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To Anne, with love










why read this book?


Language surrounds us. It is essential to us as social animals, yet like the air we breathe we are often unaware of it, and how it works. Not in an abstract way, but as something that determines how we fare in our interconnected world. Of course we all know skilled talkers, who seem to have an instinctive flair for choosing the right words and saying them in the right way﻿. Then there are the career talkers: lawyers﻿, politicians and sales﻿people must be good with words to thrive at work. Yet it is wrong to think that skilled talking must be the preserve of the professionally trained or the innately talented. You can learn to be a better talker and improve your life – by understanding the hidden codes that run conversations. 

How do I know﻿ this? I study talk for a living. I am a conversation analyst. I have been teaching business communication at various European universities for the past 20 years, and during this time I have published many scientific papers about how language works. As I get older, however, I am becoming increasingly aware that academics are publishing quite obscure work that is for, and really only understandable by, other academics.  I want to change that with this book. Working from the knowledge that I’ve gained over the past 20 years of teaching and researching, my aim is to let you into the secrets of conversation. 

Although we all have an intuitive grasp of language, imagine how much more effective we could be if we paused conversations and looked at what was happening. What makes people effective and persuasive talkers? What goes wrong when people say something stupid? 

Language is not an innate skill. It’s not a case of being silver-tongued, or not. Rather, being a ‘good’ speaker is something we can learn. And we can learn best by looking at actual language use: this is what makes this book unique. It does not tell you what to do. It is not based on made-up dialogues and anecdotes of language use. It does not ask you to apply some kind of theory to your language use. Rather, I will show you how real people in the real world use language, and help you develop your awareness of language so that you can adopt your own strategies to your own circumstances. As we open up the black box of real-time language use, I aim to be the guide by the side, not the sage on the stage telling you what to do.

We will focus on spoken language, rather than written, because spoken language is often overlooked. At school when we study language, we often focus on literature to the detriment of the everyday language surrounding us. Yet, this everyday mundane language is the medium through which we live our lives. In the first section of the book, we will analyse 23 examples of language use ranging from high-profile conversations with Prince Harry and his wife Meghan, or politicians such as Donald Trump, Rishi Sunak, and Boris Johnson, to more mundane conversations that we come across every day such as sales pitches, small talk between strangers, and business meetings. I have grouped these chapters so that they follow on from each other, but each ‘stands alone’ and may be read independently of the others: feel free to dip in and out. In the second part of the book, I draw together all the language codes identified and set out 100 strategies that will help you improve your language skills and allow you to speak more effectively. For life, for work, for love, and for fun.










1. Introduction

The Importance of Language

Imagine a day without language. Language surrounds us. We wake up in the morning and we might exchange a few words with our partner, we go down for breakfast and we chat, we switch on the TV and listen to the news, we scroll through our messages. All this is achieved through language. It is essential to our existence as social beings. Without it we would have no society, no relationships, no common understanding of the world as it is, as it was, or as we hope it will be. Only the hermit in the hills has no need of language, and even then he may be praying, or speaking to himself.

Yet, our relationship with language is paradoxical. We are supremely aware of its importance: problems are often cast as problems of ‘communication’. Good relationships are said to be founded on good communication, and communication skills are essential to anybody’s workplace toolkit. But language is sometimes treated as superfluous or inferior to actions. As the ‘common sense’ sayings go: talk is cheap; actions speak louder than words. Is this actually true? Exploring extracts of real-world language use, this book sets out to decode how language is used and what strategies we can deploy to improve our speech. Because when we can spot the underlying hidden patterns of our conversations, we can use them to protect ourselves from skilled practitioners who want to gain an advantage and also use them ourselves to achieve our goals. Mastering the ‘secret codes’ of language improves life in many fields, for instance in your social life and career.


