LANGUAGE

OK, let’s talk first about the “Nature of Language.”

As we discussed in class first week of school, “Language Is Symbolic.”

*Recall that symbols are objects used to stand for or represent other objects.

  -Ex. “Letters are objects.  

  The letters B-E-N-T form the symbol “bent”

  But the word “bent” means something different, depending on   

  context, depending on who is using it. 


  It can mean “Not straight, or crooked.”  
  

  It can mean “Set in course or resolved,” as in “After battling traffic 

  on the 405 for three hours, Jim was hell-bent on stopping off at local  

  dive bar for several stiff drinks


  It can mean “A personal inclination or penchant.”

If you’re a thug or gangsta, “getting bent” means getting high or   

drunk, whatever…

POINT is that the meaning behind a symbolic utterance varies depending on who said it, how it was said, and when it was said.

We act as if words have universal meaning for everyone but they don’t.

Obviously, assuming they do can result in miscommunication. 

FURTHERMORE, meaning resides in people, not words!

*What a particular word means to you depends on your cultural background, personal history, and psychological characteristics.

Ex. The word “Capitalism” means different things to different people.

For one person, it might mean “Business, Free Enterprise, Entrepreneur, Wealth, Opportunity…”   

For another person it might mean “Class warfare, Inequality, or Greed…”

But dictionary defines it as:

 “An economic system in which the means of production and distribution are mostly privately owned and operated for profit.” 

Here’s the general rule for effective communication: 

The more abstract and non referential a word is, more likely it means something different to you than person you’re communicating with.

If a word is “non referential,” simply means it has no physical referent.

For example, symbol B-O-O-K, or “book,” IS referential

I can point to it, few misunderstandings will result if I assume you have same definition of book I do.

“Capitalism” on other hand, no referent. 

I can’t point to something or draw picture of “capitalism”

So if your in interaction where abstract, non-referential terms being used, make sure you other person in agreement about symbolic definitions under discussion.

One of most important skills you’ll learn in college is how to:

(1) Define terms correctly…Which not easy! Often you’ll have to read entire book to be able define ONE or TWO TERMS. 

Ex. In his famous sociological analysis of relationship between the Protestant Religions and Western Capitalist Mentality…

Max Weber spent about 50 pages defining Capitalism…

About about 70 pages defining the “Protestant Ethic” 

(2) Once your able define your terms and defend your definitions,

then learn how to make logical and persuasive arguments about your terms  

within the confines set up by your definition of them.  

So effective communication requires that abstract words be clearly defined.  

Finally, it is important to remember that language is “Rule Governed.”

Before we discuss various language rules, remember that most of our communication is practical: We communicate to get what we want!

Often, we need to persuade people to get what we want…whether or not others view as CREDIBLE plays large part in our success in this regard!

Credible communicators are perceived as having Expertise, Composure, Sociability and Goodwill.

The most important dimension of credibility is EXPERTISE!!

People who speak and write well, people who have mastered the Phonological, Syntactic, Semantic, and Pragmatic rules of their particular language are perceived as having expertise, and are very persuasive.

Obviously, our President’s tendency to “mangle a syllable now and then” 

causes most people to perceive him as…Not Very Bright…Not expert

Now, because many people perceive him as Trustworthy, Genuine, Confident, and Moral, he is still persuasive…

But he’d be even more persuasive if could master the English Language.  

So if you want your practical needs met, good idea to master the rules of English language.

(1) Phonological Rules-Govern Pronunciation. 

     Ex. Von’s has fresher produce than Ralph’s…

            -American workers make more money per hour than South American 

            workers because they produce at a higher level.            

  -The parking at CSUF often brings me to tears…


    If that guy in the red car takes my spot I’m going to tear head off.

(2) Syntactic Rules-Deal with the structuring of words
     (Ex. In English, every sentence must have noun & verb) 

(3) Semantic Rules- These deal with the meaning of words

     (But remember, not everybody uses dictionary definition of word…

      Not all words are in the dictionary)

(4) Pragmatic Rules- Deal with what messages are appropriate in what 

      situations. (Ex. At work or in classroom, sexual humor usually 

      inappropriate.)   

