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Cultures are different. One need not travel far to notice that they are. As a former Italian student in Oxford, I can never forget sentences of the type “He cheated in the exams”, “Shoplifters will be prosecuted”, “That gentleman is waiting there”, “Hi mate”. Oxford was a place where people in shops, hospitals, administration offices, etc. treated you the same way they would have treated a king. And I cannot forget that in those times you always obtained a reply when you wrote, whether the addressee was a public official or a professor writing on a more personal level. Overall, I had the impression of a more rigorous and democratic society.

I think that this great book by the famous Australian (originally Polish) linguist Anna Wierzbicka has the merit of addressing the issue of  the relationship between language and culture and to focus on the culture underlying the English language. As I said above, there are many cultural differences between languages even within the same continent and it is interesting to point out diversities. The author overcomes the problem deriving from the existence of a variety of Englishes by saying that all the anglo cultures (the cultures of English speaking countries) have a common denominator of values  and this book is about this. I think that this outlook is very reasonable and I applaud the book because it represents an important step in the direction of culturally-oriented linguistic studies, prosecuting the important tradition based on Sapir.

Wierzbicka writes:

Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, the study of English was dominated by the Chomskian approach and thus was conducted “within a framework  that understands linguistics to be a part of  psychology, ultimately human biology” (Chomsky 1987,1). In effect, for half a century the dominant  (generativist) approach to the study of English was totally blind to culture. Focused on syntax and preoccupied with formalisms, it was inimical to the study of meaning. This book, which studies English as a historically shaped semantic and cultural universe, radically breaks with that tradition (p. 16).
I think the author is right in pointing out that generativist linguistics has somewhat suffocated linguistics by failing to pay attention to the cultural richness which plays an important role in language and language use (this is not to deny  that some laudable work was done by Chomsky and his associates). Some may take issue with the text quoted above because surely at least some followers of the Chomskian school are expert semanticists, but the question implicit in the quotation above is:
Can there be any meaning outside culture?
To be more straightforward, the cultural outlook is part of the meaning of an expression. Can you express the meaning of
(1) That gentleman is waiting

without  talking about the mode of presentation of the referent and without saying that this is a “cultural mode of presentation”? I think that my answer, as well Wierzbicka’s, should be in the negative.

I personally find that the most valuable insight of the book is that there are certain persons (either literary authors like Shakespeare or philosophers like Locke) who have had an overwhelming (top-down) influence over culture and, indirectly, over language. This insight is probably compatible with Saussure’s persuasion that nobody can establish grammatical  or lexical rules. It is not the case that one decides to change the language and his/her (proposed) changes take place automatically. The kind of cultural influences which Wierzbicka has in mind are subject to a democratic process of spreading and acceptance of ideas (otherwise of fierce opposition). More than one cultural model influences a language and  a population, and probably one, rather than another, establishes itself after a conflictual dialectical process. Nevertheless, Saussure’s idea that nobody in particular is responsible for a language seems to be falsified (or modified) to some extent by Wierzbicka’s important considerations. 

Consider what Wierzbicka says on p. 39:
The emergence of  I think 0 and I don’t know as a discourse markers has been linked in the literature with universal processes of “grammaticization” and “subjectification” (…). Without disputing such views, I would propose that the emergence of new discourse markers in the function of epistemic qualifiers may also have culture-specific historical explanation and that this applies, in particular, to the history of epistemic qualification in the modern English language and Anglo discourse.
This brings us back to Locke’s discussion of the limitations of human knowledge and the value of being cautious and tentative in one’s statements.
On p. 37 Wierzbicka says:

Given the role that Locke’s writings in general and his Essay in particular have played  both in Britain and in America, it is hardly surprising, as Ashcraft puts it, that they “exercised a tremendous influence upon…the cultural consciousness  of individuals several centuries after his death in 1704” (1991, xiii).
I do not dispute that what Wierzbicka says is important. Yet, I would like to claim that in the Italian language/culture  certain sceptical philosophical ideas, mainly pressed by literary authors like Pirandello who apparently believe in the disintegration of truth (as its thousands facets in fact lead to the rejection of a strong and sacrosanct concept of ‘truth’), have played  even a more influential  role (than in the  English culture). Expressions such as “know for a fact”, which sound perfectly comprehensible in English, do not exist in everyday language in Italian (but I do not doubt that some periphrastic way of translating these expressions can be found) and speakers freely use sentences which are the counterparts of  “I knew that p but it was not the case that p” without even realizing that knowledge must reasonably be contrasted with believing (see Capone 2000).

