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Tässä pragmatiikan viitekehykseen sijoittuvassa pro gradu -työssä käsitellään sosiaalisen 
etäisyyden, vallan ja epäsuoruuden suhdetta. Materiaalina on käytetty elokuvasta Tunnit 
translitteroituja dialoginpätkiä elokuvan keskeisten hahmojen välillä. 

Työssä tarkastellaan pragmatiikan näkökulmasta epäsuoruuden roolia 
interpersonaalisessa viestinnässä. Varsinaisena tutkimuskysymyksenä on missä määrin 
epäsuoruus tai sen puute liittyy valtaan ja sosiaaliseen etäisyyteen puhujien välillä. Miksi 
ja milloin epäsuoruus käy selvästi ilmi vallankäyttöön liittyvänä viestintästrategiana? Mitä 
kontekstuaalisia tekijöitä on pyrittävä huomioimaan epäsuoruuden yhteydessä?  

Tutkimusote on lähinnä kvalitatiivinen ja deskriptiivinen, ja analyysi  pohjautuu paljolti 
myös kirjoittajan subjektiivisiin tulkintoihin. Tarkastelun kohteena ovat pääasiallisesti 
epäsuorat puheaktit kontekstissaan, mukana on jossain määrin myös suoria puheakteja 
demonstroimassa suhteellisen vallan mallia ja sosiaalista etäisyyttä. Analyysissa on pyritty 
demonstroimaan pintarakenteen ja tulkitun, oletettavasti tarkoitetun merkityksen 
mahdollista näennäistä ristiriitaisuutta ja suhdetta erilaisiin malleihin vallasta 
vuorovaikutussuhteissa. 

Tutkimus vahvistaa analyysissä käytettyjen teorioiden havainnot. Puhunnokset voivat 
sisältää merkityksiä, jotka syntyvät juuri ja ainoastaan vuorovaikutuksessa puhekumppanin 
kanssa ja jotka voidaan tulkita oikein, tai jättää tarkoituksella ymmärtämättä, ainoastaan 
yhteisen jaetun historian ja laajemman kontekstin avulla. Valta vuorovaikutussuhteessa on 
dynaamista ja sitä on vaikea kuvata yksiselitteisellä mallilla. Ongelmana voidaan nähdä 
analyysin osittainen subjektiivisuus, paljon tulkinnoista lähtee analysoijan lähtökohdista, 
sen hetkisestä kokemuksesta ko. kontekstista. Kieli ja kuinka sitä käytetään on dynaamista 
ja paljon riippuu ajasta ja yhteiskunnasta kuinka sille ja sen avulla rakennetaan 
merkityksiä. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This study aims with the aid of context to decode some indirect meanings in interaction 

into direct, intended meanings. More precisely, an attempt is made to ascertain whether the 

use and interpretation of indirectness is related to power and social distance. Moreover, I 

wish to make clear why and when indirectness is a conscious communicative strategy, thus 

considered the wielding of power and at some places a manifestation of social distance. In 

the analysis, some of the factors needed in interpreting indirectness are encountered, some 

through the use of conversational maxims. Unconscious use of indirectness is not of 

interest in the context of this work: I will rather concentrate on the conscious use of 

indirectness, although some reasons for unconscious indirectness are very briefly touched 

upon in order to provide a better insight into the phenomenon of indirectness. 

Pragmatics can be defined as the study of “meaning in interaction” (Thomas 1995:23), 

and indirectness as occurring “when there is a mismatch between the expressed meaning 

and the implied meaning”. Widdowson (1996:130), for his part, replaces “interaction” with 

“context” in his formulation of pragmatics as “the study of what people mean by language 

when they use it in the normal context of social life”. It may reasonably be assumed, I 

believe, that interaction is subsumed in the concept of social. In this thesis, an attempt is 

made to demonstrate from a pragmatic point of view that there is much to see beyond 

surface level meanings, that there are meanings in interaction beyond literal or direct 

meanings and that numerous other factors besides mere verbal communication merit 

attention. These indirectly expressed meanings are at times created and interpreted as 

manifestations of power and expressions of social distance. Appropriate interpretation of 

the different elements of context, or contexts, is essential, and without pragmatic 

competence, these cues may be interpreted erroneously.  
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The material used to elaborate the different features of indirectness discussed here is 

derived from The Hours, which Johnston (2003: 24) describes as “a mainstream arthouse 

movie based on postmodern novel inspired by an earlier book, itself, in its time, 

experimental”. I chose to use this award-winning motion picture as my primary source 

firstly because I feel that it is the most thought-provoking and personally touching film that 

I have ever seen. Moreover, it is based on a prize-winning American best-seller by Michael 

Cunningham, who was much influenced by the life and work of the British writer, Virginia 

Woolf. He claims that his whole literary career is due to having read Woolf’s Mrs. 

Dalloway in his teens (Cunningham 2003). The name of his novel, The Hours, was 

actually the working title of Mrs. Dalloway. Cunningham’s novel was adapted for cinema 

by a well-known British writer, David Hare. Thus I would argue that the data derived from 

the film reflects contemporary use of English language as authentically as possible. The 

data consists of some pieces of dialogue with a brief description of the context as perceived 

by the analyst. The transcript of these pieces of dialogue is fairly simple and presents 

utterances as they would appear in a novel or in a screenplay, although the data is not 

derived from the screenplay but my own transcription from the film. 

In the analysis, I will demonstrate the seeming inconsistency between the literal 

meanings of the utterances and their interpreted, supposed meanings in certain sets of 

contexts. Moreover, I will argue that this inconsistency displays power and social distance. 

The concepts of context, power and social distance will be presented and discussed in the 

following section of this work, likewise the general framework within which the study is 

placed: pragmatics.  
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2 BACKGROUND 

     In the following, I will discuss some key concepts to illustrate the framework of this 

study. First, I will take a brief look at some definitions of pragmatics, then two other 

relevant concepts are defined, namely pragmatic competence and context. Next I will cover 

some rather general theory within linguistics that provides relevant background. This will 

include a discussion on power and social distance, indirectness and the cooperative 

principle and conversational maxims. 

 

2.1 Pragmatics 

Within linguistics, words and larger units of verbal communication can be studied from 

many perspectives. Many of these perspectives, however, remove words from their 

contexts, or as Hymes (1974:5) argues, “divorce linguistic form from context and 

function”. As I am interested in the function and meaning of language in interaction, in 

specific contexts, pragmatics is the area within linguistics that best serves my interests.  

Pragmatics can be defined in numerous ways, and a definition may be selected to suit 

many purposes and perspectives. I have chosen to quote a few directly to underline this 

variety.  I started on p. 3 with a definition by Thomas, who simply defines pragmatics as 

meaning in interaction. This´, broadly speaking, does cover it fairly adequately yet at this 

stage be sufficiently narrow.  

The definition by Widdowson (1996:61) is also perhaps too general, and leaves much to 

interpretation: he sees pragmatics as the study of “what people mean by the language they 

use, how they actualize its meaning potential as a communicative resource” (original 

italics). This appears as if he wants to focus solely on the user, not on the processes of the 

hearer. In the earlier definition by Widdowson “the study of what people mean by 

language when they use it in the normal context of social life” (ibid. 130), presented on 
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page 2, one is left wondering what a “normal context” is, and how exactly to define “social 

life”? The definition seems to assume that there is an outside power determining what is 

normal and what is not. Yet this is not to deny that the social aspect of language and its use 

in human communication seem to be at the core of pragmatics.  

Bates (1976:3) focuses on rules in her formulation of pragmatics as “the study of 

indexical rules for relating linguistic form to a given context”. This concise way of 

describing a vast field of study in one single sentence ignores at least the way those rules 

are consciously broken as a communicative strategy. Moreover, one may be left with an 

impression that there really is a set of (prescriptive) rules for the pragmatic use of 

language. This ignores the dynamic nature of language. The whole definition somewhat 

irritatingly leaves one with an impression that there really is a one-dimensional context, 

which then is not discussed any further. The speaker’s and hearer’s internal worlds, crucial 

elements in any “given context” in my opinion, are left unmentioned as if irrelevant, 

although Bates does see pragmatics as located as a field of science “at the interface 

between linguistic, cognitive, and cultural competence” (ibid. 34, my italics). In this 

definition, I especially welcome the connection of the three competences as it concurs with 

my understanding of pragmatic competence (discussed briefly below). Here it is also fair 

to acknowledge that at the time Bates was writing her book, pragmatics was still something 

relatively new within linguistics.  

Grundy (1989:45) provides a more elaborate and very useful definition of pragmatics: 

Pragmatics is the study of factors which govern the way communicators 
make use of language, world knowledge and social convention to convey and 
interpret meaning. In pragmatics, language is seen as a tool which we use to 
communicate information to one another. In any communicative interaction 
(conversation, sermon, play, commentary and so on) there are other factors 
which contribute to the communicative message, over and above the 
linguistic content of that message. The above sections have defined linguistic 
content as phonological, grammatical and semantic. Pragmatics examines the 
ways in which the meaningfulness on linguistic content may be modified by 
non-linguistic factors.   
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However, Grundy’s definition also is rather too vague to suit my purposes. World 

knowledge and social convention as concepts seem to me as variable between individuals. 

Thus, we may ask what those “other” and “non-linguistic factors” are? 

In the following quotation, the important concepts of inference and interpretation are 

included in the definition of pragmatics. In addition, the word use seems to be emphasised: 

the focus seems to be on the users, not on rules or other more formal factors. These three 

additional features make this definition the most suitable one for my study. I deem 

especially laudable the discussion of more explicit components of context, which will be 

discussed shortly. 

Pragmatics is understood to include not only discourse organization but also 
any inference from discourse, situational context, general knowledge, 
affective prosody and any paralinguistic phenomena used to derive an 
interpretation for any utterance. It therefore includes the use of metaphors, 
indirect speech acts, jokes, sarcasm, and any nonliteral interpretation. 
(Paradis 1998a: Back cover) 
 

As this study aims at analysing indirectness, it needs to use a framework within 

linguistics in which this phenomenon is placed and accepted. Pragmatics serves this 

purpose well, as the emphasis is on the (indirect) meanings created and interpreted in 

interaction. Analysis is based on interpretation and inference based on contextual cues. 

Below, context is defined in detail as in general use it seems to be too vague a concept.  

A brief reference to sociolinguistics is appropriate as it is a field within linguistics that 

is very close to pragmatics. Like pragmatics, sociolinguistics does “approach language 

neither as abstracted form nor as an abstract correlate of a community, but as situated in 

the flux and pattern of communicative events. It would study communicative form and 

function in integral relation to each other” (Hymes 1974:5). Thus, sociolinguistics appears 

to be very close to pragmatics in its focus on function in language, though in this work the 

focus is primarily not on the relationship between language and society as is the case 

within sociolinguistics. Wardhaugh (2002:13) sums it up as follows: “in sociolinguistics 
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we study language and society in order to find out as much as we can about what kind of 

thing language is”. In this study, language is not the end but the means, but sociolinguistic 

formulations of the key concepts within this study are nevertheless useful and precise and 

thus I see this brief reference to it as a closely related field of linguistic study as justified.  

 

2.1.1 Pragmatic competence 

As I have already attempted to demonstrate, some scholars limit their view and 

understanding to one type of context, whereas I do indeed agree with those, Sperber and 

Wilson (1995) among others, who claim that there is a choice of contexts. I assume that the 

cognitive mechanism used in choosing the most relevant ones is pragmatic competence. It 

will be briefly discussed below.  

In this study, one of the aims is to “decode” indirectness. If language were a literally 

understood and straightforward phenomenon, there would be no need to “decode” 

indirectness as it probably would not exist. In addition, much of pragmatics would be 

unnecessary. Yet, as many meanings are created or negotiated in interaction, one has to 

have a cognitive mechanism to first produce and then interpret indirectness in a way that is 

generally appropriate. If not, one is better off having efficient ways to deal with the 

(momentary) inappropriateness. This cognitive mechanism can be referred to as pragmatic 

competence.  

Pragmatic Competence (PC) is the competence needed to conceal and reveal the 

meanings of utterances in interaction beyond a literal interpretation (see e.g. Paradis 1998, 

Bialystok 1993, Rose & Kasper 2001:1, 63-64). Producing and understanding the literal 

meaning of sentences in interaction is a part of linguistic competence, which, according to 

Paradis (1998b:1), includes phonology, morphology, syntax and semantics. In contrast, 

Paradis defines PC as  
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a discourse grammar, including rules of presuppositions and inference, and in 
general any extra-sentential context-dependent phenomena… Sociolinguistic 
rules, which determine the appropriate choice among the various possible 
structures available in linguistic competence… Paralinguistic competence is 
likewise required, comprising the use of intonation, gestures, and anything 
that serves to specify the meaning of the sentence – such as whether it is 
meant as a sarcastic remark or a compliment, an indirect request or a factual 
question, whether it is to be taken with a figurative, metaphoric, idiomatic 
meaning or at face value. (ibid.1, my italics)  

 
Paradis directly refers to indirectness in his definition of PC. His definition, however, 

seems to be limited to the speaker and his/her abilities or competences (this is not 

surprising considering his background within neurolinguistics and teaching). 

Paralinguistic competence is worth a second look, as that aspect of pragmatic competence 

is particularly necessary in interpreting material from films and plays as there may often be 

fewer other contextual cues for the viewer (e.g. shared history etc.)  and many of the 

interpretations have to be built on paralinguistic cues. Another point of interest is his 

inclusion of sociolinguistic rules within pragmatic competence, stressing the intimate 

relationship between these two branches of linguistics.  

Bialystok (in Blum-Kulka and Kasper 1993:43), further develops the definition of PC as 

follows:  

Pragmatic competence entails a variety of abilities concerned with the use 
and interpretation of language in contexts. It includes the speakers’ ability to 
use language for different purposes - to request, to instruct, to effect change. 
It includes listeners’ ability to get past the language and understand the 
speakers real intentions, especially when these intentions are not directly 
conveyed in the forms – indirect requests, irony, and sarcasm are some 
examples. It includes command of the rules by which utterances are strung 
together to create discourse. (My italics) 

 
Bialystok’s choice of words seems especially appropriate, adding value to the previous 

definition by Paradis in three ways at least. Firstly, her focus on the use and interpretation 

of language is welcome. Secondly, the choice to use the plural in referring to “contexts” 

acknowledges the wide variety of definitions for the term context. Moreover, her focus on 

the language user is important, especially the inclusion of the listener. Thomas’ “meaning 
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in interaction” and Bialystok’s “ability to get past the language and understand the 

speakers’ real intentions” are both particularly clear formulations and I feel both 

communicate the essence of pragmatics and PC. 

Sperber and Wilson (1995) have formulated their two principles of relevance that bear a 

resemblance to Paradis and Bialystok. Sperber and Wilson’s (1995:260) claims are, firstly, 

that “human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of relevance” and secondly, 

that “every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its own 

optimal relevance”. These principles of relevance appear to be related to pragmatic 

competence, or even to address the very same phenomenon.  

In short, pragmatic competence refers to the ability to infer what is meant in the context 

in which something is said. Without this ability, studying and interpreting the subtleties of 

language in a specific context as manifestations of power and social distance would prove 

impossible.  

 

2.1.2 Context 

Above, pragmatics and pragmatic competence have both been defined as context bound 

phenomena. That very word, context, has already been used numerous times in this study 

and it certainly is one of the key concepts within pragmatics to be defined here. Some 

scholars in the field of pragmatics appear to focus solely on the physical context, including 

both the participants and the surroundings in which the verbal interaction takes place. I feel 

that it is not a broad enough construct for my purposes and thus a more comprehensive 

definition seems appropriate in order to cover some of the more elusive aspects of context. 

After all, much of the analysis below is based not only on verbal code through vocal 

channel but also on nonverbal code through vocal and non-vocal channels. This nonverbal 

code is the major source of contextual cues in this thesis, including the paralinguistic and 
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prosodic features of the spoken language, laughter, silence, kinesics, proxemics and eye 

behaviour, and also the context within the analyst himself.  

