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1. Introduction

Right and wrong: from philosophy to everyday discourse
Anna Wierzbicka
Australian National University
Published in 2002 iDiscourse Sudies 4(2):225-252

One of the most intriguingphenomena inthe history of the English language is the
spectacular rise of the word right, in its many interrelated senses and uses.

I will illustrate this with three fragments from informalnterviews tape-recorded by the
sociologist Douglas Porpora (2001), with the occurrences of right numbered:

(@)

(b)

(©

| ask Peter why he feels he should treat people as he does. "You said you were
raised to treat people like this?"

"Right." (1)
"Okay, that sort of explains why you have those values ..."

"But why were they taught to me?"

"No. Not why they were taught t@u, but do youhink thoseare values... |
mean different people are taught different values, right?" (2)

"Right." (3)

"Somebody else might be taught a different set of values ..."

"Mm-hm."

"Than what you were taught... So, do youhink your values areright (4)
rather than ... Do you think those are the right (5) values to have?"

"I don't know if it's really a matter of right (6) or wrong." (p. 79)

"Go ahead," says Eli. "You tell me what you believe so maybe you'll give me a
hint. I'll give you an answer from my ..."

"I believe in... Jesus. believe hat... uh ... God igjood, thathere's a God
who made the universe."

"That's_right (7)," replies Guzia. "One God is for everybody." (pp. 111-112)

"Okay," Frederick continues. "The Old Testament. ...but the book of
Revelations only mentions twelve thousand from each tribe. Or hundred and
forty-four thousand.”

"Right." I am familiar with the belief among Seventh Day Adventists\ilingn
Jesus comes again, there will be exactly one hundred and forty four thousand
Jews who will be saved by their conversion to Christ. (pp. 143-144)
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It would be very difficult to translatinese fragments into other European languages because
there would be no words in these languagesrtmtchright — in any of the senses illustratabove.
All the bilingual nativespeakers otGerman, French, Italiaand Russianwhom | have asked found
themselveembarrassed anghexpectedlyconfounded bythe task,and proposedeither renderings
like "yes" and"true", or variousad hoc solutiondor examplefor German, stimmt (1)pder?, ja(3),
rechten (4 and 5), richtige€6), and genau s(r). Yet in Englishall theseusesarevery common and
all these senses function as basic tools for thinking, talking, and interacting with other people.

How many different senses of right are there? Leaving asideasgltountablenoun (as in
human rights), rightisan adverb(e.g. rightthen right therg and rightas opposed téeft, we can
distinguish three major sensesf right, all illustrated inthe fragmentsabove. For the sake of

convenience, | will calthese seses"moral”, "intellectual”, and "conversationalThe moralsense of
right can be illustrated with the following sentence:

In all the world and in all dife there is nothingnore importanto determine
than what is right. (Lewis 1955:3)

The intellectuakense ofight comes intglay, aboveall, in the phrasethat's rightwhich endorses a
bdief (as in 1b). Used as@nversationatesponse;,Right." indicates that thespeakerunderstands
what the other person is saying (as in 1c).

In this paper, | willarguethatthese threelifferentuses ofright, "moral”, "intellectual” and
"conversational”, areelated,andthat the emergenand expansion ahe second("intellectual™) and
the third ("conversational”) is linkedith the rise ofthefirst ("moral”). More generally, | wil argue
that salient conversational routines (such as thasdving the use of "Right")are related tavays of
thinking deeply entrencheid a given society; and thatharngesin conversationatoutinesfollow
changes in attitudes, values, and world view.

What needs to bemphasized at the outset is thiais rise ofthe conversationalight in
English is a language-specific and culturalesigephenomenon, whicbouldn't possilyl be explained
in terms of putative universal rules of politeness, lofjiconversation, or maximaf interaction,in the
spirit of Grice (1975), Browand Levinson(1987) orLeech(1983). Ofcourse,quasi-parallels to the
conversationatight can befound in many languagesand without close semanticanalysis such
parallels may seem closeenough for some uhctional pragmatic explanations to appear to be
applicable to them allBut whenone doesengage in closeemantic analysigine discovers that the
differences between the supposed parallels are as thalsmilarities, and that these differences can
offer us valuable clues in our search for valid explanations.

When one looks,from a broader European rpgecive, at the rise of the contrastive use
"right" and"wrong", and ofthe use ofright asa discoursemarker,both these phenomemaust be
seen as innovations whiskt Englishapartfrom the otherEuropeananguages.Generally spdang,
those other languages tend to rely, in moral discourse, on the universal cGoaEpéndBAD, and in
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conversational contexts, ¢ime universal concepiRUE. | believe thaisome fouror five centuries ago

English was closer to other European languages in this respect than it is now.