Language Codes and Doing Things with Words

Before looking at examples of language use, we need to pause for a minute and reflect on the nature of language. Simply defined by Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, language is: 'the words, their pronunciation, and the methods of combining them used and understood by a community'. However, language is more than this. It does things. It is action and it causes action. In the words of the language philosopher, John Austin (1911-1960), 'words do things'. Let’s look at  an everyday example of how language codes work. ﻿Imagine that it’s a hot stuffy summer’s day and you’re working in your office. You may ask your colleague, who is sitting near the window, to open the window and let some air in. You may say something like: 'It’s stuffy in here, could you open the window?' And he might reply: 'Sure, no problem.' Your words have therefore acted on your colleague and he has done something that he may not have otherwise done. You have done something with words: you have made a request. But, you have also crafted this request so that it comes across as polite and respectful, and so is more likely to be successful. So, getting things done through language not only depends on what is said, but also how it is said. As the adage would have it: 'It’s not what you say, it’s the way that you say it.'

However, there is no predefined script that we must follow. Rather, we have to adapt and to choose language that is appropriate for the situation depending on what we want to achieve. We can do this﻿ by knowing how the codes of language work and deploying them, according to the situation. Just like life, these scenarios are very varied. Maybe some will be familiar and more recurrent, such as buying a train ticket, ordering a round of drinks, and so on. So, perhaps we can rely on past experience to get us through without thinking too much about what language to use. Perhaps other situations will leave us literally ‘lost for words’ as we stumble around trying to deal with them. Most situations probably fall somewhere in between these extremes and we can draw on our social experience and knowledge of what we should, and shouldn’t say; and how we should, or shouldn’t, say it.

Returning to the example of asking a colleague to open a window, if you were to say 'Oi mush, open window will ya,' your colleague may feel that you were not addressing him with enough respect and he would refuse your request. Or maybe, if you know each other well, he would understand your request as light-hearted humour and agree anyway. You might even consider such an informal style to be a display of friendship: you are so close with your colleague that you can do away with normal politeness conventions. This ‘asking to open the window scenario’ is just a simple example, but it underlines the fact that whatever situation you are in, you are designing your talk, crafting it, and using it so that it is effective and gets you the result that you want.

 In some instances, especially fast-flowing conversations, this crafting is often sub-conscious and we rarely slow down the process to examine exactly how we are using words. Making a simple request, such as asking a colleague to open a window, involves little conscious effort and the stakes are quite low. Asking your boss for a pay rise, defending yourself in court, or arguing for a particular project during a business meeting may have dire consequences if you get the language wrong. These situations may require hours of preparation and rehearsal. But generally speaking, unless you’re a copywriter, spokesperson, marketer, poet, writer, journalist, or otherwise in the ‘communications business’, we rarely think about how language works, and in particular the techniques, or codes, that provide its structure. Like the air that we breathe, conversation is essential to our existence but it passes by, unnoticed. Unexamined.



‘Good’ and ‘Bad’ Language Use

What is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ language use? Obviously, this depends on the context and what you want to achieve. We follow rules, or codes, of what can, and cannot, be said. We adopt strategies, consciously or unconsciously, so that we achieve our ends.  Careers advisors might tell us how to deal with certain questions in a job interview, a solicitor might advise us how to deal with certain questions in the witness box, sales representatives are taught what to say to a reluctant client, and so on. So, we may have an overall plan for some situations. But even if we have a plan, we have to adapt as the conversation progresses, utterance by utterance. If the situation is adversarial – an argument, a debate, a difference of opinion – you may seek to build up your case, and undermine the other’s position. But, not all situations are adversarial:﻿ language use is also cooperative and supportive as we align and affiliate with our interlocutors’ moves to work as a team, to be sympathetic, to display understanding, and so on. Even arguments are to some extent co-operative ventures. They require a minimum of two parties. They don’t happen if one side walks away.

We may all appreciate a good football match, but it takes an aficionado to spot the strategies and to appreciate the skills of the players as they move the ball around the field. Professional pundits discuss the game on TV, giving predictions, commenting on what is happening as the match unfolds, and, after the match, dissecting what happened. Rarely, however, do TV pundits or journalists dissect a speech, an interview, or a conversation to analyse the language used. Rarely are schoolchildren taught to look in detail at everyday conversation. It is precisely this skill and awareness that this book wants to bring to you. To slow down language, so that we can analyse what rules, or codes, are being used, and how, and to judge whether they are skilful or inept, effective or ineffective. Developing such skills may allow you to analyse the language of your interlocutors, to better see what strategies they are using and in adversarial situations to better counter their arguments. Improving your language awareness will allow you to strengthen your arguments, to be more persuasive, to be able to say the right thing at the right moment, and to lessen the risk of ‘putting your foot in it’ by saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. As the American 19th Century novelist, Nathaniel Hawthorne, once said: 'Words – so innocent and powerless as they are, as standing in a dictionary, how potent for good and evil they become in the hands of one who knows how to combine them.' It is such an awareness of the power of language, for good or for evil, that I hope to bring to you.