POINT is, credibility and language mastery go hand in hand…

Credible people tend to get what they want.

-Now let’s talk about why language is so powerful.  

First of all, language has the power to shape attitudes and create social reality. 

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis- states that language we use determines way we understand world.

The United States and Western European Countries generally identified as having Individualistic cultural characteristics.  

       Asiatic and Islander type nations generally possess Collectivistic cultural tendencies.  

In Individualistic Cultures, individual’s wants and needs more important than anyone else’s.  


*Hence sayings such as “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” 

            and “You’ve got to look out for number one!”

In Collectivistic Cultures, group’s wants and needs are more important than individuals.


*People expected to sacrifice for family, friends, church, or employer.

In Individualistic Cultures, individual achievement and individual initiative  encouraged, and individual credit or blame assigned for success or failure.

In Collectivistic Cultures, cooperating with group valued highly, and credit and blame shared by group regardless of who was responsible for particular success or failure.

A Japanese individual who grew up in United States learned collectivistic values from family; individualistic values from friends, school, or media.

Hold that thought for a second…

Research has shown that generally, when bilingual person is asked question, he or she thinks of response in language question was asked in.

Ex. If person who speaks Japanese and English asked question in English, think in English.  

      If asked same question in Japanese, think in Japanese.

Studies have shown that how Japanese person with both collectivistic and individualistic values answers question regarding cultural tendency depends on which language question asked in!

When Japanese women asked in English how she would react when 

“Her wishes conflicted with her families wishes” she responded…

“I’d do what I wanted to do.” 

When same women asked later in Japanese, she responded

“It would be a time of great unhappiness…”

ENGLISH: What will you do when you graduate…


         “I will become a teacher”

JAPANESE: What will you do when you graduate…

                   “I will become a housewife”

ENGLISH: How should real friends act toward each other?

                   “They should be very honest with each other”

JAPANESE: How should real friends act toward each other?

                    “They should help each other”

POINT- Our words are not unbiased reflections of reality!

Our words reflect the way WE see reality.

As example w/ Japanese women demonstrated, our values and priorities are shaped by the language that we learned those values and priorities in!

Again, language does not reflect an unbiased picture of reality.

Language helps creates a socially constructed version of reality! 

*In pre-1960’s America, clearly women were treated as inferior to men.

Certain states had laws indicating that when couple got married, women became “property” of men.

      Girls were discouraged from playing sports, women were discouraged  

      from working, or even going to college.

      And our language system helped to perpetuate this inequality.

      Even when I was in grade school, taught to use “he” and “him” when 

      referring to both males and females.

       As text states, traditional English almost ignores the existence of women 

       w/ words like “Congressman, Chairman, Fireman, Mailman, and  

        Policeman…list goes on and on. 

So, this is good example of how the predominate language pattern in Unites States helped perpetuate myth that women were only capable of having kids and looking pretty.

*Racist speech another example of how language can create a reality that simply isn’t accurate.

Ex. Studies have shown that even people who aren’t racist can have their perceptions altered when others use racist language.

Good example in text, where non-racist people who overheard  speaker referred to with racial slur rated speaker as less competent and credible than another speaker delivering same speech.

And text gives number of amazing examples where in absence of other information, a name alone can affect how people are judged.

My favorite one…

5th grade teachers…Michael, Karen, Lisa…than Elmer, Bertha, and Hubert…for same performance!

*So clearly, language helps to shape our attitudes and opinions of others…

As competent communicators, we need to remember that what we say reflects who we are, and people judge us not only by what we do, but by what we say as well.  

*First, thing important to recognize is that the language choices we make can either increase or decrease our persuasive power in relationships and interactions. 

Obviously, there are many factors that affect who has more power in relationship.

If you rent your house or apartment, the landlord always has more power than you.

Your boss at work almost always has more power than you.

Your professors always have grading power over you no matter what language style you use with them…

BUT, while particular people may have general control over certain facets of your life, you can increase power you have in single interactions with them by avoiding what is known as “Powerless Language.”

For example, your Boss may have general control over how much money you make, your assignments at work, or your schedule…

But, if you ask for a bonus, schedule change or position transfer, you can increase likelihood he or she will comply w/ your request by avoiding powerless language.