2. The changing frequencies of "true", "truth", "right" and "wrong"

Let us compardor examplethe frequencies othe words true, truth, right (adjective) and
wrong (adjective) inthe concordances tthe works of two Englishplaywrights, separated byhree
centuries,Shakespear€Spevack1970) and BernardShaw (Bevan1971) (figuresper onemillion
words):

True Truth  Ad). Right (TotalRigh) Adj.Wrong (Total Wrong
Shakespeare 959 391 180 (420) 17 (288)
Shaw 324 215 448 (890) 148 (206)

What these figures suggest is that the use of both true andealitred significantly, whereas the use
of right and wrongasadjectives)ncreased. They alsuggesthat wrong,which Shakespearased
primarily asa noun or averb, overthe centuries greatlgxpanded itsise as amadjective — not on a
scale comparableith the use ofright as amadjective buthonethelessoming far closer to it than it
was in Shakespeare's us€hesefigures are consistanwith the typothesis thathe "discourse of
truth” declined in English over tleenturies; that theuse of "right” and "wrong" aparallelconcepts
(and opposites)ncreased; and ey also showthat the use of right as anadjective increased
enormously in relation to the use_of true.

If we now extend our compaas and inclu@ in thetablefigures forspokenEnglish ("UK
Spoken") from the contemporary'Bank of English ¢OBUILD), we will see,first of all, that in
compaison with Shaw (let aloneShakespearethe figures for true and_truthare extremely low.
Furthermore, we Winote thathe figure for right is higher than irshaw, and thefigure for wrong
lower.

True Truth Ad. Right Adj. Wrong
Shakespeare 959 391 180 17
Shaw 324 215 448 148
COBUILD: UK Spoken 40 7 629 56

The very high frequency of right in contemporapokenEnglish differs markedly from its
frequency in the contemporary corpus of written English ("UK Books"):

True Truth Ad]. Right Ad). Wrong
UK Books 60 37 96 50

UK Spoken 40 7 629 56
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Presumably, thiexplosion of"right" in spokenEnglish islinked with the rise of conversational

responses such as "that's right", "right you are", "too rigyaty're right" (inthe sensd don'tmind’),
and simply"right". Of course, we do ndiave atour disposal a corpus @pokenEnglish for the
times of Shakespeare, or even the timesesh&d Shaw, and digjae inplayscannot be regarded as
a functional equivalent of such a corpus. @¥éanot therefore, prove amcrease in theise of"right”

in spokenEnglish on astatistical basis. What wecan show,however, isthe emergence of new
conversational routines in nineteenth-and twentieth-century spoken discourse.

These routines include, first of all, the expressiongtik, the first examplef which cited by
the OED comes fromDickens' Pickwick Papers(1837), andthe expressionthat's right, the first
example of which cited by the OE®dated as 190Relativelyrecent conversationabutinesinclude
also suchexpressions agight you are!", described bythe OED as'"recentslang use”, "too right",
labelled by theDED as "Ausralian and NewZealand colloquial*;she’ll be right" (also described as
"Australian aal New Zealandcolloquial”) and theinterrogative"... right?", described bythe OED as
"originally U.S." and illustrated only with twentieth-century examples, and also several distscof
"Right." as aresponse in dialogue.will discusssome oftheseconversationatoutineslater. First,
however, let us consider the use of "right" and "wrong" as opposites, especially in moral discourse.

3. "Right" and "wrong" — a basis for ethics?

The distinction between'right" and "wrong" occupies aentral place in th&nglish moral
lexicon, and indeed inAnglo moral discoursegenerally — so much so that many Anglophone
philosophers, theorists of education agen anthropologists regard it asndamental to human
nature. Thevery first example of thaise ofright offered bythe Shorter OxfordEnglish Dictionary
(dated from 1737) reads:

You must acknowledge a Distinction betwixt Right and Wrong, founded in Nature.

At the turn of the twenty-first century the distinctidmetween"right" and "wrong" continues to be
evoked frequentlyn theoreticaldiscussionsand to beused as &ame of referencéor talking about
moral development and moral norms across culturesa@uieties — as ithis distinctionwereindeed
"founded in nature" itself. (Cf. e.g. Harrison 1948hnson 1959, Lewis 1955nell 1988.) Thepoint
which is overlooked in such discussions is that "right" and "wraing"notuniversalhnuman concepts
but English wordsvithout equivalents imther Europeatanguageslet alone inlanguages omore
remote cultures and societies.

| hasten to ephasizethat insaying this | ammot takingthe position of acultural, moral or
linguistic relativist. On the contrary: colleagues and | have tried to document in many publications the
existence of linguisticniversals(cf. e.g., Wierzbickal1996,Goddard1998), and wéaveargued, on
the basis ofempirical cross-linguistic remarch, thathese universals ihede theconceptsGoob and
BAD.