Bosco et al. (2004: 472-473) define context as a three-dimensional construct including 

social and psychological  dimensions as well, in addition to the physical features of 

context. They see context as   

determined by the features of the physical environment, by the features of the 
social world, and by the features of the psychological world. Referring to its 
multifaceted constituents, we shall speak of categories of context. Among the 
psychological dimensions, the most important context categories refer to the 
beliefs and the motivations of each participant, and to the empirical 
attribution of beliefs and motivations... In the physical dimension, we assume 
the categories: Access, Space, and Time. In the social dimension, we posit 
the categories: Discourse, Move, and Status. (ibid.472) 
 

By no means do they claim that the listing, and their more detailed definitions of the 

contents of these categories, are exhaustive. I feel that the most relevant aspects of the 

categories above within the scope of my thesis are the social ones. By this, I do not dismiss 

the others as irrelevant. I only state that my conscious focus has been, firstly, on discourse: 

how the utterances are positioned in the flow of talk and how they relate to previous 

utterances; secondly, how the moves of the behaviour game (e.g. speaker meanings of the 

participants who are perceived to be the players in the game) develop and match each 

other; and thirdly, the social status of the participants. Another interesting area is the 

psychological category where I place my own beliefs and motivations as an analyst, not 

only those I attribute to the character. It should be noted that as I will also attempt to 

discuss the beliefs and motivations of the characters of the film under scrutiny, I feel that 

the analysis is more speculative as regards these variables, in contrast to the social ones. As 

the material in places is very abstract in its indirectness, or detached from the wider 

context, I feel justified in finding out more about the psychological dimension. Much of the 

challenge seems to be in interpreting the psychological factors. 
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Bosco et al. have also been influenced by Sperber and Wilson’s principle of relevance 

mentioned above. Sperber and Wilson have a definition of their own which plunges deeper 

into the psychological dimensions of context. They propose that   

The set of premises used in interpreting an utterance … constitutes what is 
generally known as context. A context is a psychological construct, a subset 
of the hearer’s assumptions about the world. It is these assumptions… rather 
than the actual state of the world, that affect the interpretation of an utterance. 
A context in this sense is not limited to information about the immediate 
physical environment or the immediately preceding utterances: expectations 
about the future, scientific hypotheses or religious beliefs, anecdotal 
memories, general cultural assumptions, beliefs about the mental state of the 
speaker, may all play a role in interpretations. (Sperber & Wilson 1995:15-
16) 
 

It is self-evident that all that we are and do as communicators, or human beings, stems 

from interpretations of external and internal stimuli. These interpretations are necessarily 

processed somehow, somewhere. Sperber and Wilson do include the self-evident 

“immediate physical environment” and “the immediately preceding utterances”, nor do 

they exclude “general social assumptions”. To me, then, their view is satisfactory as it has 

an orientation towards internal factors of the speakers and hearers.  

Herman (1995) focuses on dramatic discourse, namely different approaches to the 

analysis of literary texts (mostly plays). She partly repeats some of the psychological 

dimensions discussed above, but also adds some more cognitive aspects to the concept of 

context by defining context as a psychological construct, referring to “the cognitive 

context, the set of beliefs, assumptions, presuppositions, frames, which participants 

activate or draw on to interpret interactions” (ibid. 14). Additionally, she includes “the 

immediate spatio-temporal setting of speech”, described above by Bosco et al. as the 

physical dimension of context. Further, Herman (1995:183) refers to Sperber and Wilson, 

who describe context as “a set of assumptions that are or can be mentally represented and 

which can be given semantic representations”. In Herman’s presentation, these 

assumptions are limited to and rooted only in visual and acoustic stimuli, yet one might 
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equally well include other senses like olfaction and senses of touch and feeling. Her view 

is understandable, however, as for her the hearer is a reader of a book or a viewer of a play 

and thus in some respects not an active participant in the discourse on screen or stage. 

Other included assumptions are those already held in memory, and those the utterance at 

hand or the “co-text of previous utterances” (Herman 1995:184) entail.  

Mey (2001:14) introduces the concept of dynamic context. By this he refers to a 

constantly progressing (cognitive) environment, this progress “prompted by the continuous 

interaction of the people engaged in language use”. He defines dynamic context as being 

proactive, like people in interaction. I choose to understand this so that we more or less 

anticipate future actions, including communication, whether by ourselves or by others. 

Despite this anticipation, we normally adapt quite flexibly to changes affecting the current 

interaction. 

Widdowson (1996:63) echoes Sperber and Wilson in including the traditionally 

prevalent physical feature of context: he combines the pragmatic meaning of speech acts 

and their relationships with “external circumstances in which it [language] is used on a 

particular occasion, its context of occurrence. This context is not just reality in the raw, but 

those aspects of it which are recognised as significant”. Further, he describes context as a 

“schematic construct… in the mind” (ibid), schema here referring to a “normal pattern of 

reality” or “familiar features of their [speakers] world”.   

Lindstrom (in Duranti and Goodwin 1992:102) points out that “context is a field of 

power relations”. This is something that I will demonstrate later in discussing the data: 

power is not the exclusive property of one of the participants who may be higher in a 

hierarchy. The context and power relations within it shape each other as the talk and 

interaction evolves. In addition, Lindstrom explicitly includes some social elements in his 
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discussion of context as “a set of cultural rules, conditions, and practises that govern how 

people talk” (ibid).  

The various aspects of context touched on in this short section can be considered 

foundations of the analysis. The significance of context can be emphasised following Mey 

(2001:41): “Context is vitally important … in assigning proper values to reference and 

implicatures [and] in dealing with other pragmatic issues [pragmatic acts and 

presupposition]”.  The propriety of the values to reference and implicatures must, of 

course, be rather a subjective assessment as my analysis below will show. As this study 

attempts to view different degrees of indirectness as a manifestation of power and social 

distance, taking note of (some) contextual cues is essential. The transcript will include only 

a fraction of the contextual cues, and, as mentioned above, studying nonverbal 

communication (paralinguistic and prosodic features, silence, kinesics, proxemics, eye 

behaviour) will be important in assigning proper value to what was, or was not said.  

 

2.2 Power and social distance 

This study discusses elements of power and social distance. Additionally, how are they 

manifested in or related to the use of indirectness? These concepts are briefly introduced in 

the following, as is indirectness and some other related phenomena, namely the theory of 

implicatures and Grice’s co-operative principle and four conversational maxims. In 

addition, the assumption of rationality and principle of expressibility are introduced. All 

seem highly relevant not only as background information but also as tools in the process of 

analysing the data: at times indirectness is analysed through the conversational maxims. 

Power is often seen as a stable feature pertaining to institutional position or status, as 

something that can be measured. Thornborrow (2002:5) discusses power as one of the 

central issues in sociolinguistic research and states that “power tends to be associated with 



    13 
 

rank and status, and hierarchies are built around these relative positions of social, 

professional and political power”. Diamond (1996:9) defines status as “rank ascribed to 

individuals either on the basis of birth (such as sex, age, nationality, and race) i.e. without 

reference to abilities, or achieved through individual effort”. She goes on (ibid. 10) to 

divide rank into two: institutional or universal rank and local rank. The previous includes 

external, social (education, profession, status) and some more or less fixed variables (like 

age, sex and race, mentioned above) that are acquired at birth and cannot be reversed. The 

latter refers to “those social variables whose meanings are internal to a particular 

community” (ibid.10).  This can be seen, for example, within some families where certain 

values (like entrepreneurship and financial success) may be accorded high status and so- 

called softer values low status. In some cases, for an in-law to successfully integrate into 

such a family may require fulfilling those family values in order to be accepted.  

In this study, I will interpret all the scenes discussed as reflecting certain social 

variables of the communities the participants belong to. The distinction of different ranks is 

helpful in the sense of seeing that in discourse power shifts back and forth between the 

participants irrespective of their institutional rank: a person lower in the hierarchy may, 

due to internal factors, claim and retain power, having a “role of momentary resource 

person” (Diamond 1996:151). This will be demonstrated later on in the analysis. Thus, 

power is an interactive feature that all participants may have access to. U.S. presidents, 

who may be referred to as lame ducks during their second term in office, serve as excellent 

examples of negotiable power within institutional ranks: their power to accomplish 

something is not automatic but needs to be renewed and maintained as their government 

already has a definite end. This is done through “political action” as Diamond (ibid. 151) 

puts it. Other parties need to approve and agree with, or vest power in an individual or an 



    14 
 

institution in general. Therefore, discourse is not only negotiation of meaning but also, at 

times, very strongly negotiating for power. 

Diamond (1996: 12) goes further in defining power as “political effectiveness” which      

adds “interactional skill and process” to the previous qualities that are by nature more 

extrinsic. I would dare link this interactional skill and process to pragmatic competence 

and communicative competence in general. One needs to be an efficient and context-

sensitive communicator in interaction in order to enhance the possibilities of negotiating 

power in interaction. Diamond (ibid. 151) sees “power as effective verbal rhetoric which 

rallies the consent of the others”. Here I feel that the word “verbal” is too restrictive as I 

have found that a mere unconscious lifting of an eyebrow may contradict what has been 

said, or may be used as a powerful tool for communication without any verbal cues as to its 

meaning. In addition, in the analysis below, nonverbal communication will eventually 

provide a significant portion of the contextual cues. Diamond’s way of including “the 

others” is useful, however, as it emphasises the interactive nature of power in discourse: 

“power is negotiated over the course of an entire interaction” (ibid.114). Power could 

perhaps be seen as a pendulum, though the movement of power in discourse is not 

necessarily steady and predictable but erratic and arbitrary. I see it receiving its impetus 

from the contextual cues and how the participants interpret and act upon them.  

Diamond’s view is further supported by that of Thornborrow (2002:134), who quite 

rightly claims that “power relations in interaction are not necessarily fixed, predetermined 

states of affairs, but are constantly shifting and being redefined between participants on a 

very local level”.  Diamond (1996:85), referring to a principle of economy by Bales, 

provides a rather general method of interpreting power holders in discourse: examining the 

length or frequency of turns and identifying the one who dominates. Here the contents and 

contexts of the utterances are overlooked: a skilled speaker may easily be economical with 
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words yet strong on substance, i.e. hold the power. Thus I am reluctant to agree with this 

method. However, I shall revert to this in the analysis. 

Above, the use of power was claimed to be associated with institutions. Thompson (in a 

preface to Bourdieu 1991:8) summarises the significance of the notion of “institution 

which defines the conditions (such as the place, the time, the agent) that must be fulfilled 

in order for the utterance to be effective”. Bourdieu’s (1991) conceptualisation of 

institution seems relevant in this discussion of power in context, as it is the institution that 

empowers an individual. It does not necessarily have to be any particular organisation built 

in hierarchical form but “any relatively durable set of social relations which endows 

individual with power, status and resources of various kind” (ibid., original italics).  

Marriage and sisterhood are such “durable sets[s] of social relations” (ibid.) to be 

encountered in the data below. 

In general, Bourdieu (1991) emphasises the social conditions of successful 

communication, contrary to the earlier literature on speech act theory. There the analysis is 

mainly linguistic and logical, yet the power of words and utterances, and the authority of 

the speaker, comes not from the language itself but from the social relations or institutions 

of the users of the language. In Bourdieu’s words (1991: 107), “the power of words is 

nothing other than the delegated power of the spokesperson, and his speech – that is, the 

substance of his discourse and, inseparably, his way of speaking – is no more than a 

testimony, and among others, of the guarantee of delegation which is vested in him” 

(original italics).  

Further, Bourdieu (ibid.) introduces the concept of symbolic power, which does not 

stand for power as a brute physical force but the way power is ordinarily deployed in 

everyday social life. When power is used in a symbolic form, i.e. by the use of language 

and other channels of communication, it becomes invisible and thus more easily accepted 
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as legitimate. The essence of Bourdieu’s claim of power being symbolic in human 

communication lies in the following formulation: 

the exercise of power through symbolic exchange always rests on a 
foundation of shared belief. That is, the efficacy of symbolic power 
presupposes certain forms of cognition or belief, in such a way that even 
those who benefit least from the exercise of power participate, to some 
extent, in their own subjection. They recognise or tacitly acknowledge the 
legitimacy of power, or of the hierarchical relations of power in which they 
are embedded; and hence they fail to see that the hierarchy is, after all, an 
arbitrary social construction which serves the interests of some groups more 
than the others… Symbolic power requires, as a condition of its success, that 
those subjected to it believe in the legitimacy of power and the legitimacy of 
those who wield it. (Bourdieu 1991: 22, my italics) 
   

Here the view of power as a multidimensional property (in the sense that all the parties to 

the interaction need to more or less acknowledge its presence) is especially interesting and 

relevant. It implies that the power of a speaker does not exist if its legitimacy is not 

accepted by the hearer(s): it is a mutual agreement yet mostly tacit. As a result, there are no 

passive objects of the use of power but an active, dynamic process in which all parties are 

involved. For example, a patient has, under normal circumstances at least, a chance to have 

some say over his/her treatment, and thus has a hypothetical right to some power. This 

power will eventually be manifest in a chance to challenge the diagnosis or refuse the 

prescribed treatment, and go and see another doctor, that is if open disagreement is 

impossible or proves useless.  

Fairclough (1998:699) discusses resistance, too, and allows for it under two conditions, 

namely subjective and social conditions. By subjective conditions he means that there are 

“participants who have the motivation, resources and confidence to resist” and by social 

condition that they can exercise their resistance only under “favourable social conditions… 

in institutional locations where the domination of one group over others is partial, 

precarious, or contested” (ibid.). These conditions, and resistance, can be seen later on in 

the analysis, to different extents. 



    17 
 

People in (hierarchical) positions of power and authority are often approached in a more 

indirect way than peers or subordinates in the hierarchy. Sometimes the speaker may 

(manipulatively) underline his/her position in order to give his/her words more weight. 

Thomas discusses this hierarchical view of power and presents (1995:124-127) some forms 

of relative power of the speaker over the hearer as:  

1. Reward power, apparent especially in hierarchical settings when the 
speaker  may have positive influence over the hearer 

2. Coercive power, as before but when the speaker may have negative 
influence over the hearer 

3. Legitimate power (role, age, status) 
4. Referent power (admiration, emulation) 
5. Expert power (special knowledge or expertise) 

 
If this view of power allows these definitions of power to be used to describe a momentary 

situation or the role of a speaker in an exchange, then it appears satisfactory.  I would also 

argue that the hierarchical view serves to describe some larger scenes, like the role and 

position of the husband over the wife in Victorian society, for example, yet in most cases I 

am certain that the dominated and oppressed wife often found ways of demonstrating the 

dynamic nature of power, as well. Otherwise it is a rigid model, especially if someone is 

deemed to possess any, or all, of those forms of power indefinitely and absolutely 

(although that is not what is being claimed as in the model relative power, not absolute, is 

discussed). As Bourdieu (1991) argues, power is, like context, dynamic, and thus a 

combination of his and Thomas’ view might be more plausible.  

I would like to end my discussion of power with a quote from Diamond  

Power is displayed in the ability to exert an influence on others, to interpret 
events and have those interpretations accepted, to perpetuate one’s role, to 
define other’s roles, and to do all this without too severely harming the fabric 
of interpersonal relationships. Thus, examples of power being exerted in 
discourse would include: bidding for the floor successfully, talking and 
holding the floor for lengthy periods of time, being listened to and agreed 
with by others when saying something, having others follow a suggestion or 
advice… As rank and power are culturally relative, the exertion of power and 
rank in one culture will be done according to its own specific set of values 
and ideology. (1996:112-113, my italics) 
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Diamond’s conception of power leaves room for non-hierarchical forms of power. In 

addition, Diamond also allows space for resistance by seeing power as “a process, not a 

static characteristic or description of a person or a social structure” (ibid. 115), meaning 

that power is negotiated on a continuous basis and challenged every so often without 

necessarily culminating in a direct conflict. There seems to be much in common in the 

theorising of Bourdieu and Diamond. Both present interesting and highly plausible views 

in my opinion, and I will demonstrate this dynamism of power later on in the analysis. 

Diamond’s (1996: 112-113) words above include some guidelines for analysis in finding 

“power being exerted in discourse [which] would include: bidding for the floor 

successfully, talking and holding the floor for lengthy periods of time, being listened to and 

agreed with by others… having others follow a suggestion or advice”. This is in line with 

the way she presented Bales’ principle of economy above, here only more appealing in its 

taking notice of the content of what was said: its effect on the hearers. 

Social distance is described by Thomas (1995:128) as “a composite of psychologically 

real factors (status, age, sex, degree of intimacy, etc.) which together determine the overall 

degree of respectfulness within a given speech situation”, meaning that the more socially 

distant the hearer is, the more indirectness is employed. Although this may be basically 

true, Hymes (1974:157) brings more substance to this in his discussion of appropriate 

language use in discourse [i.e. politeness]. He sees social distance as “connected with a 

series of related meanings, such as informality-formality, intimacy-respect, equality-

authority, private-public”. This allows for seeing social distance as a continuum, as a 

dynamic contextual cue, a cue that allows assessing the appropriateness and then the actual 

meanings of what was said in the context in which it was said. Sometimes the variables in 

this assessment are too many and may lead to uncertainty, and even unintended offences. 

Take a situation within the university: how is a student to address a teacher of similar age 
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(or younger), who is closer to the formal end of this imaginary continuum as an authority 

and public figure in her institutional role, but whose age suggests informality and equality. 

Thus, perhaps this highlights, once again, the importance of studying contexts in detail, not 

only linguistic forms. Widdowson (2004:8) says “I have been socialised into a particular 

reality and know how to use language to engage indexically with it”. Yet in the case of the 

example above my reality may differ from that of my teacher’s, and my way of engaging 

in discourse with her may offend her. Of course, there are situations when the offence may 

be deliberate. 

Social distance and power could easily be discussed as one single phenomenon, though 

not always. As much of the data at hand is derived from scenes that supposedly take place 

in Britain in times when the distinction between the social classes was even greater than 

today, and as the director and the writer of the screenplay are British, I do feel that social 

distance does have a different tone than it were to take place in contemporary Finland, for 

example.  