There are 7 powerless language types: Hedges, Hesitations, Intensifiers, Polite forms, Tag Questions, Disclaimers, and Deictic phrases.

-“Hedges” signal anxiety or uncertainty: Example hedges are “Well,” “Uh,” “You know,” or “Um…”

As in “Well, I, uh, you know, um, would like to borrow a dollar.” 

-“Hesitations” qualify the statement they occur in: Example hesitations would be “I guess,” “Sort of,” or “Kind of.”

As in “I guess I sort of like you and kind of wanted to know if you’d go out with me.”

-“Intensifiers” exaggerate the importance of the statement they occur in: Examples include “Very,” “Really,” or “Totally.”

As in “I really liked that movie very much.

-“Polite forms” indicate deference and subordination.  Examples include “Excuse me,” “If you wouldn’t mind,” “I’d appreciate it…”

As in “Excuse me, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you’d shut the door.” 

“Tag questions” lessen the force of a declarative sentence.

As in “This is fun, isn’t it?” or, “The movie was good, “don’t you think?”   

“Disclaimers” are remarks offered before a statement that indicate doubt, signal a problem, or ask for sympathy or understanding.  

As in “I know this is a really dumb question, but…”

Or “I probably shouldn’t say this but I think…”

Finally, “Deictic” phrases indicate a fear of confrontation.

As in, “That man over there is the one who stole my wallet.”

Now when dealing with people more powerful than you, avoid all the powerless language types EXCEPT “intensifiers” and “polite forms.”  

By using polite forms such as “Excuse me,” “Please,” and “Thank you”  with authority figures, you acknowledge their authority and show that you respect it.

By carefully splicing an intensifier or two into your statements, you show authority figure you’re sincere and committed to what your asking for.

Ex. If you’re giving professor excuse for missing class, the statement,

“I really wanted to attend class Tuesday because I’m very  interested in the material we’re covering that day, but unfortunately I won’t be able to make it…”

Would probably be better than…

“I wanted to attend class Tuesday because I’m interested in the material we’re covering that day, but I won’t be able to make it…”

When dealing with people equal with equal power…

Or when it is unclear who has more power, avoid all powerless language types except polite forms, but use those sparingly.

Too many “pleases” and “thank yous” may shift the power balance away from you and to other person!

When dealing with people less powerful than you…

The only powerless language types you should always avoid are the disclaimers and hedges.  

Using the occasional hesitation, intensifier, polite form or tag question…
helps to preserve the face of those less powerful than you.  

Ex. If you need a subordinate at office to get you report, saying…

      “Could you do me a favor and get me the Pensky Report” 

       would allow subordinate to maintain sense of dignity and worth that the 

       order “John, get me the Pensky Report” would not.

However, if you’re a coach, teacher, or manager and notice that your politeness is being mistaken for weakness…

Might be a good idea to drop ALL the powerless language expressions from your verbal repertoire  

In addition to avoiding powerless language in their communications, persuasive speakers try to create identification between themselves and person they’re talking to by…

(1) Using a similar vocabulary as other person 

(2) Adapting their speech rate to other person’s rate of speaking

(3) Mimicking number and placement of pauses other person uses 

(4) Adopting level of politeness of other person

Social scientists call this type of linguistic accommodation 

“speech convergence…”

Speech convergence is effective method for achieving practical communication needs under following circumstances: 

(A) If person you’re communicating w/ is obviously more powerful than you…

…because we like people who respect us; we are more persuaded by people who resemble us…and if you converge your speech style to someone more powerful than you…they’ll take it as sign of respect, and sign your similar to them!

(B) If you’re communicating w/ someone new who you  

      want to develop rapport with.

(C) Converging speech style also good idea in interpersonal   

       relationships: i.e., friendships, romantic relationships.

ONE CAUTION: Remember that no matter what type of relationship we’re 

                             talking about - Professional, Legal, Family, Friend -  



         both communicators always struggling to

                             (A) Create commonality (B) Maintain Uniqueness 

So be careful when you accommodate your speech style to someone else’s; they might become irritated if you overdo it…particularly w/ vocabulary convergence…because this is most obvious. 

***The most important thing for you guys to remember is to learn how to adapt the level of politeness in your speech to the situation find yourself in. 