What is Language?

We should also remember that language is more than just ‘words’, whether written or spoken (see figure one, below). Language includes other vocal phenomena, which we call paralinguistic features, such as stress, laughter, tone, volume, exclamations, groans, sighs, and so on. It also includes non-verbal phenomena, commonly called body language, such as gestures, eye gaze, touch, the use of space, body position, and so on. We could add ‘things’ to this list, such as symbols, places, buildings, statues, clothes, and so on. While it would be going too far to say that these ‘things’ literally speak to us, nevertheless they always communicate something to us, and so they also have a part in the codes of language. So, in this book, where appropriate, we’ll move beyond words to also look at body language, paralinguistic features of talk, and the use of artefacts, and we’ll also consider how they can be deployed to make your message more effective.

[image: ]Figure 1: Language


The Structure of this Book

Each chapter in this book takes a short extract of spoken language use. The extracts are transcribed and then analysed so that the underlying codes of language are revealed. Consequently, rather than prescribing language use, what you should, and shouldn’t, say in a particular situation, we’ll look at real-world language use: the actual strategies and tactics that people use in their speech. What works, and what doesn’t. Surprisingly, actually looking at language use in real-world situations is rare. Much advice that people are given comes from theories, such as neurolinguistic programming, or transactional analysis. Such theories are not based on actual observation of what happens ‘on the ground’. They’re like football commentators talking about a football match that never happened and speculating on how best to put the ball into the net. Similarly, other advice on how to communicate, or use language, comes from intuition. For example, Dale Carnegie’s best-selling book How to Win Friends and Influence People, first published in 1937, tells you how to communicate to influence people. However, it is not based on actual observation of real-world people playing real-world language games. It is based on intuition and anecdote. This is not to say that it doesn’t contain useful advice, but it is telling you how to play a game, with reference to the rules of the game, but with little, or no, commentary on how the game is actually ‘pulled off’ in real life.

Finally, and this may be of comfort. As a professor of linguistics, I don’t believe that ‘good’ language use is an innate skill, ‘the gift of the gab’, something you either have, or don’t have. Rather, I believe, that your language skills, your ability to identify﻿ and deploy language techniques, is something that can be worked on. You can master the codes of conversation.

The language use we’ll look at comes from various sources. It includes the analysis of some fairly high-profile people and well-known exchanges. For example, we look at recordings of: Donald Trump’s attempt to persuade a Georgian politician to ‘find’ new votes; the infamous interview with Prince Andrew concerning his relationship with Jeffrey Epstein; and Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech. We also look at more mundane language use that we come across every day, such as: (hard sell) sales pitches, small talk, and business meetings. The language games that we highlight may be played with varying degrees of skill. Prince Andrew’s press interview was widely seen as a car crash and therefore exemplifies what can go wrong. Other examples, such as the interview that Prince Harry and Meghan Markle did with the BBC just after their engagement, illustrate how language can be used to great effect.

In each chapter, I have marked key words and concepts with an asterisk*. In the second section of the book, I’ve elaborated on these strategies marked by an asterisk* and I have provided 100 tips that will help you make your language use more effective.




A Word on Transcription

The language that we analyse in this book are all either transcripts of talk that are publicly available or videos of people talking, which are available on YouTube. If I have used extracts of publicly available transcripts, I have acknowledged the source. If I have used extracts of video clips on YouTube, I have transcribed them myself. You’ll notice that sometimes there is limited punctuation and that sometimes there are ‘ers’ and ‘ums’, repetitions, grammatical inaccuracies, false starts, and so on. This is because I have tried to give you something that is as readable as possible, but which is also as close as possible to the actual delivery of the words used. In some cases, I have taken talk from French sources; I have translated these recordings myself.