The models or views of power presented above are obviously partially contradictory, 

yet I do not find them mutually exclusive. Thomas takes note of the institutional and 

formal aspect of power, whereas Diamond and Thornborrow allow more for an 

interpersonal and interactional view. Bourdieu, in turn, complements both perspectives in 

his concept of symbolic power as a multidimensional property. Resistance is something 

that will display the dynamic nature of power below in the analysis, and this is seen not 

only in verbal but also in nonverbal communication. 

 

2.2.1 Indirectness 

Indirectness is contemplated in this study as a sometimes highly refined manifestation of 

power in interaction. Indirectness means using intentionally imprecise words and 
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ambiguous references in an attempt to communicate something beyond the literal meaning 

of an utterance, i.e. we mean more than we say. Indirectness is sometimes used as a 

communicative and/or manipulative strategy when an indirect approach will most likely 

ensure the speaker some social or communicative advantage. The use of indirectness 

allows the speaker to deny any of the meanings of his/her indirect utterance with multiple 

meanings may carry. Grice (1989) provides a good starting point for my discussion of 

indirectness by simply claiming that sentences uttered have two meanings. Firstly, they 

have a sentence meaning which is literal, or direct, and can be derived exclusively from the 

words and the syntax. For example, my wife may say “it is cold in here” and it could be in 

this case understood as such, as stating an unpleasant and undeniable fact. Secondly, the 

other meaning is the speaker meaning: what is the speaker trying to do or accomplish with 

her remark? As in the example above, is my wife perhaps trying to imply something in an 

indirect way? Perhaps I should adjust the heating of our house according to her feeling of 

low temperature, or she might be sensing some emotional distance and hoping that we 

would do something about it, etc. In this case, the contexts need to be taken into account in 

trying to arrive at the most relevant interpretation. The contextual cues, however, do not 

necessarily lie in what she said and what she tries to imply, but rather in my own 

psychological context that is influenced by the social context. I may feel pressure to adjust 

my use of time and other resources to the societal norms of being a husband and father in 

contemporary Finland. 

It is necessary to start with a brief discussion of speech act theory, a fundamental 

construct within linguistics. John Searle is one of the central figures within linguistics, and 

he justifies quite precisely and unambiguously the study of speech acts in the following 

formulation:  

I am using the hypothesis of language as a rule-governed intentional 
behaviour to explain the possibility of, not to provide evidence for, linguistic 
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characterizations. The form that this hypothesis will take is that speaking a 
language is performing speech acts, acts such as making statements, giving 
commands, asking questions, making promises, and so on; and more 
abstractly, acts such as referring and predicating; and, secondly, that these 
acts are in general made possible by and are performed in accordance with 
certain rules for the use of linguistic elements. (Searle 1969: 16) 
  

Further, Searle sees speech acts as the “basic or minimal units of linguistic 

communication” (ibid.). Indirect speech acts, as defined by Searle, are considered to 

possess six properties as reviewed by Clark (1998:100). The first is multiplicity of 

meaning: in other words, speech acts do not have only one single meaning or illocutionary 

force. Secondly, there is the logical priority of meanings, meaning here that of all the 

possible meanings of an indirect speech act, one is more likely than others to be the most 

logical, the most relevant meaning. In addition, the other possible meanings may be put in 

order of priority, or relevance. Thirdly, rationality is expected. Utterances ought to be 

relevant in the context in which they are uttered. Conventionality is listed as the fourth 

property, divided into conventions of means, specifying “a semantic device by which an 

indirect speech act can be performed” (Clark 1998:102) and conventions of form, 

described as “conventions about the wording of indirect speech acts” (ibid.). As the fifth 

point in this listing, politeness is introduced as perhaps one of the major reasons for 

indirectness to be used in the first place and I will elaborate on politeness below. Clark 

finds direct requests to be used mainly in a setting where the person requesting something 

is in a higher status position, and thus indirectness would be used merely when the balance 

is the other way round. He also brings up the theme of sugar-coating an imposing request 

with indirectness and thus leaving more space for saving face. The sixth aspect here is 

purposefulness:  

Speech acts are purposeful. They are intended to have a specific effect on the 
addressee, such as to get him believe that something is true (as with 
assertions) or to get him to do something (as with requests)… speakers 
ordinarily have goals they want to achieve; they formulate plans for 
achieving them; and they select their speech acts in part by recognising these 



    22 
 

goals, these plans, and the roles the speech acts play within the plans… 
(Clark in Kasher 1998:203). 

 
Gibbs (1998:164) states that  

Indirect requests and reactions to them are often used to define a person’s 
status and rank, and people may vary the conventionality of their utterances 
to convey this information as well as their particular request. This suggests 
that the interaction between convention and context in use of indirect 
requests may be an even more powerful determiner of how people interpret 
and use these utterances.  
  

To sum up, indirectness is as many-faceted and rational as there are many reasons to 

employ it. One of the main reasons appears to be politeness and the wish to save face, and 

people are affected by the social context in their degree of indirectness (see e.g. Holtgraves 

1997 and 1998). Those lower in status, further in social distance and perceiving their own 

speech acts as more face-threatening more often opt to use indirect speech acts. Holtgraves 

(1998) additionally mentions mutual indirectness, which is often seen and experienced 

particularly in close relationships, when the speaker and hearer are on such good terms that 

they understand each other almost without words, or direct requests, for example. 

Indirectness is also a tool for exercising power, which is a central part of my argument. 

Holtgraves (1997:3) provides us with a further definition of indirectness: “any 

communicative meaning (speaker meaning as well as other possible meanings) that is not 

isomorphic with sentence meaning is an indirect meaning”. Further, he distinguishes two 

dimensions of indirect meanings. Some indirect meanings are explicitly and 

unambiguously meant to be understood by the hearer, such as conventional indirect 

requests like “can you pass the salt” or idioms like “it’s a zoo out there”. In contrast to this, 

  

Other indirect meanings are inferences created by the hearer, regardless of 
the speaker’s intent [and] can include an assessment of the speaker’s 
communicative meaning, as well as inferences about the speaker’s 
personality, motives, emotional state [etc.] multiple inferences can be made 
on the basis of the same remark. (ibid.) 
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Such processes take place all the time, and are seen in miscommunication and explanations 

such as “that is not what I meant”. Holtgraves (ibid.) provides the most comprehensive 

account of indirectness: 

In indirect speech acts the speaker communicates to the hearer more than he 
actually says by way of relying on their mutually shared background 
information, both linguistic and non-linguistic, together with the general 
powers of rationality and inference on the part of the hearer. To be more 
specific, the apparatus necessary to explain the indirect part of indirect 
speech acts includes a theory of speech acts, certain general principles of 
cooperative conversation, and mutually shared factual background 
information of the speaker and the hearer, together with an ability on the part 
of the hearer to make inferences. (ibid., my italics) 
 

Holtgraves not only defines indirectness but also links it to other linguistic concepts, 

namely speech act theory and the co-operative principle. Rationality will be further 

discussed below.  

The degree of indirectness needed is often defined by one’s position in hierarchies. 

Additionally, the hearer may (consciously or unconsciously) wish to save face (defined as 

“an individual’s publicly manifest self-esteem” by Kasper (1998:678) by choosing to 

understand the utterance his/her own way or not understand it at all. Sometimes it is the 

speaker who may want to give the hearer a chance to save face by consciously formulating 

or expressing his/her turn ambiguously 

The assumption of rationality is related to indirectness. Thomas (1995:121-122) 

discusses this, meaning that “people obtain some advantage or avoid some negative 

consequences by employing indirectness”  like wishing to avoid hurting someone, wishing 

not to appear aggressive, hoping to show cunning, due to superstition and wanting to avoid 

a taboo word or topic. Using indirectness is rational if the speaker’s goals are achieved or 

conflict is avoided. An example is seen in a piece of news in the local daily newspaper 

Aamulehti (June 2, 2005, first page) in which a recent development in an apparent murder 

case was reported and a suspect “having the same family name as the victims” was stated 
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as being held in custody. Elsewhere the suspect had already been identified as the victims’ 

son. One reason for this indirect reporting may be trying to avoid implicating someone 

with a serious charge without absolute certainty. 

Discussing so-called taboo topics is conflict sensitive, and Goffman (1967:65) suggests 

a reason for this: 

In our society, rules regarding the keeping of one’s distance are 
multitudinous and strong. They tend to focus around certain matters, such as 
physical places and properties defined as the recipient’s “own”, the body’s 
sexual equipment, etc. An important focus of deferential avoidance consists 
in the verbal care that the actors are obliged to exercise so as not to bring into 
discussion matters that might be painful, embarrassing, or humiliating to the 
recipient. (My italics) 

 
This quote from Goffman actually discusses politeness, as it would be impolite of the 

speaker to discuss intentionally matters that the hearer may find painful, embarrassing, or 

humiliating. I am raising the topic of politeness here as I see indirectness and politeness as 

intimately related: it seems that often a more indirect approach to many matters in 

discussion is generally considered polite in many contexts. Politeness could perhaps be 

defined as awareness and use of language conforming to socially accepted standards of 

considerate behaviour towards others. Impolite behaviour (and within my thesis 

particularly impolite verbal behaviour) threatens the hearer’s face, which is another 

interesting and relevant concept. 

The term face may be defined as the positive social value a person effectively 
claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular 
contact. Face is an image of self delineated in terms of approved social 
attributes – albeit an image that others may share.... (Goffman 1967:5, 
original italics) 
 

Goffman’s notion of face is a fundamental one and is interrelated with politeness, which 

could be seen as a dimension (e.g. Kasper 1998) of conversational maxims. It is not only 

one’s own face, but also the face of the others that needs to be considered in interaction. In 

Wardhaugh (2002:275-276), referring to the work of Brown and Levinson, face is further 
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examined and classified into two: negative and positive face, both leading to the use of 

similar kinds of politeness. Positive politeness “leads to moves to achieve solidarity 

through offers of friendship, the use of compliments, and informal language use…Negative 

politeness leads to deference, apologizing, indirectness, and formality” (ibid., my italics) as 

it “requires interactants to recognise each other’s… need to act without giving offence” 

(ibid. 275). Due to the inclusion of indirectness in the description above, negative 

politeness seems to be of greater significance here. 

Thomas’ (1995:120) view of indirectness as “costly and risky” (ibid.), costly referring 

to the longer time for the speaker to generate and hearer to process the indirect utterances, 

seems to be intimately connected to the theorizing above on politeness and face. 

Maintaining polite interaction, and face, may at times require more effort than not doing 

so, and has its risks especially in situations in which the participants come from different 

social backgrounds possibly not having shared the rules of proper communication. 

Holtgraves (1998:3) expresses the reasons for the slight delay in processing indirectness as 

being the larger amount of “cognitive effort”. In addition to the conventional indirect 

requests discussed above (on page 24) that do not require much cognitive effort, 

Holtgraves distinguishes nonconventional indirect requests that may involve the hearer in a 

reasonably lengthy inference process. This seems to agree with Sperber and Wilson’s 

relevance theories, which see us using cognitive processes to choose the most relevant 

interpretation out of all possible alternatives. These computations, although amazingly 

speedy and seemingly effortless, may take a while to be completed and yet the result may 

be inaccurate. This must apply not only to the hearer of an utterance but also to the 

speaker: producing carefully formulated utterances on potentially very delicate matters 

may require immense effort before anything is actually said. This is clearly seen, for 

instance, in paying attention to the way politicians or high-ranking officials speak in 
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(spontaneous) interviews: slowly in measured terms. Indirectness being “risky”, then, 

refers to the possibility of the hearer not getting the intended indirect point right, as 

Holtgraves (1997) states, “the indirect meanings derived from a sentence are potentially 

infinite”.  

Unintentional indirectness is not dealt with in pragmatics; we need to choose to use 

indirectness. Thus, in the data all examples of indirectness are considered as intentional 

choices to use indirectness to convey a meaning. However, indirectness may also be due to 

inadequate linguistic skills, e.g. a child or a foreigner are allowed more mistakes, or 

temporary performance error(s) yet not producing any implicatures in the hearer.  

Implicature is a term coined by Grice (see, e.g. Grice 1989: 24). This study aims to 

separate the indirect, or implied meaning, from the direct, or literal one. Thus, the theory of 

implicatures appears relevant as background information. The theory of implicature by  

Grice (1989) attempts to describe how implicatures are created and interpreted, or in other 

words, how the hearer ends up understanding what is meant from what is literally said. 

Two different implicatures are classified (ibid.25-26), and both carry an additional level of 

meaning beyond the semantic one. Firstly, conventional implicatures always have the same 

meaning irrespective of context, like the words but, even, therefore and yet (these examples 

are from Levinson, quoted in Thomas 1995:57). Secondly, there are nonconventional, or as 

Grice calls them, conversational implicatures, the meaning of which varies according to 

context. An example of this might be uttering “How nice of you to come” when genuinely 

appreciated guests arrive, in contrast to seeing the car of parents-in-law in the front yard 

marking a less than welcome surprise visit.  

The context dependency of certain implicatures is vital in this study, although the 

examples I have chosen cover only a fraction of the data I have been exposed to in my 

attempt to draw conclusions from an endless variety of contextual cues. Most of the cues 
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inevitably remain unavailable to the reader, and even more so grows the significance of  

nonconventional implicatures, which is inextricably linked to the co-operative principle 

and maxims briefly discussed below. 

The principle of expressibility means that generally anything we human beings need to 

say can be formulated into words (Searle 1969:19), and this in its entire acceptability 

makes the motivations for using indirectness even more fascinating when basically 

everything could be said directly. Searle emphasises, however, that he does not mean that 

everything will be understood by the hearers exactly the way the speaker intended. 

Additionally, he includes the effect of context by noting “that only in the context of a 

sentence do words have reference” (ibid. 25). However, I have tried not to limit my view to 

the linguistic context but on the wider unity in which the context of a sentence is only a 

part of the whole. In the case of the data under scrutiny in this study, the institutional 

forces behind the production of the film necessarily leave the interpretations of their 

message to the viewers’ discretion. As Searle says (ibid. 20), “we need to distinguish what 

a speaker means from certain kinds of effects he intends to produce in his hearers”. 

Additionally, he does not claim that whatever can be said would be understood by hearers. 

Here we again encounter inadequate linguistic skills and performance errors that may lead 

us to having to consciously find an indirect way of communicating things. Especially in 

speaking, or writing, in a foreign language this can be seen, and why not in one’s mother 

tongue as well when the right word or expression is elusive. There are also some concepts 

that are beyond our current understanding, like love when one tries to descibe it in a 

concise manner, and thus needs to be expressed in an indirect way. Virginia’s “condition” 

(her mental illness is referred to as a condition in the film) might fit this concept as severe 

mental illnesses are complex phenomena impossible for anyone to describe directly, 

unambiguously and briefly. Mad or insane definitely mean different things in a family with 



    28 
 

teenagers addressing the mother as such, or when Virginia Woolf writes in her suicide note 

that I feel certain that I am going mad again.  

The size of imposition affects the degree of indirectness. Thomas (1995:130) discusses 

the concepts of free and non-free goods and information introduced by Goffman (1967). 

These goods include taboo subjects or topics (that have already been referred to under the 

Assumption of Rationality). Naturally, depending on context, some things or pieces of 

information are more, sometimes less free, but the smaller the imposition, the less 

indirectness is generally used. 

My discussion above focused on the properties of and motivational factors behind the 

need to use indirectness. I dealt with Grice’s (1989) speaker meaning and theory of 

implicature, and followed that with  Searle’s six properties of indirect speech acts to link 

indirectness more intimately to linguistics. Politeness and face were introduced as some of 

the major reasons for employing indirectness, and will be looked at in the analysis below. 

 

2.2.2 The co-operative Principle and Conversational Maxims 

The co-operative principle and conversational maxims are basic concepts in linguistics. 

Communication without co-operation with the partners is normally doomed to fail. This 

co-operation is based on the assumption that certain rules and regularities are being 

followed, and these rules and regularities are referred to as maxims. Grice (1989: 26) 

discusses his co-operative principle, which states that “make your conversational 

contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or 

direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged”. Here the passive voice in “is 

required” and “accepted” is slightly perplexing, giving an impression of a rather one-sided 

view in the sense that it seems to focus on one party to the interaction. Thus a further 
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interpretation of it feels appropriate. Thomas (1995:62) rephrases Grice’s cooperative 

principle in a clearer manner as she puts it in a wider context:  

in conversational interaction people work on the assumption that a certain 
set of rules is on operation… Within a given community when we talk we 
operate according to a set of assumptions… On the whole, people observe 
a certain set of regularities. 
 

Still, something is lacking from these sets of rules and assumptions and regularities. I have 

no wish, and even less reason to deny either their existence, or their significance. However, 

I find Mey’s contribution helpful here. Mey (2001:71) describes this cooperation as 

follows: “the ‘bare facts’ of conversation come alive only in a mutually accepted, 

pragmatically determined context” (my italics). Here the interactive aspect of human 

communication comes alive. 

Grice divides his principle further into four sub-principles or categories, namely the four 

conversational “supermaxims” (1989: 26-28). The four maxims make the principle 

introduced above more explicit, and Grice divided them further into subcategories that I 

have attempted to include in the descriptions below.  

