lt's hot in this room." Again there
was no reaction fnm the students.

Then the chief aPlained. He wasn't
tooking for agreement or dkcussion

from us- Wen he said thst the room was

hol, he qPected us to do something
sbout itli*e opening the window. He

tried il one more time, and this time all

of us tef our workbenches snd headed

for the windows. We had learned' And

we had marry oPlnrtunities to aPPIY
what we had lesmed

This lefter esPecially intrigued me
because "lt's cold in here" is the stan-
dard sentence used by linguists to illus-
trate an indirect way of getting someone
to do something-as I used it earlier. In
this examPle, it is the very obviousness
and rigidity of the military hierarchy
that makes th€ statement of a problem

sufficient to trigger coneclive action on

the part of subordinates.

A man who had worked at the Pen-
tagon teinforced the view that the bur-
den of int€rPretation is on subordinates
in the military-and he noticed the dif-

ference when he moved to a position in

the privat€ s€c1or' He was frustmted
when he'd say to his new secretary, for

example, "Do we have a list of invi-
tees?" and be told, "I don't know; we
probably do" rather than "I'll get it for
you." Indeed, he explained, at the Pen-
tagon, such a question would likely be

heard as a reProach that the list was not

already on his desk.

The suggestion that indirectness is

associated with the military must mme
as a surprise to many. But everyone is

indirecl, meaning morc than is Put into

words and deriving meaning from words

that are never actually said. It's a matter

of where, when and how we each tend

.o tlt of:'
., tl," ut. of indirectness can hardly

he understood without the cross{ultuml

Iip""i"". ManY Americans find it

Ietf+viOent ttrat Oirectness. is-logical and

rfgned with power whlle-tndlrecme ss ts

fkin to dishonesty and rellects suDs€rvl-

Ince. But for sPeakers raised in most of
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This is the Pattem found by a Japanese

sociolinguist' Kunihiko Harada' in his

uslysis of a conversation he record€d be-

tween a Japanese boss and a subodinate'

The markers of superior status were

dear. One speaker was a Japanese man

h his late 40's who managed the local

branch of a JaPanese private school in

the United States. His cowersatioral
oattnor was Japanese-Amorican woman

in ber earlY 20's who worked at the

school. By virtue of his job, his age and

his native fluency in the language being

taught, the man was in the suPerior

Dosition. Yet when he addressed the

woman, he frequently used polite lan-
guage and almost always used indire€{-
ness. For example, he had tried and

failed to find a photography store that
would make a black-and-whiie Print from
a color negative for a brochur€ they were
producing. He let her knorv that he
wanted her to take over th€ task by stat-
ing the situation and allowed her lo vol-
unteer to do it: (This is a translation of
the Japanes€ conve$ation.)

On this motter, ,hat, that, on the
leaflet? This photo, I'm thinking of
chonging it to black-and-white and
making it clearen... I went to a Photo
shop and asked them. TheY said thel
didn't do black-and-white. I asked if
thet hetr any place that did. TheY
said they didn't know. They weren't
very helpful, but anYwaY, a Place must
be found, the negative brough, to il'
the picture developed.

Harada observes, "Given the facl lhat
there are some duties to be performed
and that there are two Parties present,
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to be indirect and look for hidden mean-
ings. But indirectness has a built-in li-
ability. There is a risk that the other will
either miss or choose to ignore your
meaning.

f\ n Jan. 13, 1982, a freezng
f lcold, snowy day in Washing-
\-/ ton, Air Florida Flight m took

off from National Airyort, but could not
get the lift it needed to keep climbing.
It qashed into a bridge linking Wash-
ington to the state of Vrginia and
plunged into the Potomac- Of the 79
people on board all but 5 perished, rnany
floundering and drowning in the icy

The co-pilot repeatedly
called attention to
dangerous conditions,
but the captain didn't
get the message.

water while horror-shicken by-standers
watched helplessly from the river's edge

and millions more watched, aghast, on
their television screens. Exp€rts later
concluded that the plaDe had waited too
long after de-icing to take off. Fresh
buildup of ice on tbe wings and engine
brought the plane down. How could the
pilot and co.pilot havc made such a
blunder? Didn't at least one of them re-
alize it was dangerous to takc off under
these conditions?