When I talk to friends in professional world, they say number one flaw of average college student is that they talk to managers other employees same way they would talk to their friends 

 When you’re at work, leave the slang at home.   

-Another thing college students generally need to learn how to do is to use 

more “Responsible Speech.”

When you’re in high school, adults don’t expect you to be very responsible…more likely to accept excuses based on ignorance, or emotion, or confusion…so teenagers get in the habit of evading responsibility…and as consequence use language that avoids responsibility.

Problem is that after you turn 18, or after you graduate high school, “playing dumb” doesn’t usually work as well as it used to.  

Usually, when something doesn’t get done or gets done poorly, everybody knows who did it…And usually, people forgive a little laziness or shoddy work…But what most people can’t forgive is when others avoid accountability for their actions.

First thing you should try to do is use more “I” statements.

Ex. Instead of saying “The report’s not done,” say “I didn’t finish the report.”  

      Instead of saying “The alarm didn’t go off…” say “I overslept.”

      Instead of saying “When you don’t listen it makes me mad…”

      say “I get mad sometimes when you don’t listen

Second thing you can do is to avoid what text calls “But” statements, because the word “But” cancels out anything positive you said before it.

Ex. Instead of saying, “Larry, you’re a really bright guy, but you need to study harder.” 

say “Larry, I think you’re a bright guy and you’re GPA would skyrocket if you’d study more often. 

In first sentence, using “But” negates the positive comment you paid Larry about his intelligence.

In second sentence, you accomplish your goal…(pointing out to Larry he needs to study more)… but you’re compliment about his intelligence sounds more sincere.  

Finally, statements disguised as questions give the impression to others that you’re scared to take responsibility for you’re thoughts and opinions.

For instance…you’re in problem solving group at work…don’t care for somebody’s idea…

instead of saying “Do you think we should do that???”

say “I don’t think that’s the best approach here.” 

Last thing we’ll talk about today is “Disruptive Language.”

Two of primary reasons why needless arguments occur in casual conversation is because we often (1) Confuse fact w/ opinion, (2) Confuse fact w/ inference making.

A fact is a claim that can be verified as true or false by some accepted method of observation

An opinion is a belief that cannot be verified as true or false by an accepted method of observation.

Ex. Fact- Joseph Stalin ordered more executions than Adolph Hitler.  

      Opinion- Stalin was a more evil man than Hitler.

Obviously… can see with this example why stating the unverifiable opinion “Stalin was worse than Hitler”…more likely to cause argument than factual statement “Stalin ordered more executions than Hitler did.”

Think about it this way: You can never win an argument of opinion…but you can win argument about fact…

So why bring up opinion, especially controversial one, unless you have to?

Especially w/ friends and family…avoid needlessly offering an opinion when a fact will suffice.

Often we argue w/ friends and family just because right?  

We always do it…but we don’t accomplish anything from it?

If anything, arguing needlessly pushes us away from those close to us.

And, one way we can prevent pointless argumentation is to avoid offering OPINIONS as if they were FACTS.

Another great way to prevent needless argument is to avoid making inferences from factual evidence.

Me and my dad get in arguments all the time because we both do this when watching sports.  

For example…My Dad and I both die hard UCLA basketball fans.

Whenever they play poorly…which is most of time… we both make all kinds of inferences about why they’re playing so bad.

For instance, let’s say they’re not rebounding…that’s verifiable fact!

But an explanation for why they’re not rebounding is an inference from that fact.

My dad usually has some psychological explanation such as “overconfidence,” 

or “looking ahead to next team” 

or “their still celebrating last nights win…”

I usually have more fundamentally based explanation…like too they’re too soft, scared of getting hit…

too scrawny, need to get in weight room…

or just never learned how box out because kids nowadays think working hard for suckers.. 

Point is, we’re arguing over inferences that can’t be proven…but we act as if what we’re saying is fact!

So remember…don’t give your opinion or offer an inference just to hear yourself speak.

And if you have to state an opinion or inference…make sure you let other person know…that you know…what you’re saying isn’t a fact but only an opinion or inference.

***HOMEWORK: P. 65-66 in work-book.  Due Wednesday.  