1. The maxim of quantity: give enough, not too much, information.  
2. The maxim of quality: do not make intentionally false statements, 

nothing that cannot be proven true.  
3. The maxim of relation: be relevant to the matter at hand.  
4. The maxim of manner: be clear, unambiguous, use as few words as 

possible and be logical.   
 

Grice does not rule out the existence and effect of other maxims, like those “aesthetic, 

social, or moral in character” (ibid. 28) and in the analysis below I have chosen to 

understand them to be included in the maxim of manner. Further, Grice does not claim that 

these maxims are always adhered to although it seems that in an ideal setting they most 

likely are followed. 

The generalised aim of conversational maxims is to show that the “particular purposes 

that talk (and so, talk exchange) is adapted to serve and is primarily employed to serve… 
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were a maximally effective exchange of information” (Grice 1989: 28). This desire for 

maximally effective communication is associated in my mind with Sperber and Wilson’s 

theories of relevance, where not only our cognitive processes but also actions seek optimal 

relevance. Their contribution, then, to Grice’s view is that the processing of information, 

whether interpretation or production oriented, also tends to be geared at maximal 

efficiency. There is something that binds Grice and Sperber and Wilson together in the 

way Grice (1989: 222) puts all the theory discussed above together in saying  

Again, in cases where there is doubt, say, about which of two or more things 
an utterer intends to convey, we tend to refer to the context (linguistic or 
otherwise) of the utterance and ask which of the alternatives would be 
relevant to other things he is saying or doing, or which intention in a 
particular situation would fit in with some purpose he obviously has… 
Nonlinguistic parallels are obvious: context is a criterion in settling the 
question of why a man who has just put a cigarette in his mouth has put his 
hand in his pocket; relevance [to an obvious end] is a criterion in settling 
why a man is running away from a bull. (My italics) 
 

This quote serves as a summary and a general guideline for my approach to discussing the 

material in the following section: the focus will be on the contexts of utterances, and the 

relevance of each interpretation in the light of those very contexts. I would like to conclude 

this section with a quote from Herman (1998:243), whose focus is mainly on dramatic 

discourse, e.g. dialogue in plays and novels:  

In general, inferences can create a sub-text [e.g. sub-context] in which the 
power of utterance resides precisely in what can be inferred because it is not 
articulated. Implications left to be silently constructed can be as expressive as 
explicit modes of speech. The expressive power of the not-said, the indirect, 
the unfinished, the elliptical, the understated is integral to the pragmatic 
functioning of language. The unsaid can function as a weapon and could be 
used for power, manipulation, deceit, as much as tact, consideration and 
kindliness, or it can signify just plain emptiness. (My italics) 

 
Herman captures beautifully the essence of my view of indirectness, and I subscribe to her 

expression of its conditionality. She also discusses the significance of silence, or the 

meanings that can be negotiated for silence or silent turns. The occasions of silence will be 

very meaningful in the data, and as Saville-Troike (1989:39) concludes, “one of the 
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strongest control forms in many societies is silence, or ‘shunning’, which is also part of the 

communicative system”. I see silence as a way of control, too, but not always as a method 

used by the one who is in control but also as a demonstration of resistance to the power. 

To conclude the whole theory section I will very briefly discuss the relevance of each 

concept presented above in this thesis. Firstly, I discussed different interpretations of 

pragmatics to introduce the framework within linguistics in which indirectness is placed. 

Sociolinguistics was very briefly touched upon as a closely related field of study. 

Secondly, I introduced pragmatic competence as a cognitive mechanism that produces and 

interprets indirectness, and plays a pivotal role in interpreting the contextual cues in 

general. Then the notion of context was studied from several perspectives and presented as 

a multi-dimensional construct. All its dimensions are needed as contextual cues to arrive at 

a relevant interpretation or formulation of an utterance. Power and social distance were 

also considered. Both, like context, were found to be dynamic and multifaceted constructs. 

The models of power presented on power appear as not necessarily mutually exclusive, 

rather as complementary. The co-operative principle is one of the elementary principles 

within pragmatics. Its relevance in this context lies primarily in its contribution to the 

analysis of the data below. I have assumed that the characters more or less co-operate with 

each other and that the abovementioned maxims are adhered to, if not in the literal 

meaning but presumably in the implied meaning. Here the notions of politeness and face 

(Goffman 1967), which are included in the aesthetic, social and moral maxims, appear 

relevant in studying indirectness. I feel that the view of politeness discussed by Wardhaugh 

(2002:275) as “awareness of social customs… shown through the general politeness with 

which we use language” and how people have a choice between two kinds of politeness, is 

relevant in the context of this study. Here only negative politeness is worth mentioning as 
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an “avoidance strategy” (ibid. 275-276) manifesting as “deference, apologizing, 

indirectness, and formality in language use” (my italics).  

I would like to conclude this background section with returning to what I began it with. 

Thomas sees pragmatics as meaning in interaction, and hopefully it is now on a firmer 

footing. We need to know the context of the interaction in order to evaluate the potential 

meanings that are created in it. Even more so when one of the definitions of power 

includes it being an interactive phenomenon, meaning that there is no power outside 

interaction (Diamond 1996), not at least in the sense in which I aim to analyse it in the 

context of this study. 
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3 DATA AND METHODS 

Above, I have provided the reader with the understanding I claim to have on 

indirectness and how this phenomenon is related to linguistics. In the following the data is 

described, analysed and the results discussed. The examples are outlined according to three 

main themes, namely dynamic power, relative power  and indirectness in general. I have 

chosen the examples from all the scenes in the film mainly due to their inclusion of 

different manifestations of power and social distance, and different degrees of indirectness. 

The Hours is based on a screenplay by David Hare, and was directed by Stephen Daldry 

in 2002. It was awarded an Oscar for the leading female character, and two Golden Globes: 

one for the best drama film and the other for best leading female character. The story, or 

actually three stories, is about three women living in different periods yet interrelated by 

Virginia Woolf’s novel, Mrs. Dalloway, and life. In the early 1920’s, in Richmond near 

London, Virginia Woolf (played by Nicole Kidman) is beginning to write her novel, Mrs. 

Dalloway, supervised by doctors and family due to her condition (which was either 

depression and/or schizophrenia). In the 1950’s, in California, Laura Brown (played by 

Julianne Moore) is planning for her husband's birthday, but is preoccupied by reading 

Woolf's novel and taking care of her son, Richard. In 2001, in New York, Clarissa Vaughn 

(Meryl Streep), the present day Mrs. Dalloway, is planning an award party for her friend 

Richard, Laura’s son and an author dying of AIDS. Taking place in one day, all three 

stories are interconnected with the novel mentioned above. One of the women is writing 

the story, one is reading it and about to live it, and one is living it. One of them chooses to 

die, another one chooses to live a different life, and one is forced to rethink her identity and 

life. 

This data provides the indirect speech acts that are interpreted in their contexts. The data 

is presented as transcripts of short passages of dialogue, accompanied by a general 
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description of their context. The transcript and use of punctuation is mine and may contain 

some inaccuracies, although I have tried to keep it as true to the actual utterances as 

possible. On some occasions, some features of nonverbal communication, where they seem 

relevant in supporting the analysis, are included in square brackets. No general key to 

transcription conventions is included for any further details as in studies focusing on the 

finer details of talk and interaction.  

The examples were selected mainly due to the occurrence of indirectness in them, yet I 

do understand that what I see as indirectness may not be seen as such by another observer. 

In the analysis, I will attempt to convince the reader with as explicit explanations as 

possible of the reasoning behind my interpretations. Some of the examples are 

accompanied by a more detailed analysis; especially in instances were I intend to point out 

several different phenomena related to the topic of this study. 

One of the drawbacks of relying on this kind of data is naturally the very fact that it is 

not authentic interaction but rehearsed and directed, professional acting that is based on a 

screenplay, adapted from a novel. One might, then, quite reasonably join Rose (2001:311) 

in questioning the validity of using this kind of language as data: how does the 

communication in films in general represent real-life communication? Rose maintains that 

“only language collected through the use of ethnographic methods is representative of 

actual language use” for the purpose of pragmatically oriented analysis. In contrast to this, 

Saville-Troike (1989:116) argues that “the communicative patterns which occur in 

literature [e.g. written and oral literary sources] presumably embody some kind of 

normative idealization, and portray types of people (e.g. according to social class) in terms 

of stereotypic use of language”. I would contend that this must be the case as pragmatic 

competence must be apparent in fictional language, too. If it was not so, why would people 

be so interested in watching something that is unreal and abstract to them? Additionally, it 
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is people who produce literature, and most likely they aim at creating something that the 

audience can relate to. Language that appears natural is most often a crucial prerequisite. 

The emphasis is on appear, as the language used in such contexts is normally lacking in 

hesitations, corrections and other such features omnipresent in normal speech. Part of the 

enjoyment in watching a mainstream film must be the ease in following the discourse, and 

if the processing of language were unnecessarily arduous in its strangeness and unnatural 

form and content, much of the audience would be lost. Schrøder (1998: 556) contends that  

In a heteroglot society meaning is multiply variable, and any understanding 
of a text produced by another human being, or social institution, is a 
translation from that speaker’s idiolect into one’s own. No textual analysis is 
exempt from the fact that every decoding is always another encoding. 

 
Schrøder’s view is clear: each viewer acts as an interpreter, interpreting the discourse of 

the film in his/her own personal language, although not necessarily verbalising it but at 

least actively constructing his/her relationship with the discourse, and simultaneously 

expanding, or challenging, his/her conception of the world with that provided in the film. 

It needs to be pointed out, however, that the scenes in a film may be somewhat richer in 

contextual stimuli, and possibly manipulatively so, than a recording of an authentic 

everyday setting from “real” life would be. Yet, this is not to understate the fact that this 

may also be the case in “real” life, with people e.g. setting up with bigger houses and 

fancier cars than they can reasonably afford to give an impression of affluence and success. 

Then much of the social reality is setting up scenes, more or less, whether within literature 

or everyday life.  

Fairclough (1998: 696) argues that the discourse of the mass media differs from face-to-

face interaction in that the audience is beyond the reach of the participants on the screen, 

and “the producers have power over audiences in that they can determine what is included 

or excluded and how people, objects and events are represented”. There have been dozens 

of specialists designing the most minute details of all the scenes, some on them already 
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before the screenplay was finished, and thus a viewer is necessarily given a more 

condensed, and also restricted dose of clues. By restricted I mean the fact that the scenes 

may be true to stereotypical views of the periods in question, and thus will not necessarily 

appeal to all viewers as authentic. Rose (2001:310) also notes this richness in saying that 

“film presents language used in rich cultural contexts that can be used… as a source for 

pragmatic analysis”. However, he does not argue the use of film in pragmatic research to 

be well established or grounded on strong empirical research. In his study (ibid. 321), 

however, he concludes that “film data corresponds fairly closely to authentic data” when it 

comes to the use of language. If films are seen as communicative tools, then perhaps this 

immense amount of human group work needed in the process of producing them also 

serves to support their authenticity. Films are messages from human beings to others, and 

the audience might quite reasonably wonder what the director or screenplay writer is trying 

to say, whether there is a hidden agenda, to whom or to what is the director trying to 

appeal. 

The research approach here is both qualitative and descriptive. In the discussion of the 

data, many of the interpretations are subjective, derived from the way I have understood 

and experienced the film. I have reviewed the film, and the scenes transcribed below 

numerous times in the process of transcribing them in order to capture as much as possible 

of what I have referred to as contextual cues. That task seems endless, as each time 

something new penetrated my awareness. My emphasis is on the interpretations the 

dialogue creates in one viewer, me, and how these subjective interpretations reflecting 

power and social distance appear in the light of the pragmatic theories presented above. 

This is where I find the description of pragmatics as a field of linguistic study, and 

pragmatic competence as a cognitive mechanism for processing context-dependent 

linguistic data, well founded within the scope of this study.  
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I feel that I have inserted myself into the dialogues as an analyst, rather than distancing 

myself from them. To gain this insight and hopefully a more profound understanding of 

what is going on in the scenes, I have used the film as a primary source with the contextual 

cues it provides in addition to the language used (e.g. paralinguistic and nonverbal 

communication, music and other sounds to name a few). Further, I have read all the three 

written literary sources referred to as the inspiration and source for the film in the first 

place, namely Mrs Dalloway by Virginia Woolf, The Hours by Michael Cunningham and 

finally the original screenplay by David Hare. Here, it is noteworthy that the actual acting 

and the utterances presented in the screenplay are not identical. Moreover, the screenplay 

lacks most of the contextual cues available on film.  

I have also familiarised myself with the character of Virginia Woolf through the highly 

enjoyable and detailed biography by Hermione Lee. In reading her work, the overall 

credibility of using a film as a source of data was greatly enhanced from my point of view, 

especially so as it became obvious that although the film is fictitious, the portrayal of 

Virginia and Leonard Woolf is rather accurate, and the life and work of Virginia Woolf is 

not distorted in any respect. In addition to the biography, I have made use of a thesis 

discussing the Hours, namely “Always the hours": Michael Cunningham's revisions of Mrs 

Dalloway by Sara Myllyaho. Myllyaho provides many additional perspectives, especially 

that of feminism, emphasising Virginia Woolf’s role as an early feminist anxious to 

question traditional gender roles.  

To conclude, I feel I need to mention 36 students of mine whom I asked to write an 

essay on the film as one of the writing assignments during their English course at the 

Language Centre of the University of Tampere in the academic year 2004-2005. Their 

impressions and interpretations have had an effect on my views and impression building as 

well, even though I have not used them as a source here.  
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4 ANALYSIS 

In the following analysis, the apparent discrepancy between the literal meaning of 

utterances and their indirect implied meaning is demonstrated. Moreover, the places in 

which this discrepancy indicates power and social distance are pointed out. The first five 

examples cover some aspects of dynamic power, then follow three examples focusing on 

relative power, and lastly there are three examples providing different perspectives on 

indirectness in general. 

In the examples, some commentary or additional information may be added in square 

brackets. If the commentary is placed within the transcribed utterances, italics and slightly 

smaller font are used for the commentary to stand out from the transcript. Other ways of 

presenting additional information are explained in each case separately.  

 

Example 1: Virginia and Leonard Woolf, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 

1. Virginia: Good morning, Leonard. 
2. Leonard: Good morning Virginia. How was your sleep? 
3. Virginia: Uneventful. 
4. Leonard: No headaches? 
5. Virginia: No, no headaches. 
6. Leonard: Doctor seemed pleased. 
7. Virginia: That’s all for this morning? [Totally disregards Leonard’s 
8.  reference to the doctor and refers to the day’s mail on the desk] 
9. Leonard: Yes. This young man has submitted his manuscript. I found 
10. three errors of fact and two spelling mistakes and not yet on page 
11. four. [Virginia pours tee or coffee into a cup] You had breakfast? 
12. Virginia: Yes. [V emphasizes her untrue statement with a direct look at L’s 
13.  eyes] 
14. Leonard: Liar. Virginia, it is not of my insistence, it’s your own  
15. doctor’s.  
16. Virginia: [Just sighs and glances at Leonard under her eyebrows as if the 
17.  insistences of doctors were something foolish, then turns around and walks towards 
18.  the stairs] 
19. Leonard: I will send Nelly up with some fruit and a bun.  
20. Virginia: [Sighs.  As L talks, Virginia starts going back upstairs, and 
21.  after L finishes just turns to him and glances at him as if he had said something 
22.  very distasteful]   
23. Leonard: Right. Lunch then. [V stops] Proper lunch, husband and wife 
24. sitting down together, soup pudding and all. [At this point V turns around  
25. and glances at him with that look again] By force if necessary. 
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26. Virginia: [Takes a sip from her cup] Leonard, I believe I may have a first 
27. sentence. [Somehow this sounds like asking for permission] 
28. Leonard: [Sighs hard] Work then. [The way this is said confirms, in my 
29.  opinion, the impression of V asking for permission to skip breakfast, and 
30.  L granting the permission requested, on a condition: V must eat] 
31. Virginia: [Just looks at Leonard and has a more or less satisfied look on her face 
32. with a trace of a smile. Turns her back on L and starts walking up the stairs again, 
33.  sighs]  
34. Leonard: Then you must eat. [He is about to continue his turn but it is heard  
35.  that V closes a door upstairs, and by that act closes the discussion as well] 

 

In the first example, the dynamic nature of power and it being resisted are manifest. The 

scene begins with Leonard Woolf reading something in the hall, in front of a table covered 

with books and leaflets. He hears a door closing and looks up, only to see his wife, 

Virginia Woolf, at the top of the staircase. Virginia has just had her doctor visiting her, and 

the scene takes place just after the doctor has told her husband that she is no worse, 

followed by instructions of keeping her where she is, and calm. During that exchange, the 

patient herself was not present but walks down the stairs soon after the doctor has left.  

In this example it is very interesting how a number of Virginia’s turns (lines 16-18, 20-

22 and 31-33) are not realised by speech acts at all but with silence and very rich and 

meaningful nonverbal communication. If the conversational maxims apply only to verbal 

communication, then she flouts the maxim of quality and manner as there is, firstly, too 

little information, and secondly, silence can be considered uncooperative and thus impolite. 