Charlofte Linde, a linguist at the In-
stitute for Research on l,eaming in Palo
Alto, Calif., has studied the "black box"
recordings of cockpit conversations that
preceded crashes as well as tape record-
ings of corversatiohs that took place
among crews during flighr simulations
in which problems were presented.
Among the black box @lversations she
studied was the one between the Dilot
and co-pilot just before the Air Florida
crash. The pilot, it turDed out, had little
experience flying in icy u/eather. The
co-pilot had a bit more, and it became
heartbreakingly clear on analysis that he
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had tried to wam the pilot, but he did
so indirectly.

The co-pilot repeatedly called atten-
tion to the bad weather and to ice build-
ing up on other planes:

Co-pilot: Look how lhe i.e is just
hanging on his, ah back back there, see
that? . . .

Co-pilot: See oll those icicles on,the
back there ond everything?

Capnin: Yeah

He expressed conc€rn early on about
the long waiting time b€tween de-icing:

Co-pilot: Boy, this is a" this is a los-
ing battk here on trying a de-ice those
things, it [gives] you a false feeling of
security, that's all that does.

Shortly after tbey were given clear-
ance to take off, he again expresscd
concem:

Co-pilot: Let's ched these tops again
since we been setting here awhile,

Captoir: I thin* we get a go here in
a minule.

When they were about to take off,
the co-pilot called anention to tbe eoginc
instrument readings, which ri,cre not
normal:

Co-pilot: That don't seem right, does
it? [three-second pause] Ah th^ts ,tot
right. . . .

Captah: Yes, it it there's 80.
Co-pilot: Naw, I donl think that's

righl [seven-second puse] Ab noybe
i, rJ,

Captafu: Hundred and twenty.
Co-pilot: I donl blor*

The takeoff Foceede4 and 37 seconds
later the pilot and co-pilot exchanged their
last words.

The co-pilot had repeatedly called
the pilot's attention to dangerous condi-
tions but did not dircctly suggest tbey
abort the takeoff. In Linde's judgment,
he was exprcssing his concem indircdly,
and the captain didn't pick up m it-with
tragic results.

That the cGpilot was trying to wam
the captain indireclly is supported by
evidence ftom another airline accident-
a relatively minor one-fuyestigated by

Linde that also involved the unsuccess-
ful use of indirectness.

On July 9, 1978, A.llegheny Airlines
Flight 453 was landing at Monroe
County Airport in Rochester, when it
ovenan the runway by 728 feel. Every-
one survived. This meant that the caF.
tain and cGpilot could be interviewed.
It tumed out that the plane had been fly-
ing too fast for a safe landing. The cap
tain should have realized this and flown
around a second time, decreasing his
speed before trying to land. The captain
said he simply had not b€en aware that
he was going too fast. But lhe co-pilot
told interviswers that he "tried to wam
the captain in subtle ways, like mention-
ing the possibility of a tail wind and the
slowness of flap extension." His exact
words were recorded in the black box.
The cross-hatches indicate words de-
leted by the National Transponation
Safety Board and werc probably exple-
tives;

Co-pilot: Yeah it ld0/&J like you got
a uil wind here.

Yeoh.

[?]: Yeah [it] maves avufully # slow.
Co-pilot: Yeah the # faps are slower

than a ll.
Capnia: We'll make it, gonna have

to odd p<mer
Co-pilot: I lotow.

The cGpilot thought the captain
would understaDd that if there was a tail
wind, it would result in the plane going
too fast, and if the flaps were slor, they
would be inadequate to break the speed
sufficiently for a safe landing. He
thought the captain would then conect
for the error by not trying to land. But
the captain said he didn't interprct the
co-pilot's remarks to mean they were
going too fast.

Linde believes it is not a coincideoce
that the people being indirect in these
colveFations were the co-pilots. In her
analyses of flight-cruv conversations she
found it was typical for the speech of sub-
ordinates to be more mitigated--?olite,
tentative or indirect. She also found that
lopics broacbed in a mitigated way
were more likely to fail, and that cap-
tains were more likely to ignore hints
from thefu crew memb€rs than the other
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way around. Thes€ findings are evidence

thni not only can indirectness and other

;e6s of mitigation be misunderstood,

but they are also easier to ignore.
In the Air Florida case, it is doubtful

$at the captain did not realize what the

copilot was suggesting when he said'
"1p1's check these toPs again since we

b€en setting here awhile" (though it

seems safe to assume he did not realize

the gBvity of the co-pilot's concem).