I have numbered each line of talk for easy reference. If multiple speakers are present, I use the initials of the speaker, or similar, to indicate who is speaking. In order to capture the spoken quality of the interaction, I’ve used some symbols (figure two, below).

[image: ]
Figure 2. Transcription symbols












PART ONE

Analyses of real-life talk










2. Courtroom talk


‘You’re mischaracterising what occurred’

Courtroom drama allows us to observe sometimes high stakes language games in action. Underpinning the judicial system is the idea that, by a process of investigating the events in question, judge and jury will be able to pick out truth from untruth and pronounce somebody as guilty or innocent. So, we have notions of justice, and the idea behind the legal system is that the ‘truth will out’. Well, that’s the theory and it’s all very nice, but let’s look at it from a different perspective. Parties to a legal dispute, whether criminal or civil, have access to lawyers – at least in Western democracies. These lawyers are paid to argue the case in favour of their clients, to present their side of the story. Lawyers marshal arguments* foregrounding certain aspects of the events and backgrounding, or omitting, others. Lawyers attack unfavourable witnesses and gently coax the ‘right’ response from favourable witnesses. In short, lawyers are experienced players in the language games. Such games are their bread and butter. One would hope that the truthful stories win the day. However, what gets the accused, rightly or wrongly, off the hook and what gets the accused, rightly or wrongly, condemned, is to a large extent dependent on how the codes of language are deployed.

So, let’s look at some courtroom drama and consider how top flight lawyers use these codes. The purpose here is not to look at what is true and what is false. Rather, our purpose here is to look at how lawyers and expert witnesses ‘do’ things with words during cross examination in a courtroom.

The extract we’re going to look at comes from the defamation case brought by Johnny Depp against his ex-wife Amber Heard. Depp and Heard met whilst filming in 2009. They married in 2015, and in 2016 Heard filed for divorce on the grounds that Depp had physically abused her. In 2018, Heard published an article about domestic violence in the Washington Post. Depp alleged that Heard’s claims in this article were false, and he sued Heard claiming that she, rather than he, had been the perpetrator of the domestic violence.

The court case took place in Fairfax, Virginia, between April and June 2022. It was live streamed. The particular extract we’re going look at concerns an exchange between Heard’s lawyer, Elaine Bredehoft, and an expert witness for Johnny Depp, Sharon Curry1. Curry is a clinical and forensic psychologist specialising in conjugal violence. She gave testimony in court to the effect that in her opinion Heard had borderline personality disorder and histrionic personality disorder.


The Opening Move – Attacking Professional Competence

[image: ]
The first move concerns professional competence. Is the expert witness credible* enough to be believed? Bredehoft points out that Curry is not board certified. Board certification is awarded to medical and other professionals to show that they have advanced knowledge or skills in their field. Despite the fact that it’s not a legal requirement, not being board certified may hint at a lack of advanced competence and therefore could threaten the credibility of a Curry-as-expert.

Curry replies that she is not board certified. Bredehoft accepts this reply and then asks ‘You’ve been licensed for how long?’ Curry replies that she has been licensed for ten years. We can’t know how the judge and jury, as the primary audience, understood these opening moves. But, I have difficulty seeing them as effective. On the one hand, not being board certified appears to attack the credibility of the expert, but this move is not followed up immediately. The second question*, to which I assume Bredehoft knew the answer, hands an opportunity for Curry to display her experience. Ten years practice is not bad, so maybe she has expertise.

We could also note that using the honorific* ‘Doctor’ accords a certain amount of professional knowledge and expertise to Curry. Now, this could be a politeness* strategy; courtrooms are not the legal equivalent of bare knuckle fighting where anything goes, they have a veneer of civility to them. However, Bredehoft could have just said ‘Ms Curry’, therefore avoiding reference to professional competence.

So, in my opinion, this is a somewhat half-hearted attempt to attack the credibility of Curry. Yes, she’s not board certified, but she is a doctor, and she has experience. If you attack the credibility of the other in an argument, drive the argument home, or forget it. Don’t pull your punches.