However, the silent or wordless turns clearly contribute to the conversation, push it 

forward. Silence and significant looks would most likely not work like they do here except 

in a long-term intimate relationship where their conversational implicature, or “speaker” 

meaning of resistance is obvious despite the indirectness. In another context, they, or their 

sentence meanings, might be seen as rude and impolite, perhaps even meaningless. Here 

they underline the lack of social distance and the fact of meanings being created in many 

kinds of interaction. Virginia’s silent resistance seems to be directed at Leonard’s attempts 
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to exercise (institutional) power over her in his turns in lines 19, 23-25 and 34: he is trying 

to make her eat against her own free will.  

There seems to be no need for indirectness from Leonard in calling his wife a liar on 

line 14. A married couple is, ideally, on such close terms that calling each other a liar may 

not be intended or interpreted as an insult in this context: they are just discussing breakfast 

on surface level. For the reader to understand this, he/she needs to be aware of the wider 

context: Virginia’s sickness and her loss of appetite were probably symptomatic of 

depression, also in the life of real Virginia (see Lee 1997:753, for example). A wider 

knowledge of the world is useful, as well, for further interpretations. In a relationship of 

affection and support, one may be interested in the spouse’s well-being, of which good or 

poor appetite may be an indicator, especially when there is a history of mental illness. One 

may be called a liar with affection, not aggressively. Another perspective on this could be 

seeing Leonard as frustrated by his wife’s sickness, by the fact that he has to monitor her 

mood swings and the changes in her health in general all the time.  

Why, then, is Virginia economical with the truth? She flouts the maxim of quality on 

line 12 in claiming that she has eaten. This may be an indication of silent rebellion, she 

may resist her position of being monitored and manipulated by Leonard, and the doctors in 

the background whom she later on refers to as “a bunch of contemptible Victorians”. 

Alternatively, she may be seeking attention and affection, or this kind of reply could be 

intended to defuse the situation, distract Mr. Woolf, or to act as a sign that she does not 

wish to discuss the matter any further. The subject of not eating may be a taboo topic for 

her. Perhaps she wants to communicate that yes, she would like to please her husband in 

this respect, but she cannot. Mr. Woolf seems to feel obliged to refer to the doctor, an 

outside expert who had just visited Virginia. What, then, does he mean by saying “by force 

if necessary” on line 21? This feels like a threat, a surprising choice of words from a man 
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who obviously cares for his wife. Leonard probably wishes to indicate, or emphasise, that 

he has power (legitimate in those days and in that society?) over her after all. He is 

possibly in a position in which the necessity of forced feeding is evaluated and the actual 

feeding initiated. This would also be in Virginia’s best interest, following her eating to 

keep her well and forcing her to eat to keep her alive. He may be frustrated, too, by the 

whole situation of minding her as a father minds his children. 

Virginia’s comment “Leonard, I believe I may have a first sentence”, then, on line 26-

27 does not seem to have any relevance to the matter at hand, nor does the last comment by 

Leonard on line 34: “then you must eat”. On the surface, they seemingly violate both the 

maxim of quantity and relation: there is too little information and they seem to be 

irrelevant regarding the immediately preceding topics. Yet, when one is aware of her 

sickness with lack of appetite as one of the symptoms, and also that writing is very 

significant to her and her well-being, both her and Leonard’s following comments seem 

totally relevant. It seems obvious that this inspiration has been longed for, that it is a good 

indication of her steady or improving condition and the loving husband is powerless when 

Virginia exercises power or just declares that it has arrived. If this is seen as an exercise of 

power, it could then be coercive power. Leonard, too, would suffer in a way or another if 

Virginia is not let go with the flow. Leonard gives up but still chooses to express 

domination on lines 24 and 29: “work then” and “then you must eat”. In his view, the size 

of imposition is small and no indirectness or polite sugar coating is needed. On the other 

hand, the size of imposition may be great, but due to their minimal social distance, 

indirectness is not necessary. He may possibly need to try to save his face, too, and thus 

tries to seize the power back. He is very direct in his attempts to dominate Virginia, and 

Virginia indirect in having the final say (see line 30) by simply leaving and closing the 

door behind her. Seen through Bales’ principle of economy, Virginia’s silence would 
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indicate that it was Leonard who had the power over her as he utters 88 words against 

Virginia’s 23, although it was Virginia who resisted and eventually had the final “say”.  I 

would say that it was this successful use of resistance that indicated that also the dynamic 

nature of power was present. 

Interestingly, Leonard’s stretch of talk would appear as a long monologue if I had 

omitted the additional commentary in square brackets, as it is not verbally interrupted and 

seems fragmented if studied as such, as presented above without any contextual cues. His 

change of topics, ending up in the “threat”, is developed as he, and the analyst, constantly 

observe Virginia’s nonverbal communication while he is talking (direction and avoidance 

of gaze at certain points, the way she looks at him, movements and positioning of her 

body: turning and walking away from him, sighs). This portrays an excellent example of 

the dynamic, evolving context and several of its categories referred to earlier on, on pages 

11-14. Virginia’s silence is certainly meaningful, and I see it as an indirect manifestation of 

power.  

 

Example 2: Clarissa and Barbara the florist in a flower shop, NYC, in 2001. 
 

1. Clarissa: Oh, flowers, what a beautiful morning! 
2. Barbara: Hi, Clarissa, how are you! 
3. Clarissa: [laughter] I am having a party. My friend Richard has won the 
4. Carruthers! 
5. Barbara: Well, that’s just terrific! If I knew what it was. 
6. Clarissa: It’s a poetry prize, for a life’s work. It is the most prestigious,  
7. for a poet it is the best you can do. 
8. Barbara: Oh, very good! So, what would you like? The lilies are perfect! 
9. Clarissa: No, too morbid! Hydrangeas, I think and oh oh lets just have 
10. buckets of roses, and I think I’m gonna take these with me. 
11. *Barbara: Rodney! 
12. *Rodney: Okay. 
13. *Clarissa: Thank you! 
14. Barbara: I actually tried to read Richard’s novel. 
15. Clarissa: You did! [Barbara grins] Oh, I know, it’s not easy. I know, it 
16. did take him ten years to write. 
17. Barbara: Maybe it just takes another ten to read. It is you, isn’t it? 
18. Clarissa: What is? 
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19. Barbara: In the novel, isn’t that meant to be you? 
20. Clarissa: Oh, I see. Yeah, sort of [giggle]. I mean, in a way, you know  
21. Richard is a writer, that is what he is. He uses things that actually 
22. happened.  
23. Barbara: Yeah. 
24. Clarissa: [short giggle]. And years ago he and I we were students that is 
25. true. But you know then he changes things 
26. Barbara: Oh sure. [Barbara is not convinced] 
27. Clarissa: I don’t mean in a bad way. It’s more like he makes them his 
28. own. 

 
The second example on dynamic power has elements of both greater social distance and 

indirectness, this time manifested verbally, only supported by nonverbal communication. 

Clarissa’s response on lines 3-4 to Barbara’s conventional and polite greeting “Hi, 

Clarissa, how are you!” on line 2 is interestingly indirect: “I am having a party. My friend 

Richard has won the Carruthers!”  What is the relevance of that comment to Barbara’s 

greeting, and what is the intended meaning? Her tone of voice is excited and happy, and 

she is obviously proud of Richard’s achievement. However, as the viewer, but apparently 

not Barbara, is aware of the deeper and gloomier undercurrents of Clarissa’s being, it could 

be seen as an indicator of exhaustion, and distance, too. She may not want to engage in 

conventional politeness by returning the greeting, and there is a trace of arrogance in the 

way she utters the end of her turn, as if she assumes a poetry prize to be general 

knowledge, forcing the hearer to admit that this is not the case. This indicates that Clarissa 

is flouting the maxim of quantity, and also manner as Barbara may feel that her face is 

threatened by admitting her ignorance. 

Some of Barbara’s turns are underlined above, to mark potential impoliteness and face 

threats. On lines 5 and 8 they contain contradictory elements within the turns themselves: 

she begins a turn with an indicator of positive face: “Well, that’s just terrific! If I knew 

what it was”. The italicised part is uttered in an excited high-pitched tone, and the end in 

lower tone that undermines the significance of the prize and is almost a face threatening 

act, yet its conversational implicature is an indirect request for further information as 
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Clarissa had just flouted the maxim of quantity. Respectively, the same impression is 

conveyed in “Oh, very good! So, what would you like?” on line 8, the conversational 

implicature of the latter part of her turn being “as if I care”. Barbara continues with this 

relatively hostile attitude on line 14:  “I actually tried to read Richard’s novel”. Clarissa 

does not first understand the more or less indirect message of the book having been 

uninteresting: Barbara just tried, and replies excitedly “You did!” on line 15. She could 

also cunningly show her disbelief of Barbara attempting to read such literature, but only 

after Barbara grins does she acknowledge Barbara’s point. She may even be forced to do 

so to save her face. Barbara carries on with her verbal attack on line 17 by “maybe it just 

takes another ten to read”, and allows Clarissa some three seconds to comment on it before 

finishing her turn. Clarissa refuses the challenge. Barbara then serves the final blow on line 

26 by uttering “Oh sure” in a tone loaded with suspicion, leading Clarissa to provide a 

defensive explanation in her last turn, on lines 27-28. The dynamic nature of power, here 

bouncing back and forth like the ball in a game of tennis, also propelled by mere looks or 

physical movements, is very vividly present, as is the emerging sense of social distance as 

a similar kind of vibrant and dynamic force, shaped by the contexts as the discourse pushes 

forward. Hymes’ (1974) continua of informality-formality, intimacy-respect, equality-

authority, private-public are all exploited across the scales: the two women clearly know 

each other quite well, or otherwise they would not engage in this kind of intimate duel, yet 

there is an air of formality, of Clarissa being an authority as a customer and Barbara in the 

position to please her. However, she is also in a position of momentary resource person as 

she knows the flowers (line 8); it is the flowers, after all, that Clarissa came for. Further, 

she is to be respected in her role, especially in a public space where there is a witness for 

the speech acts that possibly threaten the face: Rodney the shop assistant. The whole scene 

is built towards a feeling of informal, intimate, almost equal and very private self-
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disclosure, in which Clarissa analyses her role in the novel mentioned and how she sees the 

writing process (lines 20-22, 24-25 and 27-28). 

The conversational maxims are followed quite consistently, although again the maxim 

of manner emerges as an issue. Occasionally, Barbara’s turns are impolite and face-

threatening, although disguised in indirectness. The contextual cues available to me do not 

provide any plausible explanation for her goal in doing so despite their social distance 

(except for her being a somewhat sarcastic and possibly embittered character). 

Bales’ principle of economy would suggest that it was Clarissa with her 153 words who 

clearly held the power, but with my reasoning above I would say that despite Barbara 

uttered only 62 words (turns marked with an asterisk are not included as they were not 

between Clarissa and Barbara), she emerged ultimately more powerful. It seems that in 

situations where the dynamic nature of power is present, Bales’ principle may prove to be 

too simplistic. 

 

Example 3: Virginia and Nelly, the housekeeper, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 
 

1. *Virginia: It’s on this day, this day of all days, her fate becomes clear to 
2. her… [Virginia’s voice but presented as if  thinking while starting to write the 
3.  words above, not visibly speaking. Nelly the housekeeper knocks on the door and steps  
4. in without waiting for permission to enter] 
5. Nelly: Excuse me Mrs Woolf, Mr Woolf said I was to come and speak 
6. with you. 
7. Virginia: [I am?] nearly finished Nelly. Wait for me in the kitchen and I 
8. will be down very soon. 
9. [Nelly turns around without saying a word and closes the door. Virginia is clearly 
10.  disturbed by Nelly’s intrusion and stops writing] 
11. *Nelly: What happens is she says she wants something and then it turns 
12. out she doesn’t. 
13. *Maid: ‘Cause she never does, does she? [Virginia is shown walking down the 
14.  stairs towards the kitchen, overhearing everything the servants say from this moment 
15. on, the servants are not aware of this]  
16. She never wants anything. 
17. *Nelly: Does she, which she’s particularly asked for it, it’s a sure sign 
18.  [underlined words unclearly uttered] 
19. *Maid: I wish I’d been there. 
20. *Nelly: I wish you had, too. 
21. *Maid: Did you give her that look? That sort of look you do? 
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22. *Nelly: I said: ”Madam…” [sees that Virginia is just about to enter the kitchen] 
23. Virginia: [a train whistles in the background] Yes Nelly tell me, how can I 
24. help? 
25. Nelly: It is about lunch. [Virginia exhales deep and long the cigarette smoke she 
26. has just inhaled] I just had to go ahead on my own. [slightly accusatory tone] 
27. Virginia: I understand. [Virginia smiles, and after a short pause during which 
28.  Nelly probably deduces the meaning of her mistress’ smile goes back to work 
29.  trimming the fat from some raw meat] You chose a pie. [Virginia grins in disgust, 
30. or nods in approval]  
31. Nelly: I chose a lamb pie. 
32. Virginia: That seems suitable. 
33. Nelly: You have been so busy with your writing. [Takes a glance at Virginia, 
34. there is something of not appreciating her writing in the way she says this] I had no 
35. instructions. [looks at the other servant as if emphasising what they had been 
36. discussing prior to Virginia’s entry, stresses the word ”instructions” in an accusatory 
37.  tone] 
38. Virginia: [a church bell starts tolling] You do remember that my sister is 
39. coming at four with the children? 
40. Nelly: Yes, ma’am, I had not forgotten. [Takes a brief eye contact with the 
41. maid] 
42. Virginia: China tea, I think, and ginger. [Has a triumphant look on her face] 
43. Nelly: [stops what she is doing, stands up and thinks for two, three seconds] Ginger, 
44. madam? [As if questioning and challenging] 
45. Virginia: I’d like to give the children a treat. [The bell stops: it is noon] 
46. Nelly: We’d have to go to London for ginger, madam. I haven’t finished 
47. this [Virginia is now clearly disgusted by the pieces of meat Nelly is handling in 
48. preparing her lamb pie], and there’s the rest of the lunch to get ready. 
49. Virginia: 12.30 train, Nelly, will get you into London [Nelly freezes and 
50. stares at Virginia] just after one. If you return on the 2.30 [train] you should 
51. be back in Richmond soon after three. 
52. Nelly: [stares speechlessly for almost three seconds] 
53. Virginia: Do I miscalculate?  
54. Nelly: [here again it takes a bit longer, about three seconds, for Nelly to respond] No. 
55. Virginia: Well, then, is something detaining you, Nelly? 
56. Nelly: [processes the previous turn again for a few seconds, says nothing, unties her 
57. apron, throws it on the floor, and turns around to wash her hands] 
58. Virginia: I can’t think of anything more exhilarating than a trip to 
59. London.[Virginia smiles triumphantly, speaking perhaps partly to herself and to her 
60. servants, the maid has silently witnessed the whole exchange] 

 
 

In this example, I will focus on dynamic power and resistance in a situation where social 

distance is more easily detectable than in the second example. On the continua of social 

distance the situation may seem private as it is Virginia’s home, but here Virginia is 

primarily in an institutional role as the mistress of the house, and Nelly and the maid as her 

employees. Power is clearly exercised by Virginia as all her turns exemplify institutional 
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power and social distance. Her use of power and position are being resisted by Nelly, 

indicating the dynamic nature of power, again.  

Virginia is just about to get started with the first sentence of Mrs. Dalloway when she is 

interrupted by Nelly, the housekeeper. The two interconnected scenes begin in Virginia’s 

study, and continue in the kitchen as Nelly leaves Virginia in her study. Just before 

Virginia enters the kitchen, she overhears most of the conversation between Nelly and 

another servant who both complain about her indecisiveness. This might support the later 

interpretation of Virginia actually wanting to indirectly show Nelly her place.  

At the beginning of this scene, Nelly enters Virginia’s room uninvited and interrupts her 

at the moment she is getting started on her new book. I wonder if this uninvited entrance is 

again one those silent manifestations of power as it seems impolite. She is indirectly 

putting the blame for the interruption on Leonard, or perhaps implying that she would 

rather not have come at all on her own initiative. Here it is also demonstrated that people in 

positions of power are approached indirectly rather than going straight to the matter at 

hand: what is she to prepare for lunch. A direct approach might have prompted an 

immediate and relevant response instead of Virginia rejecting Nelly on lines 7-8: “[I am?] 

nearly finished Nelly. Wait for me in the kitchen and I will be down very soon”. Nelly is 

clearly hurt by the rebuff as she leaves without saying a word, thus flouting the maxim of 

manner and quantity. Later on she shows that she does not value Virginia’s writing much 

by the way she says (lines 33-35) “You were so busy with your writing. I had no 

instructions”. The stress at the end of the word “instructions” includes perhaps unnecessary 

blame, which Virginia chooses not to take any notice of on the surface level as she changes 

the topic. Hearing the sound of a church bell may be a clue for her for the next topic: the 

expected visit of her sister and sister’s children later that day.  
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Virginia resumes her position as the mistress of the house by first changing the topic 

(line 38-39): “You do remember that my sister is coming at four with the children?”. Then 

she continues by giving instructions to Nelly (line 42): “China tea and ginger”. Sugared 

ginger is clearly something they do not have at that moment, and Virginia may or may not 

be aware of that fact. Nelly’s response (on lines 43-44): “Ginger, madam?”, with an 

astonished and perhaps also disapproving tone makes Virginia perhaps quite unnecessarily 

justify her indirect order to get it by explaining (on line 45) “I’d like to give the children a 

treat”. She hardly needs to justify anything in her position in such a hierarchical relation.  