In the light of this, I think that, after all, the powerful influence Locke exercised over the English language must have been counterbalanced by other even more influential models, such as Wittgenstein’s views on certainty;  as a result of this the English language/culture is more balanced, containing a reasonable amount of scepticism and confidence that notions such as ‘truth’, ‘certainty’, ‘knowledge’ are perfectly reasonable. After all, who could forget Moore’s powerful example:
Could anyone doubt that these are two hands?

And who could ignore Wittgenstein’s example:

Could I ever doubt that I have not been on the moon?
Now, granting the importance of what Wierzbicka says, I would personally be a bit more cautious as the English culture seems to me strikingly different from the Italian culture. The British had an important author like Jane Austen who reminded them of the gap between (mere) appearance and reality. The Italians had Pirandello and the experience of fascism in which the persuasion that truth does not exist was a small step to the engineered  creation of illusions and indoctrination, powerful falsification of  history and the forced acceptance of the “truth” which was most palatable to the regime. Things were not much better with the Democrazia Cristiana or with Communism (under a new guise), since all parties in power found it useful to exercise a tight control over the media, or with Berlusconi who took charge of three television channels to project a banal and distorted vision of the world. Still under Pirandello’s influence (the most studied author in Italian literature) and in perfect ignorance of  recent philosophy such as Wittgenstein’s, the Italian illusions are now disintegrating one after the other, with the collapse of the economy (which was at least flourishing under the Democrazia Cristiana), and with Pope Ratzinger to remind them that it is perverse to argue that truth does not exist and that anything will do in the way of truth,  relativism being  indeed pernicious.

Well, there are limitations to Wierzbicka’s book – but surely the book has important ramifications and my slightly polemical remarks are after all a tribute to the thought-provoking potential of the book.

The discussion of the word ‘reasonable’ seems to me important. This word occurs frequently in the English language, and not only in academic discourse. I think a use of this word makes appeal to some ‘intersubjective’ standard of evaluation. Especially when we are dealing with behaviour, what matters most to us is not whether a strip of behaviour is acceptable to an individual or to some individuals, but to all who use some intersubjective standard of evaluation.

Wierzbicka says:

The concept of  ‘a reasonable man’ is democratic, as well as pragmatic; it is linked with the belief that most ordinary people are ‘reasonable people’ and that their thinking is essentially good and trustworthy – not because these ordinary people  will always know the truth in some absolute sense, but because in most situations they will be able to think well enough for practical purposes (p. 108).
There is of course a link – not only etymological but also semantic – between reasonable and reason. But the ‘reason’ attributed to ‘a reasonable man’ is not an abstract reason, linked with systematic thought, with sustained logical reasoning, with an ivory-tower search for knowledge or with hair-splitting speculation. The ‘reason’ of ‘a reasonable man’ is akin to  common sense (…) (p. 107).
Wierzbicka also discusses uses of ‘reasonable results’, ‘reasonable conditions’, ‘reasonable location’ and says:
Used in this way, reasonable suggests limited praise: in the speaker’s view, the results and so on can perhaps be described as “good”, but not as “very good” (…). It would seem, then, that it is “reasonable” not to expect too much – if one can think well, one can perhaps accept some things as good even if they are not very good. It is good to be pragmatic, to accept that one cannot have everything that one might want to have, that things can be seen as good even if they are not “very good”, and, especially, that such moderation may be needed in our relations with other people (106).
It appears that ‘a reasonable man’ and ‘reasonable results’ are linked by the fact that in both cases a reference is made to a reasonable man. I propose to elucidate the expression ‘reasonable results’ as
‘results that are good in the eyes of a reasonable man’.
Of course, one may wonder why conversationalists make appeal to some intersubjective norm of agreement and it is possible that a  Gricean mechanism lies behind uses of (2), (3), (4):
(2) That is reasonable;

(3) That is not unreasonable;

(4) You are a reasonable man.