But the indirectness of the co-Pilol's
phnsing c€rtainly made it easier for the

oilot to ignore it. In this sense, the caP-
Lin'r r".pon.", "l think we get to go

here in a minute," was an indireci way
of saying, "I'd rather not." ln view of
these pattems, the flight crews of some
airlines are now given training to ex-
press their concems, even to suPeriors,
h morc direct ways.

The conclusion that p€oPle should
leam to exprss themselvcs more directly
has a ring of truth to it-.-especia[y for
Americans. But dirccl communication is
not necessarily always preferable. If
rnore direct expression is better commu-
nication, then the most direcl-speaking
crews should be the best ones. Linde
was surprised to find in her res€arch that
crews that us€d the most mitigated
spcech were often judged the best crews.
As part of the study of talk among cock-
pit oews in flight simulations, the train-
ers obs€rved and rated the performances
of the simulation crews. The crews they
rated top in performance had a higher
rate of mitigation than ctews they
judged to be poor.

This finding s€ems at odds with the
role played by indireclness in the exam-
ples of crashes that we iust saw. Linde
concluded that since every utlerance
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functions on two l€vels-the referential
(what is says) and the relational (what
it implies about the speaker's relation-
ships), crews that attend to the relational
Ievel will be better crews. A similar ex-
planation was suggested by Kunihiko
Harada. He believes thal the secret of
successful communication lies not in
teaching subordinates to be more direct,
but in teaching higher-ups to b€ more
sensitive to indirecl meaning. In other
words, the crashes resulted not only be-
cause the co-pilots tried to alert the
captains to danger indirectly but also be-
cause the captains were not attuned to
the co-pilots' hints. What made for suc-
cessful performance among the b€st
crews might have been the ability----or
willingness--of listeners to pick up on
hints, just as menbers of families or
longstanding couples come to under-
stand each other's meaning without any-
one b€ing pafiicularly explicit.

It is not surprising that a Japanese so-
ciolinguist came up with this explana-
tion; what he described is the Japanese
system, by which good communication
is believed to take place when meaning
is gleaned without being stated di-
rectly--{r at all.

WH$r*iHitr#
up), the Japanese say, "The nail that
sticks out gets hammercd back in" (so
it's best lo remain silent if you don't
want to be hit on the head). Many Japa-
nese scholars writing in English have
tried to explain to bewildered Arnericans
the ethics of a culture in which sitence
is often given greater value than sP€ech,
and ideas are believed to be best com-
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municated without being explicitly
stated. Key concepls in Japanese give a
flavor of the attitudes toward language
that they reveal-and set in relief the
strategies that Americans encounter at
work when lalking, to other Americans.

Thkie Sugiyama l-ebra, a Japanese-
born anthropologist, explains that one
of the most basic values in Japanese cul-
hne is omoiyari, which she translates
as "empathy." Because of omoiyari, il
should not be necessary to state one's
meaning explicitly; people should be
able to sense each oiher's meaning in-
tuitively. I-ebra explains that it is tyPical
for a Japanes€ speaker to let sentences
trail off nther than complete them be-
caus€ expressing ideas before knowing
horv they will be received seems intru-
sive. "Only an insensitive, uncouth p€r-
son needs a direct, verbal, complete
message," I-ebra says.

Scssii, the anticiPation of another's
message through insightful guesswork,
is considered an indication of maturity-

Considering the value placed on direcl
communication by Americans in gen-
eral, and especially by American busi
ness people, it is easy to imagine that
many American readers may scoff at
such conversational habits. But the suc-
cess of Japanese businesses makes it im-
possible to cootioue to maintain that
there is anything inherently inefficient
about such conversational conventions.
With indirectness, as with all aspects of
corrversational style, our own habitual
style s€ems to make sens€--s€ems Po-
lite, right and good. The light cast by
the habits and assumptions of another
crrlture can help us see our way to the
flexibility and respecl for other styles
that is the only best way of speaking.
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