Nelly is obviously not thrilled with her mistress’ wish, and indirectly tries to get away 

with it (see lines 46-48): “We’d have to go to London for ginger, madam. I’m not finished 

with this, and there’s the rest of the lunch to get ready”. For some reason she chooses to 

use the first person plural, yet nobody else is included in going to London. It may be her 

way of telling that this may include a negative effect on Virginia, and Leonard; she would 

not be able to prepare the lunch in case she had to get the ginger. On the other hand, this 

could be an indirect way of saying no, telling her that she is not inclined to go. The size of 

the imposition may be too large for Nelly as she is to give up her daily routines. Moreover, 

going shopping all the way to London to get one single item meant for pampered upper-

class children may not be rewarding from her perspective. In her turns on lines 43-44, 46-

47, 52, 54 and 56-57, Nelly is indirectly indicating resistance again, being impolite and 

potentially face-threatening in doing so. 

Virginia continues with her indirect approach, or tone, chosen earlier even though a 

direct order would by all means be more economical. She chooses to refer to timetables to 

support her reasoning (lines 49-51): “12.30 train, Nelly, will get you into London just after 

one. If you return on the 2.30 [train] you should be back in Richmond soon after three”. 

Here the size of the imposition affects the degree of indirectness. Probably due to Nelly’s 
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resistance it has become obvious to Virginia that further reasoning is needed. The 

resistance may suggest that Virginia is asking too much in making Nelly go to London to 

fetch ginger. Simultaneously she may be asking too much from herself, too, in showing 

Nelly her place and thus decisiveness on her own part at last. The reason for using this 

overtly indirect request instead of a direct order to go to London may be here, in the 

context within Virginia herself if not outside of her.  

This is now to be considered a clear order to go to London, costly as it demands more to 

formulate than simply putting it like “Go to London and buy the ginger, please” and risky 

as it may not be understood. This becomes apparent when Nelly just stares at Virginia 

without saying a word. The context allows this silent stare to be interpreted in several 

ways. She either does not follow Virginia’s line of thought at once, and needs to allow 

herself some time to realise it, or is astonished by this surprising fit of determination. 

Virginia follows all the conversational maxims here, yet not from Nelly’s perspective 

perhaps as she is not clear and uses too many words, thus partially violating the maxim of 

manner. Virginia’s use of the first name in addressing her housekeeper is possibly to 

underline the social distance and make her position above Nelly more manifest. 

Nelly’s lack of reaction and action is followed by a question (line 53):  “Do I 

miscalculate?” This is hardly a question of Virginia’s ability to calculate but an indirect 

question of Nelly’s ability to comprehend and comply with her mistress’ wishes. When 

answered in the negative, Virginia carries on with her questions instead of direct orders 

(line 55): “Well, then, is something detaining you, Nelly?” 

Nelly, then, may show her (silent) resistance by choosing not to address her mistress 

politely as madam after being indirectly ordered to go to London, and demonstrates her 

protest by throwing her apron on the floor and turning her back on Virginia to wash her 

hands in the sink without saying anything. This is hardly appropriate and polite behaviour 
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in this context. She has lost her face in front of the very audience to whom she was 

performing so well at the beginning of the scene. 

Virginia has the last word in this exchange which is witnessed by the maid, to whom her 

final remark may be intended as a demonstration of her status and role, her legitimate 

power (line 58-59): “I can’t think of anything more exhilarating than a trip to London”. 

This final blow may be her indirect and rhetoric way of asking why Nelly cannot value this 

opportunity to do so as well. It is not to address Nelly, or the other maid, but also directly 

telling how she feels herself. Later she escapes to the railway station and is collected there 

by her husband. The ensuing discussion includes her telling him how distressed she is 

about living in the country, in Richmond, and how much she would like to move back to 

London. This may explain why she was so well informed of the train timetables.  

The way Nelly resisted and Virginia persisted against the resistance indicates also that 

coercive power was exercised. There is clearly an element of punishment to be sensed 

here: Nelly is in a way asking to be shown her place and Virginia does it. Interestingly, 

Virginia clearly does not expect any response to her final comment from the maid, nor 

does the maid initiate any further communication. The social distance between Virginia 

and the maid is possibly even greater than the one between Virginia and Nelly, or in other 

words, she is more aware of her place in the hierarchy (or insecure, left without a 

supporting audience?) and thus chooses to remain silent. Virginia’s comment is, in 

addition, a final blow, a demonstration of her superior skills in expressing herself. 

Ultimately, however, her indirectness may be due to her possible built-in aim at politeness 

at all costs (probably distinctive of women in her class and in those days). It is definitely a 

speech act that threatens Nelly’s face. Nelly’s resistance, then, is disguised in indirectness 

rather than using a direct refusal, which would have been impossible (or potentially 

destructive) in this context in any case. 
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There could also be an ongoing battle for all five forms of relative power between the 

Woolfs. The whole scene begins with Nelly telling that it was Mr. Woolf who asked her to 

come to speak with Virginia, and could it be that Virginia, an early feminist, is here 

resisting this traditional role of dealing with everyday household matters. Further, the 

whole idea of making Nelly go to London can be seen as a way of avoiding not only eating 

in general but also eating this very pie that Nelly had put on the menu on her own 

initiative. By more or less randomly showing the housekeeper her place, Virginia succeeds 

in avoiding eating, again. It is a way of showing her sovereignty over her own body and 

destiny, not merely symptomatic of depression, as Lee (1997) suggests in her biography of 

the real Virginia Woolf. 

Nelly opting or being forced to use silence in some of her turns is interesting. These 

instances seemingly violate all the conversational maxims yet other channels of 

communication are used, namely extra- and paralinguistic ones, and Nelly taking action 

instead of saying anything. I wonder whether the discussion would have been of a different 

nature had Nelly and Virginia been together without the presence of the maid. Nelly’s 

turns before Virginia entered the kitchen may have put some pressure on her to continue 

with her presupposition and declaration of the mistress being indecisive and unpredictable. 

She may then need to put on this show to retain her referent power over the maid, and to 

save her face. 

Examined from the view of Bales’ principle of economy, too, it is Virginia who is in 

command (in this example, too, I marked turns not included in this count with an asterisk). 

She utters 112 words contrary to Nelly’s 80. However, Nelly’s turns are surprisingly 

lengthy considering her hierarchical position, marking her resistance from this perspective, 

as well.  
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Example 4: Virginia and Leonard Woolf, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 

1. Virginia: Mr Woolf, what an unexpected pleasure. 
2. Leonard: Perhaps you tell me exactly what you think you are doing? 
3. Virginia: What I was doing? 
4. Leonard: I went to look for you and you weren’t there. 
5. Virginia: You were working in the garden and I didn’t wish to disturb 
6. you. 
7. Leonard: You disturb me when you disappear! 
8. Virginia: I didn’t disappear! I went for a walk. 
9. Leonard: A walk! Is that all? Just a walk? Virginia, we must go home 
10. now, Nelly’s cooking dinner, she has already had a very difficult day. It is 
11. just our obligation to eat Nelly’s dinner. 
12. Virginia: There is no such obligation! No such obligation exists. 
13. Leonard: Virginia, you have an obligation to your own sanity. 
14. Virginia: I have endured this custody, I have endured this imprisonment. 
15. Leonard: Oh Virginia! 
16. Virginia: I am attended by doctors, everywhere, I am attended by  
17. doctors, who inform me of my own interests. 
18. Leonard: They know your interests! 
19. Virginia: They do not! They do not speak for my interests. 
20. Leonard: Virginia, I can see that it must be hard for a woman of your… 
21. Virginia: Of what? 
22. Leonard: [hesitates]  of…  
23. Virginia: Of my what, exactly? 
24. Leonard: Of your talents, to see that she may not be the best judge of her  
25. own condition. 
26. Virginia: Who then is a better judge? 
27. Leonard: You have a history. You have a history of confinement. We 
28. brought you to Richmond because you have a history of fits, moods,  
29. blackouts, hearing voices. We brought you to save from the irrevocable 
30. damage you intended on yourself. You have tried to kill yourself twice. I  
31. live daily with that threat. I set up the press, we set up the printing press  
32. not for just itself,  not just purely for itself, but so that you might have  a 
33. ready source of absorption and a remedy. 
34. Virginia: Like needlework?  
35. Leonard: It was done for you! It was done for your betterment! It was 
36. done out of love! If I didn’t know you better I would call this ingratitude. 
37. Virginia: I am ungrateful? You call me ungrateful? My life has been 
38. stolen from me. I am living in a town I have no wish to live in, I am 
39. living a life I have no wish to live. How did this happen? [a long break] It 
40. is time for us to move back to London. I miss London. I miss London life.  
41. Leonard: This is not you speaking Virginia, this is an aspect of your 
42. illness. 
43. Virginia: It is me. 
44. Leonard: It is not you. 
45. Virginia: It is my voice. 
46. Leonard: It is not your voice. 
47. Virginia: It is mine and mine only. 
48. Leonard: It is a voice that you hear. 
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49. Virginia: It is not, it is mine! I’m dying in this town! 
50. Leonard: If you were thinking clearly, Virginia, you would recall that it 
51. was London that brought you low. 
52. Virginia: If I were thinking clearly? Oh, if I were thinking clearly… 
53. Leonard: We brought you to Richmond to give you peace. 
54. Virginia: If I were thinking clearly, Leonard, I would tell you that I 
55. wrestle alone in the dark, in the deep dark and that only I can know, only 
56. I can understand my own condition. You live with the threat, you tell me, 
57. you live with the threat of my extinction. Leonard, I live with it, too. [this 
58. clearly affects Leonard] This is my right, it is the right of every human being. 
59. I  choose not the suffocating anaesthetic of the suburbs but the violent jolt 
60. of the capital. 
61. That is my choice. The meanest patient even the very lowest is allowed 
62. some say in the matter of her own prescription. Thereby she defines her 
63. own humanity. I wish for your sake Leonard that I could be happy in this 
64. quietness. But if it is a choice between Richmond and death, I choose 
65. death. 
66. Leonard: [after  a pause of roughly 11 seconds] Very well, London then, we go 
67. back to London. [a train arrives at the station, Leonard is clearly in turmoil, it takes 
68.  about 31 seconds for him to continue] Are you hungry? I’m a little hungry  
69. myself. 
70. Virginia: Come along. You cannot find peace by avoiding life, Leonard. 

 
The example above highlights dynamic power and open resistance. Virginia is sitting on a 

bench at the railway station, apparently waiting for a train, when her husband arrives and 

confronts her after Virginia has uttered her first turn, the sentence meaning of which seems 

to be in stark contrast with the speaker meaning. It is clear that meeting Leonard on the 

platform is anything but a pleasure, and definitely unexpected (line 1). This interpretation 

is supported by the anything but appropriate response by Leonard to such a formal and 

polite greeting (see line 2), yet the speaker meaning of his turn is clear: they both know 

that she normally lets Leonard know of her plans, and submits them for his approval (see 

example 8). The dynamic nature of context and power is clearly seen in this argument 

between a couple: the views and perspectives provided are challenged and resisted, and the 

one who appeared to be weaker, Virginia, won this duel with her logical and emotionally 

appealing reasoning despite Leonard’s earnest and sincere efforts to convince her of the 

beneficial effects of living in the country. Interestingly, in the light of Bales’ principle of 

economy she is victorious, too: she uttered 358 words against Leonard’s 288.  The context 
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evolves at least in the sense of Leonard entering and exiting the exchange in a very 

different position, he was forced to change his view, to give up. There is no manifest social 

distance yet some aspects of social distance are apparent, e.g. formality vs. informality. 

It is obvious that Virginia was about to run away, despite her flouting of the maxim of 

quality, and manner, as she is economical with the truth in her later turns on lines 5-6 and 

8, to follow Nelly and Vanessa, her sister, to the “violent jolt of the capital”, as she 

describes London in the ensuing discussion with Leonard. Virginia’s turn on lines 5-6 is 

contradictory to the facts the viewer knows: she certainly tried to avoid Leonard’s attention 

in leaving their house. Her turn on line 8 is also untruthful as she is unmistakably waiting 

for the train. 

Leonard is very direct except in his turn on lines 9-11 in which he is referring to Nelly’s 

difficult day, as if it has any relevance to the matter at hand. I wonder whether he is trying 

to say that it was Virginia who caused the difficulties Nelly encountered. Simultaneously 

he flouts the maxim of manner: his statement of them being obliged to eat the dinner Nelly 

has cooked is illogical, as Virginia points out in her following turn on line 12: “no such 

obligation exists”. Nevertheless he may feel they need to save their, or Nelly’s face, and 

perhaps to reward Nelly in exchange for all those difficulties. Leonard’s turns include five 

instances (all underlined) in which he addresses his wife by her first name, and in these 

instances there is an element of deprecation of Virginia’s feelings (line 15), and in the rest 

(lines 13, 20, 41, 50) I feel he is emphasising his power. 

Virginia’s turns on lines 14 and 16-17 seem to flout the maxim of relation as she is not 

directly relating to the matter at hand, yet in the wider context and based on her 

paralinguistic and nonverbal communication during this exchange their speaker meaning is 

obvious: she is frustrated by being manipulated and patronised.  
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The overall impression is of general use of directness despite the sensitive and difficult 

topic (Virginia’s sickness and its effect on their lives). The emotional turmoil is so great 

that the indirectness that I have detected in the examples above, in an exchange that takes 

place between speakers between whom there is very little social distance, disappears 

gradually as the tension, and truthfulness, grows.  

Power and directness, a new feature in respect of our heroine, on line 64-65, are used to 

the greatest possible effect: “But if it is a choice between Richmond and death, I choose 

death”. In the end, after Virginia’s appeal and conversational implicature of threat (rather 

an earnest statement of fact) on lines 54-65, Leonard takes his time and gives up as the size 

of Virginia’s imposition is undoubtedly too great; moreover, it could be conceived of as 

being impolite to nonchalantly reject its conversational implicature. The shorter pause 

indicated on line 66 may be needed for him to process all the direct and indirect meanings 

Virginia’s previous turn may contain, to reassess the situation and discover that his 

previous position is not sustainable. The longer pause (on lines 67-68), before changing the 

topic, may be necessary for him to compose himself, to save his face. The pauses also 

demonstrate how the cognitive processing of demanding input is visible in delays to 

respond. This example is particularly bland on paper, the emotional charge on the screen 

self evidently portrays dynamic power and it being resisted.  