One would not appeal to intersubjective standards of agreement unless the possibility of disagreement loomed large. The implication is not that nobody will disagree with us, but that nobody with the same frame of mind, the same ideas, will disagree with us.
Perhaps the most interesting chapter is the one devoted to the English  ‘causatives’.  Wierzbicka writes:
If one looks at English in a comparative perspective, one is struck by its extremely rich repertoire of causative constructions. This wealth is concealed, to some extent, by the use of the same key words, such as make, have, or let, in many different constructions, all of which may appear to be examples of a single “make-construction’, “have-construction”, or “let-construction”. In fact, there are reasons to distinguish, on both semantic and structural grounds, more than half a dozen different make-constructions in English (…) (p. 172).
Wierzbicka links the semantics of causatives to a culture in which democracy and personal autonomy are key values. She writes:
The new managerial type of society, too, needed an increased scale of interpersonal causations: for the new society to function smoothly and efficiently, lots of people had to be told what to do. This had to happen, however, in the  context of a democracy, where people might be willing  to take “directions” or to follow “instructions” but not obey “orders” or “commands” (…).
In modern Anglo society, the idea of “having things done” has become increasingly important; it suggests a setup that doesn’t  involve one person bending to the will of another and where many people are willing  - in various spheres of life, such as office work or interaction at a service station – to do things that someone else wants them to do, while at the same time preserving their personal autonomy and full control over other areas of their personal lives (p. 173).
It is interesting to note, even if Wierzbicka does not say that, that not only do the English (or the speakers of English) avoid direct orders and requests, by issuing more tactful and indirect (inferentially encoded) requests (see work by Brown & Levinson 1987) but, as Wierzbicka says, they have ways of reporting such requests that seem to require the same cultural perspective. Consider the following pair:
(5) Would you kindly wash the dishes? (Mum to John)

(6) Mrs Smith had her son wash the dishes.
It appears that the indirect report somehow encodes a mode of presentation of the speech act reported. I think that this perspective is in line with Capone’s (2006) considerations on pragmemes and indirect reports. The context of the utterance to be reported determines selectively the form and content of the indirect report. Wierzbicka’s considerations seem to me to be of importance.

Wierzbicka writes:

The have-construction  does not imply that the causee didn’t want to perform the action. Nor does it imply that the causee had to do it. It does imply, however,  something like a hierarchical relationship, within which the causer can say that he or she wants the causee to do something, and the causee can’t  say in response, “I don’t want to do it” (p. 176).
Well, I think that the considerations above, which are substantially correct, show that culture and societal considerations are built into language. Wierzbicka goes on with an en even more detailed and refined analysis:
This doesn’t mean that the causer has complete power over the causee and that the causee has to do whatever the causer wants. The compliance may well be limited to a particular sphere (…). Within this sphere, however, the causer doesn’t have to exert any special pressure to achieve the desired effect: simply saying what he or she wants is enough. In fact, the causer’s will does not even have to be expressed directly to the causee; it can be conveyed via another person (p. 176).
I think that Wierzbicka addresses the delicate question of what it is licit to ask /tell others to do within the sphere of the limited (institutional) power which one exerts over others. While there are spheres like institutional settings in which hierarchical relations and permissible actions are determined by conventional scripts, I think Wierzbicka could have mentioned the fact that some settings are semiotically vague or undefined. Take for example the family: a mother surely can ask her daughter to wash the dishes, but her daughter can refuse to obey. There is no institutional script that tells the mother what to do in case the daughter disobeys her. And the script cannot fully determine the daughter’s obedience solely on the basis of the mother having issued a request. The family is a case where hierarchical relations are coupled with interpersonal relations. In fact, the hierarchical relations work more efficiently if a heavy dose of interpersonal relations is injected into them. The same mixture is found, albeit to an inferior extent, at work, in an office or in a factory or in a shop. The hierarchical relations and the interpersonal relations mix at some stage. The effects of this mixture can be positive, but sometimes even negative, when one perceives that one’s superior is too bossy or that he torments an employee in particular. This phenomenon called ‘mobbing’ should have been discussed by Wierzbicka. Maybe she will take this lead in the near future.

By contrast with ‘have’,
The get-causative of the type discussed here implies that the causees do something not because they want to do it but because somebody else wants them to do it. At the same time, the action is not imposed on the causee by virtue of the causer’s power or authority. The causer realizes that the causee may not want to comply, and unlike the case of the have-causative, the causer has no power or authority over the addressee to overcome his or her possible reluctance  or unwillingness to do what the causer wants (p. 178).
The author also writes sections on manipulating someone  “into doing something”,  on making something happen, on let-constructions, and on the German lassen-construction.

The last chapters deal with expressions such as ‘believe’, ‘think’, ‘probably’ and emphasise the cultural importance of conveying whether a proposition is a fact or, otherwise, less certain than a fact (se also Capone 2001).
Summing up, I read this book with great interest, as this is a great book, one which must be applauded. I think that other books on other more exotic cultures would be welcome, but the comparisons between Anglo culture and other cultures is also dealt with in this book in a very satisfactory way. If I were the author, I would move on to other spheres of life, such as ‘dealing with death’, ‘language and agriculture’, ‘people and doctors’, etc. As a small critique, I would also say that Wierzbicka could have discussed Mey’s (2001) theory of pragmemes.
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