Impartiality

[image: ]
In line six, Bredehoft moves on to a new topic: is Curry being paid by Mr Depp’s legal team? On the face of it, this is a strange question. Obviously she’s being paid, as no doubt Bredehoft was being paid by Heard. Bredehoft then builds up her line of argument: how much has Curry been paid? The reply is ‘I actually don’t know.’ As we see in Chapter 11, memory* can be part of language games: what can you reasonably be expected to remember? Here, in my opinion at least, the ‘I don’t know’ reply seems reasonable. However, Bredehoft considers it insufficient and probes for more. In a series of questions*, she asks if it was over 100,000 , 200,000 , or 300,000 . Each time the reply is ‘I don’t know’ and an explanation is provided (line 11: ‘I don’t do my own books’), which accounts* for this lack of knowledge.

So, what does asking about payment achieve, or attempt to achieve? Whilst we can never be sure what Bredehoft intended, asking about payment implies that the expert witness is not impartial. She has been ‘bought’ by Depp’s legal team and therefore she has a stake* in providing biased expert testimony.

In an argument*, suggesting that your opponent has a stake* or a vested interest is one way of attacking their credibility. It’s a kind of ‘You would say that wouldn’t you’ argument. In this case, implicitly, you would give favourable testimony to Depp because you’re being paid to give favourable testimony. However, this line of attack doesn’t really work because Curry displays that she has no knowledge of, or interest in, the sums involved. Bredehoft drops her line of argument and shifts to another topic: having dinner with Depp.



Dinner or an Interview?

[image: ]
Bredehoft opens her next line of attack by making the statement that Curry ‘had dinner at Mr Depp’s house for three to four hours with Mr Depp, Mr Waldman, Mr Chew and Ms Vasquez’ (i.e. Depp and his legal team). She then seeks confirmation of this (‘Correct ↑’). Dinner suggests a cosy, non-professional, relationship. It is therefore an implied attack on Curry’s impartiality. This attack is bolstered by the addition of a duration (line 17: ‘three to four hours’) which adds to the impression of cosiness.

Curry defends herself by reframing* the event as ‘an interview’. An interview is professional and by implication non-partisan. Curry then accounts* for the fact that they had a take-out. Legal battles are often to do with how an event is framed, in this case was it dinner or an interview? It makes a difference to the judge and jury’s perception of events. An interview implies that everything was above-board. The witness is credible. Dinner implies a non-professional relationship. The witness may not be credible. Framing* events can be key to winning arguments – in court or elsewhere.

However, Bredehoft ignores Curry’s framing of the event as dinner and she continues (line 22: ‘So you had dinner with … at Mr Depp’s home with Mr Waldman, Mr Chew, Ms Vasquez, and Mr Depp’). So, even though Curry never said she had dinner, Bredehoft projects this classification of events onto her. She does this by using, what in technical terms is called a ‘formulation’. A formulation* sums up the gist of prior talk. This can be an effective tool in adversarial context. You can sum up the talk so far, but in doing so you can put your spin on it, as Bredehoft does here. So, sum up to your advantage, and listen attentively when others sum up, maybe they’re spinning the understanding of the talk to their advantage.

Bredehoft then follows up:

[image: ]
In line 25, she adds ‘and you had drinks as well’. In this way, she builds on the dinner to make the event seem even cosier and in doing so she bolsters the implication that Curry is far from independent. Curry uses the ‘I don’t remember defence.’ She is not sure, but she does remember that ‘there were drinks’. Consequently, she reframes the event from ‘I had a drink’ to the somewhat vague ‘there were drinks’, and more specifically there might have been a mule. There is then a pause, and Curry adds ‘Moscow Mule’ (a vodka based cocktail) with a slight laugh* which orients  her comments as slightly humorous*. Bredehoft responds with sarcasm* which in this case takes the form of a ‘thanks’ and the obvious observation that there were no animals there. Of course, the sarcasm works because Bredehoft means the opposite of what she says i.e. what she means is that I am not thanking you for pointing out the obvious. It’s a put down that slightly belittles Curry and so makes her look less like an expert. Bredehoft wins one point. So, use humour* with care, especially in formal contexts*.



The Questioning Technique

The particular questioning technique that Bredehoft uses is interesting and is quite emblematic of courtroom talk.