   

Example 5: Laura Brown, Richie and Kitty the neighbour, in Los Angeles, in 1951 

1. *Laura: Damn it, it didn’t work! [speaking to herself, she is icing  a cake she and 
2. her son Richie just baked for Mr Brown, the cake looks like a disaster, the icing is 
3. uneven, the door bell rings] 
4. *Richie: Mummy, mummy, there is someone at the door. [Laura is  
5. bewildered and unable to do anything] 
6. Kitty: Hello, hello? Laura? [enters without permission] 
7. Laura: Hi Kitty. 
8. Kitty: Hi am I interrupting? 
9. Laura: Oh, of course not, come in. 
10. Kitty: Are you all right? [as Laura looks startled, confused, and did not answer the 
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11. door bell] 
12. Laura: Why, sure? 
13. *Kitty: Hi Richie. 
14. Laura: Sit down I’ve got coffee on. Would you like some? 
15. Kitty: Please. Oh look you made a cake. [with a sneer and slightly amused 
16. tone] 
17. Laura: I know, it didn’t work. I thought it was gonna work. I thought it 
18. would have worked better than that. 
19. Kitty: [laughs] Oh Laura I don’t understand why you find it so difficult.  
20. Laura: I don’t know either. 
21. Kitty: Anyone can make a cake.  
22. Laura: I know. 
23. Kitty: Everyone can. It is ridiculously easy! Like I bet you didn’t even 
24. grease the pan. 
25. Laura: I greased the pan. 
26. Kitty: All right, you know you have other virtues. And Dan loves you so 
27. much he won’t even notice. Whatever you do he is gonna say it’s 
28. wonderful. Well it’s true! 
29. Laura: Does Ray have a birthday? [realizes her foolish question before finishing 
30. it by frowning and shaking her head] 
31. Kitty: Sure he does. 
32. Laura: When is it? 
33. Kitty: September. We go to the country club, we always go to the country 
34. club. We drink martinis and spend the day with 50 people. 
35. Laura: Ray has got a lot of friends. 
36. Kitty: He does. 
37. Laura: You both have a lot of friends, you are good at it. [said as a 
38. compliment] How is Ray? I haven’t seen him in a while.  
39. Kitty: He is fine. These guys are something, aren’t they?  
40. Laura: You can say that again. They came home from the war. They 
41. deserved it, didn’t they? After all they have been through. 
42. Kitty: What, what did they deserve? [is amazed by Laura’s comment] 
43. Laura: I don’t know, us, I guess. All this. [referring to the affluent 
44. neighbourhood and modern home, possibly family, too] 
45. Kitty: Oh, you are reading a book.  
46. Laura: Yeah. 
47. Kitty: What’s this one about? 
48. Laura: It is about this woman who is incredibly, well, she is a hostess 
49. and she is incredibly confident and she is going to give a party and maybe  
50. because she is confident everyone thinks she is fine. But she isn’t. So… 
51. Kitty: Well.  
52. Laura: Kitty what is it? Is something wrong? 
53. Kitty: I have to go into the hospital for a couple of days. 
54. Laura: Kitty. 
55. Kitty: I have some kind of [slight hesitation] growth in my [slight hesitation] 
56. uterus and they are gonna go in and take a look. 
57. Laura: When? 
58. Kitty: This afternoon. I need you to feed the dog. 
59. Laura: Of course. Is that what you came here to ask? What did the 
60. doctors say exactly? 
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61. Kitty: Well, its probably what the problem has been. About not getting 
62. pregnant. The thing is, I mean you know I have been really happy with 
63. Ray. Now it turns out there was a reason, there was a reason I could not 
64. conceive. You are lucky Laura. I don’t think you can call yourself a  
65. woman until you are a mother. And the joke is all my life I could do  
66. everything, I mean I could do anything, really, except the one thing I  
67. wanted. 
68. Laura: Yes. [here is seems apparent that Laura agrees upon this in a much wider  
69. context, unknown to Kitty: she has not been able to do the  thing she has wanted and she 
70. lives in a lie] 
71. Kitty: That’s all. 
72. Laura: Oh at least now they will be able to deal with it. 
73. Kitty: That’s right, that’s what they are doing. 
74. Laura: That’s right. 
75. Kitty: I am not worried. What would be the point of worrying? 
76. Laura: No, it is not in your hands. 
77. Kitty: That’s it, it is in the hands of some physician I never even met. 
78. Some surgeon who probably drinks more martinis than Ray and... 
79. Laura: Oh Kitty. 
80. Kitty: I mean of course I am worried about Ray. 
81. Laura: Come here.[goes close to Kitty to embrace her, like a mother embracing and 
82. comforting a child] 
83. Kitty: I am doing fine, really. 
84. Laura: I know, I know you are. 
85. Kitty: But I am more worried about Ray than anything, he is not good at  
86. this stuff 
87. Laura: Forget about Ray. Just forget about Ray. [starts kissing Kitty, first on  
88. the forehead… and after an eye contact she kisses her on the lips] 
89. Kitty: You are sweet. [emotionally, and as the eye contact is broken, so is the spell  
90. of the moment and Kitty goes back to her initial business with a different tone] You  
91. know the routine, right, half a can in the evening and check the water now  
92. and then and Ray will feed him in the morning. 
93. Laura: Kitty, you didn’t mind? [referring to the kiss, the moment of true  
94. encounter] 
95. Kitty: What? I didn’t mind what? [declaring the moment of intimacy null and  
96. void, as if the kiss did not take place] 
97. Laura: Do you want me to drive you? 
98. Kitty: I think I feel better if I drive myself [thanking would have been  
99. appropriate here] 
100. Laura: Kitty, it is gonna be all right. 
101. Kitty: Of course it is. Bye. [leaves] 
102. *Laura: [after a long pause, to Richie, who witnessed the whole scene] What do 
103. you want? [Richie runs to his room and slams the door, Laura disposes of the 
104. cake into the trash can] 

 

In the example above, I have concentrated on politeness and face threatening acts, although 

on the whole I have chosen this example to portray dynamic power in an instance where 
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the social distance is greater. I have underlined those instances in which Kitty’s speech acts 

are seemingly threatening Laura’s face.  

Kitty possibly has something that Laura wants: “You both have a lot of friends, you are 

good at it” and  “It is about this woman who is incredibly, well, she is a hostess and she is 

incredibly confident…” (see lines 37 and 48-49) as she does not seem to be bothered by 

Kitty’s direct and face threatening remarks. Possibly the rude comments are aligned with 

her own sense of self-esteem, and she admires Kitty’s self-confidence and thus submits 

herself to Kitty’s use of power. It is especially interesting that Laura is in her own home, 

where a guest, although uninvited, should perhaps try to behave in an appropriate manner. 

Kitty’s tone is even more surprising as she comes to ask for a favour. If they were very 

close friends, some of the disguised insults would perhaps be appropriate as intended jokes 

(lines 19, 21, 23-24), but it is apparent that Laura and her husband are not amongst the 50 

friends that are invited to the birthday party of Kitty’s husband (line 33-34). Laura, then, 

threatens Kitty’s face by her totally unconventional act of kissing her on the mouth, 

possibly in her desire to console Kitty because of the disturbing news about the growth. I 

see the act of kissing as an act of power, too, the only instance in which Laura is 

undoubtedly in control. Initially Kitty does not take the kiss and embrace as a threat to her 

face as she relaxes and enjoys it, she is visibly comforted for a fleeting moment yet for 

some reason resumes her previous businesslike manner. By doing so, she is controlling the 

situation again. Here, on lines 87-92, the dynamic nature of power is highlighted: the most 

powerful element of communication was a meaningful kiss, nonverbal communication 

proving its power again. 

On lines 55-56 there are two taboo words, or otherwise sensitive issues, which becomes 

perceivable in the way Kitty slightly hesitates before uttering the words growth and uterus. 
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This is in line with Goffman’s view of the topics normally discussed in a more indirect 

manner. 

Laura is following the conversational maxims except on lines 9 and 12 where she 

favours the maxim of manner to that of quality: she is polite rather than truthful. Kitty then 

is too frank to be polite. Her impolite comments and overt confidence are more or less 

explained on lines 61-67 as she apparently envies Laura her motherhood. Sadly, Laura 

does not enjoy it herself, and will soon abandon her children and husband. 

Bales’ principle of economy (the turns marked with as asterisk were omitted from the 

count as they were not part of the exchange between Laura and Kitty) suggests with a 

respective ratio of 267 and 391 words uttered that it was the impolite Kitty who was in 

control. Laura was a “momentary resource person” during the embrace, letting nonverbal 

communication not applicable in such word counts demonstrate her power which was soon 

to be resisted by Kitty in her change of topic.  

 

Example 6: Virginia Woolf in her suicide note, in Sussex, England, in 1941. 

1. Dearest, I feel certain that I’m going mad again. I feel we can’t go 
2. through another of these terrible times, and I shan’t recover, this time. 
3. I begin to hear voices, and can’t concentrate [Virginia arrives at a 
4. river]. So I am doing what seems to be the best thing to do. [*Leonard is 
5.  seen for the first time, entering the house through the very door Virginia has exited  
6. a moment before.] You have given me the greatest possible happiness;  
7. you have been in every way all that anyone could be. I know that I’m  
8. spoiling your life, and without me you could work, [* two letters, one 
9.  for Leonard and another for Virginia’s  sister, Vanessa, are shown as Leonard sees 
10.  them, too.] and you will, I know. You see I can’t even write this 
11.  properly. What I want to say is that I owe all the happiness of my life 
12.  to you. You have been entirely patient with me, [*Leonard is shown 
13.  opening his letter, perhaps a bit hesitantly] and incredibly good. Everything 
14.  has gone from me but the certainty of your goodness. 
15. I can’t go on spoiling your life any longer.[* Leonard reads the letter and 
16.  looks stunned, upset by its contents]   I don’t think two people could have 
17. been happier than we have been. Virginia.[* Leonard starts running out of the 
18.  house, exiting through the door Virginia exited earlier, and simultaneously 
19.  Virginia submerges herself under the surface of  the river…] 
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In the first example focusing on relative power, taken from the very beginning of the film, 

I will focus on the size of imposition. Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard are 

introduced to the viewer, yet Leonard does not have any turns of speech. I have indicated 

Leonard’s silent participation with an asterisk, meaning instances in which the camera was 

cut in on him. I have also underlined those parts of Virginia’s voice-overs which overlap 

with the camera focusing on Leonard. Elsewhere the camera is on Virginia when her voice 

is heard. Film as a medium makes it possible to portray this letter, even though it is read 

out as a monologue, as if it was a dialogue between the two. To demonstrate this view, I 

attempted to bring it into the transcript, too, in composing it the way it is above. The letter 

is actually nearly identical to the one the real Virginia wrote to the real Leonard in the 

spring of 1941 (Lee 1997:756-757). There are a few sentences that are omitted from the 

original, and in this thesis the punctuation reflects the way I heard the actress uttering them 

when reading the letter aloud. The dialogue-like effect is also seen in the way the camera is 

on Leonard whenever Virginia addresses him as you in her letter. 

Even though the film portrays four different periods of time (the Woolf couple in 

England in 1923 and 1941, Laura Brown mainly in Los Angeles in 1951 and Clarissa 

Vaughan in New York City in 2001), it does not proceed in chronological order but first 

shows Virginia’s suicide in Sussex, England, in 1941. Here Virginia’s voice is heard as a 

voice-over in addition to very vivid sounds of nature, the sound of a fountain pen on a 

piece of paper and sounds of footsteps. Additionally, when Virginia arrives at the river, 

very dramatic modern classical music, composed by Philip Glass, begins in the 

background. The music structures emotions and feelings throughout the whole film. Thus, 

it is a key element as a contextual cue for the viewer.  

This whole set of scenes takes three and a half minutes, the sets being Virginia writing 

her last letter to Leonard, her voice being heard reading it over all other scenes, her 
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dressing up, walking very briskly and apparently full of determination to a river nearby, 

and drowning herself. Intertwined with all that, Leonard is seen entering their house, still 

unaware of what is going on at the same time by the river, finding the letter on the 

mantelpiece of the fireplace, reading it and running out, possibly to stop her. Later on in 

the film it becomes clear the she had attempted suicide several times, and this is also a fact 

from the life of the real Virginia Woolf (see e.g. Lee 1997:175). Only this time, and at the 

very beginning of the film, she does succeed. This information is essential for the rest of 

the film as Virginia’s mental disorder may be seen as one of the key elements in the story. 

Interestingly, in her letter Virginia does not directly refer to what she is about to do but 

chooses to use indirectness instead (line 4: “So I am doing what seems to be the best thing 

to do” and 15: “I can’t go on spoiling your life any longer”). This is probably due to the 

size of her imposition: she is clearly conscious of asking too much from Leonard by killing 

herself. I feel that she is aware of asking Leonard to give up the love of his life yet there is 

no indication that he is willing to do so. This is in line with the theory introduced earlier in 

this thesis: the smaller the size of imposition, the less indirectness is generally used. It is 

clear, in addition, that death or suicide may be such a taboo subject that even in times of 

distress, Virginia opts to avoid direct reference to her intentions, presumably in a kind 

attempt to avoid hurting Leonard. It may, additionally, indicate how profoundly we are 

socialised into the conventional usage of language, to the extent that its rationale is 

followed even when there is no rationale to live anymore. Without the context provided by 

the visual and aural stimuli of a film, one might be left with an impression of Virginia 

perhaps leaving Leonard or making some other dramatic move. Yet Leonard understands 

her hidden meaning, her implicature, immediately. In his context, with their shared history, 

Virginia’s letter clearly implies what she is up to. She seems to be using coercive power, 

since choosing to withdraw her love and life from a husband who is clearly very fond of 
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her is rather a punishment though she is trying to disguise it as a relief and reward on lines 

1-2, 7-10 and 15: “I feel we can’t go through another of these terrible times… I know that 

I’m spoiling your life, and without me you could work, and you will, I know. I can’t go on 

spoiling your life any longer”. She even includes Leonard in no longer being able to go 

through those terrible times by using the first person plural. From her perspective, then, 

this whole example may indicate reward power should their relationship be seen as fitting 

in a hierarchical view: she exercises in her view a positive influence over her husband. 

Later on in the film (see example 4) she claims that she has the right to determine what is 

best for her, and thus possesses legitimate power to terminate her life, and additionally 

expert power, as well, in saying “who then is a better judge [of her condition]”. 

There is no trace here of social distance and Virginia is certainly very direct in 

everything else but mentioning death and suicide. Although this example portrays an 

ultimate withdrawal from dialogue, she adheres to all four conversational maxims.  

 

Example 7: Leonard Woolf and doctor, in Richmond, England, in 1923.  

1. Leonard: Good morning, doctor. 
2. Doctor: Mr. Woolf. She is no worse I think. 
3. Leonard: I see. 
4. Doctor: The main thing is to keep her where she is and calm. Friday,  
5. then. 

 

In the example above, elements of institutional, expert and legitimate power are manifest.  

Additionally, the fact that in an institutional encounter like this, when the social distance is 

great, the degree of indirectness is small. I chose to present this example to demonstrate a 

situation when indirectness would certainly be “costly and risky”.  

 The scene begins with Leonard Woolf walking outside with a dog, carrying a canvas 

bag and a pile of books or booklets. He goes through the gate of Hogarth House, which is a 

rather stately house surrounded by a large garden. As he enters the house, his home, he 
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meets a gentleman who is just walking down the staircase in the hall.  The man is Virginia 

Woolf’s doctor, who obviously has just seen her. If “She is no worse” (see line 2), as the 

doctor says after the initial greetings, it may be implied that she is no better, either. This 

may be seen as the only instance of indirectness in this example. The doctor concludes by 

saying “Friday, then” (line 5), exercising his powers by telling this to Leonard directly and 

in a non-negotiable manner. The conversational implicature, or speaker meaning, becomes 

clear: the doctor does come to see her regularly. From this one may infer that Virginia’s 

sickness was already then a chronic condition, ending eventually in her suicide some 18 

years later, as described above. The conversational maxims are strictly followed, which 

seems appropriate in these circumstances: there seems to be just enough information (the 

maxim of quantity), the statements are well founded (the maxim of quality), everything 

said is relevant to the matter at hand (the maxim of relation). Finally, both are clear and 

unambiguous (the maxim of manner). 

After the doctor has gone, having given his advice, or the imperative of keeping 

Virginia where she is and calm, the camera moves to Virginia’s bedroom, and we meet 

Virginia for the first time in the 1920’s, just before she starts writing her novel Mrs. 

Dalloway. Virginia lies awake in her bed rather expressionlessly: a passive or passively 

resistant object of the doctor’s observation and prescriptions, perhaps. The doctor is very 

direct in his remarks to Leonard: it could quite reasonably be assumed that he has expert 

and possibly also legitimate power over the Woolfs. Seen through Bales’ principle of 

economy, too, the doctor is clearly a dominant figure in this rather simple exchange: he 

utters 20 words against Leonard’s 5. Here the principle seems to work. The dynamic 

models of power, on their behalf, seem rather useless here.  

In some respects social distance is not an issue here, as his profession, the way he 

dresses and carries himself and his RP accent clearly position him in the same social class 
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as the Woolfs. However, he is also a hired specialist and as such needs to remain 

professionally distant. He has no need to approach Leonard Woolf indirectly and for a 

doctor indirectness could certainly prove risky as usually doctors’ orders are to be 

understood precisely. 

 

Example 8: Virginia and Leonard Woolf, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 

1. Virginia: If it is all right I thought I might take a short walk 
2. Leonard: Not far? 
3. Virginia: No, just for the air. 
4. Leonard: Go then. If I could walk in the mid-morning I would be a 
5. happy man. 

 
In the example above, the relative power of the speaker over the hearer is presented. 

Virginia goes to her husband who is working with an assistant in their small combined 

publishing and printing house to ask for permission for a stroll. Alternatively, this may be 

an indirect way of just letting him know that she is going out, and there is no need to 

worry, she is lucid at that moment. Leonard, on his behalf, is indirectly saying that he is 

not currently a happy man (lines 4-5). This is a highly irrelevant comment and also 

potentially face-threatening in the presence of his assistant. Virginia’s sickness must have 

strained him, too, and his affection is obvious despite the sarcastic comment. Virginia is 

taken aback by the conversational implicature of his remark: “If I could walk in the mid-

morning I would be a happy man”, as seems to be the assistant, who cannot help 

overhearing this exchange. This may lead to her deciding the fate of her main character, 

Mrs Dalloway. Mrs Dalloway is to die of something trivial that does not seem to matter, as 

is Virginia. Suicidal ideation are symptomatic of depression, again. 

Leonard and Virginia both utter 18 words yet it is Leonard who has power over 

Virginia. It seems that this example has no trace of dynamic power, and as it is a rather 

straight-forward permission asked and granted type of exchange, the model depicting 
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relative power of the speaker over the hearer seems applicable: Leonard has legitimate 

power over Virginia in his role as her husband (and probably guardian, too). 

 

Example 9: Nelly the housekeeper and the maid, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 

1. Nelly: What happens is that she first wants something and then it turns  
2. out she doesn’t. 
3. Maid: Cause she never does, does she? She never wants anything. 
4. Nelly: Particularly if she is asked for it, it’s a sure sign 
5. Maid: I wish I’d been there 
6. Nelly: I wish you had, too.  
7. Maid: Did you give her that look? That sort of look you do? 
8. Nelly: I said: ”Madam…” 

 
In the example above the essence of indirectness is manifest in the discussion between the 

two servants, namely how it is potentially costly and risky. The exchange between the 

servants can be seen as a demonstration of not correctly understanding their mistress’ 

indirect points, as Virginia’s communicative style seems to rely much on indirectness. 

Nelly, on lines 1-2, and the maid have possibly too often taken Virginia’s remarks at face 

value, i.e. understanding the sentence meanings of her utterances to be equal to the speaker 

meaning. The maid apparently admires the way Nelly handles their mistress with her looks 

and attitude, and by mentioning this on line 7, brings the nonverbal aspects of 

communication onto the surface. In their relationship with their mistress it clearly is an 

indicator of silent resistance. They both would apparently appreciate a mistress who knows 

what she wants and then unambiguously articulates it, thereby making their lives easier. 

This frustration with not having one may be partly explained by reference to Grice’s co-

operative principle and conversational maxims, which in their perspective may be violated 

in engaging with conversational interaction with Virginia. The character of Virginia Woolf 

could be considered to show not only her superior position but also education and intellect 

by opting to use indirectness with her housekeeper Nelly. Virginia has her own way of 

thinking and communicating yet it seems that at places she does seem to take into 



    66 
 

consideration the context, in this instance adjusting her communication to the person she is 

addressing. 

There is very little or no social distance between the servants and the direct meaning of 

their speech acts refer to their dissatisfaction. The maid would have wanted to witness the 

beginning of the previous scene to witness Nelly’s potentially impolite and face-

threatening looks, revealing much of her true character, too. 

 

Example 10: Clarissa Vaughan and Sally Lester, in New York City, in 2001. 

1. Clarissa: Sally, I think I’ll buy the flowers myself.  
2. Sally: What? What flowers? Shit! I forgot! [italics here to mark words Sally 
3. uttered to herself, not audible to Clarissa] 

 

The second example on general properties of indirectness takes place in the apartment of 

Clarissa and her companion Sally. Here I will highlight Thomas’ notion of indirectness as 

being costly and risky. It is morning, and Clarissa shouts her turn from a study, having just 

been furiously scribbling something on a notepad. Afterwards we find out that she is 

arranging a party later on that day and she is then possibly making a list of things yet to be 

remembered and done in preparation for the party. Most likely the flowers Sally was 

obviously supposed to have bought were something she remembered when writing her list. 

Clarissa’s voice is sharp and her face grave. Sally cannot see her as she is still lying in bed, 

half asleep, in the bedroom, and thus lacks some vital contextual cues for understanding 

the intended message correctly and fast. 

Here Clarissa directly announces to her companion that she will buy some flowers 

herself (line 1). By saying so, she is flouting the maxim of quantity as there is too little 

information for Sally to get the intended point right. Further, she is not relevant from 

Sally’s point of view as she just shouts her remark from another room, without any 

preceding communication. She wants to say that she really will buy them herself. 
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Interpreted in the light of Sally’s response (she first replies with two audible questions on 

line 2 “What? What flowers?” and then continues talking to herself), and the way the 

actress demonstrates surprise and then immediate frustration when she remembers that it 

was apparently something she was supposed to have done but forgot, the speaker meaning 

of Clarissa’s comment is that of a reproach, or complaint. Actually, as Sally later returns 

home with some flowers, it becomes obvious that she had understood this comment as an 

indirect request to buy them this time, as a reminder or as nagging. This misunderstanding 

would most likely have been avoided had she seen Clarissa the moment she said she would 

buy the flowers herself. Indirectness in Clarissa’s turn on line 1 proved both costly, as 

Sally did not get the point straight away; and risky as she misunderstood the message. 

Clarissa did buy a lot of flowers herself, partly for the party she was going to arrange in her 

friend’s honour, partly perhaps as a show to Sally. This might suggest that she also flouted 

the maxim of manner in being impolite and thereby threatening Sally’s face. Having seen 

the abundance of flowers bought by Clarissa, Sally silently throws her modest bouquet 

onto a table in a frustrated manner: to some extent her face was lost. There is no social 

distance between a couple in an established relationship and in this context, the 

conversational implicature of Sally’s response, on line 2, may be taken as an insult from 

Clarissa’s perspective although without doubt not intended: Sally does not even 

immediately remember the flowers they had obviously discussed earlier. On the other 

hand, as mentioned above, it highlights the cognitive effort in processing inadequate 

contextual data: there is nothing in the immediately preceding situation she could relate 

Clarissa’s comment to. 

This example may be too short for any other justified formal considerations of power I 

have presented in the theory except Bales’ principle of economy. Clarissa utters nine words 
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and Sally three and thus this perspective also concurs with my interpretation of Clarissa 

holding the power. 

 

Example 11: Virginia Woolf and her sister Vanessa Bell, in Richmond, England, in 1923. 

1. Virginia: And how are you, sister? 
2. Vanessa: Frantic. It has been ridiculous in London. 
3. Virginia: Ridiculous, how? 
4. Vanessa: Busy. [uttered in an end-of-discussion tone, tensely]  
5. Virginia: Why is busy ridiculous? [alerted by the tenseness of her sister] 
6. Vanessa: I would have invited you to our party but I knew you wouldn’t 
7. come. 
8. Virginia: Did you? How did you know that? 
9. Vanessa: [slight delay before answering] I thought you never came to town. 
10. Virginia: That is because you no longer ask me. 
11. Vanessa: [slight delay before replying] Are you not forbidden to come? Do 
12. the doctors not forbid it? 
13. Virginia: Oh, the doctors. [in a frustrated manner] 
14. Vanessa: Do you not pay heed to your doctors? 
15. Virginia: Not when they are a bunch of contemptible Victorians. 
16. Vanessa: So what are you saying? Are you feeling better? Has this 
17. vastness made you stronger? 
18. Virginia: I am saying, Vanessa, that even crazy people like to be asked. 

 

The last example is from a scene in which Virginia’s older sister, Vanessa Bell (Lee 1997), 

has just arrived on a visit with her three children. The sisters are discussing in the garden, 

and they are clearly touching a topic that at least from Vanessa’s perspective is more or 

less taboo, namely Virginia’s sickness. I will focus here on indirectness regarding taboo 

subjects, saving face, and demonstrating that the more effort is put to avoiding offence, or 

decoding indirect utterances, the longer the delay for the hearer to process the 

conversational implicature. In this example, too, understanding and knowing more of the 

contexts is vital, as are paralinguistic and nonverbal cues throughout the dialogue. 

Especially the sense of touch emerges for the only time in my data as a contextual cue, as it 

Vanessa’s tenseness that prompts Virginia to question the ridiculousness of busy (line 5).  
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Vanessa begins with the word ridiculous on line 2, which has an ambiguous 

conversational implicature that Virginia needs to clarify, alerted also by Vanessa’s clear 

tenseness. She becomes even more interested by the end-of-discussion manner Vanessa 

utters busy on line 4. Vanessa’s response on line 6-7 “I would have invited you to our party 

but knew you wouldn’t come” is hardly appropriate should one consider the preceding 

question by Virginia, on line 5, as such, independently and out of context. Virginia is 

merely literally asking “why is busy ridiculous?” As if she would be surprised by the mere 

idea of busy being ridiculous, and perhaps these two words do contradict each other in her 

mind. Another point chosen for consideration in this respect is the concept of Victorians. 

What kinds of sentence and speaker meanings are assigned to them? Most likely something 

negative, obviously, old-fashioned, dominating. The form of relative power attached to 

doctors emerges again, namely expert power that Virginia clearly resists. Their power is 

demonstrated in the way Virginia refers to doctors, and in how Vanessa shows her 

respectful attitude towards them.  

When Virginia indicates her wish to be invited to her sister’s parties she is met with 

resistance because of her health on lines 6-7 and 9: “Are you not forbidden to come? Do 

the doctors not forbid it? Do you not pay heed to your doctors?” This is to say that inviting 

her would be contrary to her best interest, and perhaps also painful and embarrassing to 

Vanessa, the sister. A guest who acts strangely and might be immersed in her thoughts 

amongst other guests might cause unease. Virginia’s disrespect for the expert power, 

calling the doctors “a bunch of contemptible Victorians” (i.e. conservative, old-fashioned 

and thus incompetent?) on line 15, does not quite yet make her point, i.e. the 

conversational implicature, clearer, this point being that despite her inability to actually 

attend the parties, she would appreciate invitations as a gesture, to save her face. This she 

finally says in a direct manner in the last line. Vanessa prompts this reaction in her 
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previous turn (lines 16-17): she is looking for confirmation for Virginia’s earlier 

conversational implicatures by asking directly about her intended message. 

There is no social distance as the sisters are obviously close (Virginia is almost on 

Vanessa’s lap, embracing her, at the beginning of this exchange and there clearly is 

emotional space for this slight disagreement). This closeness may be a reason to employ 

indirectness, as Vanessa is trying to save Virginia’s face, and/or her own, too. Virginia’s 

sickness, however, seems to be more taboo to Vanessa than Virginia herself.  

I was left with the impression of Vanessa flouting all the conversational maxims but 

quality in her first two turns, and the maxim of manner in her third and fourth (lines 6 and 

8 respectively). Flouting the maxims, and recognising it, may prompt Virginia, then, to 

formulate her questions. 

For some reason I did not see this example as a battle for power although power is 

present in this exchange. Seen through Bales’ principle of economy it is Vanessa who is 

more powerful (65 words to Virginia’s 50). In this case I see her longer turns to be due to 

their indirectness and Virginia emerging as the one who not only literally but also 

practically has the last word. 

To sum up, the five forms of relative power of the speaker over the hearer now appear 

much more negotiable and flexible than when I began working on this thesis. The 

dynamism of power in interaction emerged as an almost omnipresent feature, and I would 

venture to claim that both the more hierarchical model of power  introduced by Thomas 

and the more dynamic views can be present almost simultaneously in an exchange, or they 

can even be seen as parallel to each other. Each has its place, and perhaps it should be 

stated that it is a turn that can be labelled as manifesting a certain form of relative power in 

an exchange rather than labelling a person. Social distance attached to indirectness is 

exemplified in the relationship of Virginia and her servants: she is approached indirectly 
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even when Nelly wants to refuse to follow her orders, or just otherwise indicate her 

resistance without threatening Virginia’s face too much. Virginia, then, perhaps 

manipulatively and cunningly uses indirectness, possibly to give her words greater weight. 

The costly and risky nature of indirectness was specifically demonstrated in the last three 

examples: processing it does take longer yet the speaker meaning may be difficult to arrive 

at from the sentence meaning. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to show how different elements and degrees of indirectness, or total 

lack of it, in talk and interaction manifest different elements of social distance and power. 

Utterances may carry meanings that are created in interaction only and then interpreted or 

filtered through shared history and contexts. To achieve these correct interpretations and to 

respond appropriately, pragmatic competence is needed to uncover all the relevant 

contextual cues. The characters of the film were relatively co-operative and, if the social 

distance was not too great, did directly ask for clarifications if the degree of indirectness 

caused trouble in finding a relevant interpretation for the previous utterance. 

People who are placed, or who place themselves, in momentary positions of power 

generally speak more in these examples, they give orders or instructions, or speak for the 

hearer. Indirectness could have been chosen instead of directness to emphasise the social 

distance and/ or make the size of imposition appear smaller. Interestingly, even when there 

was apparent equality, meaning here no social distance at all, between the parties, as 

between the two couples portrayed, between the servants, and between the sisters, there 

were instances of momentary imbalance of power. The “winning” party spoke more, and 

was generally more indirect, except when there was an open argument. Indirectness is 

related to social distance, and this data also suggests that the more distance there is 

between the parties, the more indirectness is employed especially if there is tension in the 

air. Using indirectness to exercise power is intentional and its use seems to conform with 

social conventions and norms of appropriate behaviour. 

In the light of my data, it was interesting to see that the conversational maxims were 

very generally followed, excluding the cases in which the maxim of quality would have led 

to impoliteness and possible face threatening. Negative politeness, then, is certainly an 
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avoidance strategy, avoiding negative effects on the hearer, and then ultimately on the 

speaker, too. 

It is demanding to study utterances that are adrift from their context. Analysing them 

separately would prove useless in approaching the topics chosen as the foci of this study. 

In watching a film, the shared history of the characters is more or less unveiled as the story 

proceeds. Naturally, part of the context is created in the watcher and is different every 

time, for every individual, which is a shortcoming of such an analysis based on inferences 

by the analyst himself. However, certain patterns were identified which are generally likely 

to be interpreted in a similar fashion by different individuals. Many of these patterns, like 

paralinguistic and nonverbal features of communication, are not explicitly and 

systematically accounted for in speech act theory and its derivatives, yet their significance 

is immense in structuring analysis.  Silence, for example, emerged as an especially 

powerful means of communication. Unfortunately, it occurred to me too late to question 

the applicability of the theories mentioned to nonverbal communication. Thus, I have not 

reviewed the literature from that angle. The theories do seem applicable at least when the 

analysis of indirectness is concerned. Pragmatics remains the best approach to this kind of 

material. 

Meanings are negotiated in interaction, and power is a powerful tool in this negotiation. 

It is noteworthy that this power is like a living and restless creature, not static and passive 

but may be taken, and given, by another party in the conversation at any moment. I must 

admit that this dynamism was contrary to what I initially expected to find, since I had a 

more static understanding of power in interaction. Thomas’ model of the relative power of 

the speaker over the hearer, as presented above, is too rigid and generalising, although it 

should be noted that it discusses relative, not absolute power, and it does provide useful 

perspectives on the roles the speakers themselves assume. However, I feel that it alone 
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would not be representative in analysing this kind and quantity of data.  Here I found it 

useful in some of the encounters when the social distance is greater, and when it is not, 

some of the turns of the speaker could be labelled as manifesting different forms of relative 

power of the speaker over the hearer. Social distance as such emerged as a dynamic 

construct, too, its continua shaped by interaction in evolving contexts. 

Studying this kind of communication, e.g. rehearsed, directed acting based on a 

screenplay, may quite rightfully be criticised as dubious.  Nevertheless, I could hardly have 

accessed genuine data of this kind from any other source for a project of this scale. I 

believe natural communication is always sacrificed whenever there is a recording of any 

kind going on and the people being recorded have given their informed consent for such a 

recording. As my interest lies in pragmatic competence as a wider phenomenon, I feel it 

was essential to both hear and see the data, not just hear and in the worst case read. My 

discussion above on context and pragmatic competence is relevant in answering my initial 

question of what factors need to be interpreted when indirectness is encountered. Relevant 

factors, of course, out of the endless amount of contextual cues include not only verbal 

communication but nonverbal, too. The example with Clarissa and Sally  (example 10 on 

page 66) demonstrates efficiently how indirectness is more easily misunderstood (or in this 

case directness was misunderstood as indirectness) when the hearer has to rely on a limited 

set of contextual cues. 

This analysis could be developed further within the framework of conversation 

analysis. It is very likely that a more detailed and systematic transcript and analysis of talk 

and interaction, especially the nonverbal communication, even deeper below the surface 

would bring interesting aspects to the current study, but still support the present findings. 

However, I feel that the way I chose to study and analyse this has been sufficient to 
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achieve the aims that I set at the very outset of this project. My interests are in the dynamic 

contexts and pragmatic competence and why indirectness is, or is not, used.  

Moreover, an ethnographical approach (Schrøder 1998) in a wider study of the topic 

would definitely have provided much more substance for my analysis of this text, 

including interview material with the producers (which I do have, but which was produced 

by others, derived from newspapers and magazines) and members of the audience (the 36 

essays by my students on the same film mentioned above could have been complemented 

with qualitative interviews). A thesis of another nature could have been built on the 

material that I already have at hand.  

In the beginning of chapter 3, on page 36, I was wondering to whom, or what, the 

director and the rest of the crew are trying to appeal. In my case, the film appealed to my 

unconscious processes to the extent that I have been preoccupied with the film for several 

years (as it now seems). Processing a part of it into this thesis is naturally only a fraction of 

that time. Nicole Kidman (in the production notes available in the DVD version of the 

film), describes the role of Virginia Woolf as cathartic: “I don’t think I was in my most 

fun-loving frame of mind at that time [of filming], and she [e.g. Virginia Woolf] was 

cathartic for me in a strange way… It is very interesting how characters come to you at a 

certain time in your life when you need them”. To me, the processing of this film on 

surprisingly many levels, out of which only the surface level is visible in this thesis, has 

been cathartic, too, in a very constructive way. The characters of the film came to my life 

rather accidentally, as did Mrs Dalloway by Woolf to Michael Cunningham, and there was 

definitely much that not only touched but also articulated many unconscious facets of my 

psychological context. This may be available to a careful reader in the way I have chosen 

to interpret many of the indirect speech acts in the contexts of the film and in this respect, 

the results may tell more about me than about anything else. 
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