[image: ]
Bredehoft picks up after Heard’s failed joke and continues her questioning. It is interesting to note that she uses a ‘statement + correct ↑’ format for most of her question. The tag ‘correct’, with rising intonation, seeks confirmation. It turns a statement into a closed question, designed to elicit either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as a response. By eliciting a series of ‘yeses’ Bredehoft can move the talk forward, so building up incremental agreement on small ‘things’ until flaws in the witness’s argumentation are revealed. In this case, having got agreement that Curry had dinner with Depp and his legal team and that there were drinks, she can now move in for the kill and make her point. The blow comes in line 36: Curry didn’t disclose any dinners. The implication for the jury and judge to infer is that Curry is hiding something. She is not credible. She is not impartial.

Curry defends herself by saying that what occurred is being ‘mischaracterised’. In other words, she realises what Bredehoft is trying to do and resists the characterisation, or framing, of events as dinner and drinks. She thus also contests the implication that she is not impartial. Bredehoft is not happy with such resistance and repeats her question. Curry still resists saying: ‘I did not disclose I was interviewed as that’s standard procedure.’ In doing so, she returns to her characterisation of events as an interview, not dinner and drinks, and she brings in the new information that non-disclosure of being interviewed is standard.

The technique that Bredehoft is using is one of getting little agreement, elicited by the use of the tag ‘correct?’. Once enough agreement has been reached, she then attempts to prove a point. In this case: Curry has already agreed it was a dinner with drinks, so why didn’t she disclose it. This kind of aggressive questioning is common in courtroom talk, but you may see it, or similar, being used in other instances. For example, as a sales technique, the seller might try to manoeuvre you into agreement on several minor points and then hit you with the big one, to buy or not to buy. It’s more difficult to say ‘no’ if you’ve been agreeing with the sales argument. Conversely, if you want to be aggressive: get agreement on minor points first, and then hit your interlocutor with the big one. In negotiating, this is sometimes called a minor points close* whereby at the close of a deal the seller gets the buyer to agree to a series of minor propositions before hitting them with the logical conclusion of a series of small agreements which is that the client has good reason to purchase the product.



Sentence Stress*

There are two kinds of stress* in English. In words with more than one syllable, one of the syllables will be stressed. So, for example, in the word ‘ordinary’ the stress falls on the first syllable: or·din·ar·y. The second kind of stress is sentence stress, whereby certain words in a sentence are stressed to give them prominence. Compare for example: ‘I went to the bakers to buy some bread’ and ‘I went to the bakers to buy some bread.’ In sentence one we stress bread rather than croissant or whatever and in sentence two we stress the bakers rather than, say, the supermarket. So, playing with the stress pattern can serve to emphasise your message. Bredehoft uses this with skill. For example: ‘Okay now just so that we all remember you had dinner at Mr Depp’s house.’ The word stress here falls on the key words dinner and house, and the action of remembering is backgrounded.

But it is not only the stressed words that are important, sometimes a particular grammatical form* is used to emphasise certain meanings. For example, Curry says ‘That would be way too much but I do not know.’ The grammatical form ‘do not’ when spoken serves to emphasise. ‘Don’t know’, with the contraction, doesn’t have the same effect. Similarly, Curry says ‘I do remember that there were drinks.’ This is more forceful than ‘I remember’. In technical terms, this is called the ‘emphatic do’. Similarly, putting the adverb (e.g. never, rarely, not only, etc.) at the beginning of the utterance makes it stronger and gives it a theatrical twist. Compare, ‘I have never lied’ to ‘never have I lied.’ In technical terms, this is an anastrophe, whereby the normal word order is changed, often for emphasis.



To Sum Up

In sum, courtroom talk has within it the very essence of adversarial language games. The game here is about destroying the credibility of a witness. This is basically attempted via a series of questions forcing yes/no answers and then an attempt to reveal flaws that show the witness to be unreliable. If you lack credibility, your words will have less effect. You won’t be believed.

You can defend against such attacks by reframing the projected categorisation of the event. It was not a dinner, it was an interview. This is interesting because it shows that the kind of activities that you take part in can play up, or play down, your credibility. A credible expert witness is interviewed by a client. An expert witness lacking credibility is wined and dined by her client.

So, while you may never end up in court, building up your credibility, your ethos*, is key to understanding the code and making your talk more effective. So, hide any vested interest, real or projected, that you may have in the argument*. Build up your credibility by stressing your experience, qualifications, and knowledge*. Conversely, if you want to be aggressive, attack your adversary’s lack of credibility, lack of qualifications, lack of experience, and his or her vested interests.










1
 Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wuH2sUPcKNg


3. ApologiSing


'To them and to this House I offer my heartfelt apologies'

Apologies are defined in the Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary as expressing 'regret for something done or said'. They may have several components, such as a confession of wrongdoing, an acknowledgement of harm to others, an explanation of the breach of some (supposed) moral order or perhaps an (extenuating) account* of why the breach happened, and a promise of change for the better. Further, apologies may take the form of some kind of public spectacle that allows the contrite wrongdoer back into society. In the Middle Ages this might have taken the form of penance. For example, Henry II, who was forced to acknowledge his part in the murder of Thomas Becket, was made to walk to Canterbury Cathedral barefoot, dressed in sackcloth, covered in ashes. At the cathedral, he was whipped by monks. After this very public spectacle, he was reconciled with the church and allowed to continue his reign. Whilst things have obviously moved on since the Middle Ages, the spectacle of the public apology, confession of sins, and the promise to make amends before reconciliation and forgiveness is still very present.

In order to analyse this contemporary spectacle, we’ll take a look at two public apologies. The first is the opening of the apology by Tiger Woods, the famous golfer, who in February 2010 was forced to apologise for his infidelity and behaviour towards his wife1. The second public apology we’ll look at is that of Boris Johnson, the former British prime minister. In January 2022, he was forced to apologise2 for his role in the so-called Partygate scandal in which it was alleged that he had attended parties in Downing Street (the prime minister’s official residence in London) which broke the Covid restrictions that were then in place. His alleged partying activities could therefore not only constitute a breach of the moral order, but could also constitute a criminal offence. At the time of his ‘apology’, both a criminal investigation by the Metropolitan Police and an investigation by Sue Gray, a senior civil servant, were ongoing. However, later, the Metropolitan Police fined a number of people including Johnson for breaking Covid restrictions and when the Gray report was published in May 2022 it was highly critical of Johnson's involvement in the parties. And, in June 2023, Johnson resigned as an MP just before publication of a report by the parliamentary privileges committee, which ruled that Johnson had deliberately misled parliament by claiming that Covid rules had been followed at all times in Downing Street.

Of course, the sincerity of any apology can never be known for sure. We can never be sure of the extent to which the speakers are ‘just going through the motions’ of an accepted part of sporting/political rehabilitation. However, we can look at how apologisers craft their talk so that it comes off as a true apology, or not. In this case, Wood crafts his apology so that he is publicly seen to be eating humble pie, with relish. On the other hand, Johnson not only refuses to eat the humble pie that he has been offered, but he manages to make out that the people (the electorate) offering the sandwich are faulty in their judgement. It’s not for nothing that Johnson has been given the sobriquet the ‘greased piglet’ for his ability to talk himself out of tricky situations. How does he do it! Let’s see by comparing his and Woods’s apologies.


Apology One – Tiger Woods

[image: ]


Defining the Audience*

After the short greeting, Woods acknowledges the audience, and draws attention to the public he is addressing. To do this, Woods uses the rhetorical technique of repeating* 'many of you' three times in close succession which gives the talk emphasis and rhythm. The ‘many of you’ are then defined as the people who have: (i) cheered for me, (ii) worked with me, or (iii) supported me. This is presented using the rule of three*. One or two examples of the people he is addressing is not exhaustive, but three examples stand for a multitude and so encompasses everybody who might consider themselves connected in some way with Woods. In this way, the whole audience who have 'good reason to be critical', including those watching on the TV, the overhearing audience, are addressed. They are the targets of this apology. This is important since if Woods wants to be rehabilitated and not treated as a sporting pariah, the ‘public’ have to forgive him. Therefore, his talk is



Pronoun* Use






Apology Two – Boris Johnson

[image: ]


Side-stepping Responsibility – 'It’s Not Me, Guv'




Vagueness*




(Re)Defining the Event




Whose Fault is it?





Is it an Apology?





To Sum Up
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I want to apologise. I know that millions of people across this country have made
extraordinary sacrifices over the last 18 months. I know the anguish they have been
through - unable to mourn their relatives, unable to live their lives as they want or to do
the things they love. I know the rage they feel with me and with the government I lead
when they think in Downing Street itself the rules are not being properly followed by the
people who make the rules. And though I cannot anticipate the conclusions of the current
inquiry, I have learned enough to know there were things we simply did not get right and
I must take responsibility. Number 10 is a big department with a garden as an extension of
the office which has been in constant use because of the role of fresh air in stopping the
virus. When I went into that garden just after six on 20th May 2020, to thank groups of
staff before going back into my office 25 minutes later to continue working, I believed
implicitly that this was a work event. With hindsight I should have sent everyone back
inside. I should have found some other way to thank them. I should have recognised that
even if it could be said technically to fall within the guidance, there are millions and
millions of people who simply would not see it that way, people who have suffered
terribly, people who were forbidden from meeting loved ones at all inside or outside, and
to them and to this House I offer my heartfelt apologies. All I ask is that Sue Gray be
allowed to complete her inquiry into that day and several others so that the full facts can
be established. I will of course come back to this House and make a statement.
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Okay and you’ve been licensed for how long?
I have been licensed for 10 years.

Okay, and you are being paid by Mr Depp’s legal team to be here. Correct?
Yes.

How much have you charged so far?

T actually don’t know.

Over a 100,000?

1 truly don’t know. I don’t do my own books.
Over 200,000?

I don’t know.

Over 300,0007

That would be way too much but I do not know.
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1. EB: Dr Curry I just want to make sure that uh we all remember, you're not
2. Board Certified. Correctf
3. SC: No,I'mnot.
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And you had drinks as well. Correctf

1 actually don’t know. I do remember that there were drinks.

Do you recall testifying earlier that you did have a drink, a mule something
No, I remember testifying that there might have been a mule (pause) a Moscow
Mule (slight laugh)

Okay, thanks we ... we didn’t have animals there as well right|

No animals.
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Okay, now just so that we all remember you had dinner at Mr Depp’s house
for 3 to 4 hours with Mr Depp, Mr Waldman, Mr Chew and Ms

Vasquez. Correct?

I was interviewed. I asked if there was anything I could eat because at about
3 hours I started to get hungry. Mr Depp then offered to order take-out for
the entire team.

So you had dinner with ... at Mr Depp’s home with Mr Waldman, Mr Chew
Ms Vasquez, and Mr Depp. Correct]

Yes.
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Good morning. And thank you for joining me.

Many of you in the room are my friends. Many of you in this room know me. Many of
you have cheered for me, or worked with me, or supported me, and now, every one of you
has good reason to be critical of me. I want to say to each of you, simply, and directly, I
am deeply sorry for my irresponsible and selfish behaviour I engaged in. I know people
want to find out how I could be so selfish and so foolish. People want to know how I
could have done these things to my wife, Elin, and to my children. And while I have
always tried to be a private person, there are some things I want to say. Elin and I have

started the process of discussing the damage caused by my behaviour. As she pointed out

. to me, my real apology to her will not come in the form of words. It will come from my

. behaviour over time. We have a lot to discuss. However, what we say to each other will

. remain between the two of us. I am also aware of the pain my behaviour has caused to

. those of you in this room. I have let you down. I have let down my fans. For many of you,
. especially my friends, my behaviour has been a personal disappointment. To those of you
15.
16.

who work for me, I have let you down, personally and professionally. My behaviour has

caused considerable worry to my business partners.
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Okay, that’s good to know and ... and you talked about transparency. I just
wanted to make sure, you have served several designations, expert designations,
and reports in this case.

Yes.

And in not one of them did you disclose that you had dinner and drinks at Mr
Depp’s house for 3 to 4 hours with Mr Waldman, Mr Chew, Ms

Vasquez. Is that correct?

Ms Bredehoft you’re mischaracterising what occurred.

I ... Dr Curry, please answer the question. Not once did you disclose this in any
of your [reports

[T did not disclose Iwas interviewed as that’s standard procedure
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