Moreover, wehaveargued andought todemonstrate thahe conceptTRUE is a linguistic
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universaland that inall languages peopleansaythe exact semantequivalent of'this is true" and

"this is not true". Thus, theEnglish wordsgood, badand truecan be seen dsnglish exponents of
the universalhuman concepts00D, BAD, and TRUE, with exact semantic equivalentsn other
languages. For example (see Goddard and Wierzbicka eds. 1994 and tn press)

GOOD BAD TRUE
Spanish bueno malo verdad
Malay baik buruk benar
Mandarin Chinese do huai zlen

But what applies to good, baahd truedoes not apply to riglnd wrongand given the central role of
right and_wrongin Anglo moraldiscoursethe question must be askeaahat precisely these two
English words mean dnhow and why the language-specifimcepts encoded in thehavebecome
so salient in modern Anglo culture.

Both "right" and "wrong"are modern Anglo concepts, conceptuabnstructs ofAnglo
culture and the English language. The words right and wvamngften used in English translations of
classic Greek and Romannriters, but thevords theyare used to t@nslate araisually the semantic
equivalents of 'good' and 'bad’ (or 'better' and 'worse'). One example (from Stevenson 1958):

| see the right, and | approve it too,

Condemn the wrong, and yet the wrong pursue.

(Video meliora probaque, deteriora sequor.

Ovid, Metamorphoses. Bk. vii, .20. Translated by Samuel Garth).

To speakers of English, however, "right" amaiong" often appear tbe fundamentakooted
in nature itself. According to some scholagenanimals have asense ofright" and "wrong". For
example, Frans de Waal (1996:2), the authdih@book entitled GooNatured: TheOrigins of Right
and Wrong inHumansand OtherAnimals, states: "A society l&ng notions ofright and wrong is
about the worst thing we can imagine —wé can imagine it a&ll." Well, sometimesur imagination
needs to bastretched orthe basis ofcross-linguisticevidence; irthis case cross-linguisticevidence
shows us that most deties don'thavethe notions of "right" and'wrong”, and that irfact these
notions are peculiao, roughly speaking, Anglo cultureWhat may indeed beniversal is thesense
that "people can do bad things" and "people can do good things". (cf. Wierzbicka 2001a:165).

For example,from a "Russian” cultural point of view, the key choice is definitelythat

between Xoro$o" (‘good’)and"ploxo” (‘bad'), asset out in Mayakovsky's childrerpmem,"What is

good and what is bad" (Marshall 1955:80-83):



Tiny toddler told his Dad:

'l am puzzled so!

What is good and what is bad?
Answer if you know!

The Dad in the poem has some very definite answers to the question, with the desired result:

Tiny toddler understood.
Tiny told his Dad:

'l will always do what's good,
Never what is bad.'

A Russian Dadould not tat similarly to his child about'right" and "wrong", becaus¢here are no
such words in Russian.

Moral discourse based dhe notions of"good” and "bad" is of courseot absent from
Anglo culture either. To take one example (from Stevenson 1958):

The Bad among the Good are here mixt ever:
The Good without the Bad are here plac'd never.
(Robert Herrick, "Good and Bad"; 17th century).

It is interesting to note, howevenpw often the contrasting use of twerds_goodand _badn modern
English (in a moral context) is linked with a desire to distance oneselftfiroase ofthese words as
moral absolutes. By contrast, the words right and wesagoftencontrasted in moder¢at leastpre-
twentieth-century) Angladiscourse sharply andonfidently, as the followingquotes (also from
Stevenson 1958) illustrate:

My principle is to do whatever is right... (Thomas Jefferson; 18th/19th century)

They say that if you do this you will be standing with the Abolitionists. | say
stand with anybody that stands right. Stand with him while he is right and part
with him when he goes wrong. (Abraham Lincoln; 19th century)

The passionate love of Right, the burning hate of Wrong. (Lewis Morris; 19th
century)

If onelooks atthe use of "right" and'wrong" in English inthe eighteenth, nineteenth, and
early twentieth century, one is struck bbththe ascendancy 6fight" and "wrong"over "good" and
"bad" and by theonfident tone irwhich theformer pair is often referretd, in contrastto thelatter.
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Where did thisconfidence in the human ability shistinguish "right" from "wrong'comefrom in

modern Anglo culture? And where did théerest come from inlistinguishing "right" from "wrong"
rather than simply "good" from "bad"?

I will consider thesguestionamore closely in thaext section. Firsthowever, let usote
that collocations linking_rightwith wrong appear tohave spread in English irthe course of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. For Shakespeare, wrong was primarily a veoonaleaved
from the verb, as in the following examples:

He hath done me wrong. (Shakespeare, | Henry VI, Act IV, sc. i, |. 85)

You wrong me, sir, thus still to haunt my house. (Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of
Windsor, Act lll, sc. iv, . 67)

Knowing my mind, you wrong me, Master Fenton. (Shakespeare, The Merry Wives of
Windsor, Act lll, sc. iv, |. 75)

At that stage, then, "wrong" was not seen, primarily, as an opposite of "right", and human conduct was
not seenas, pedominantly, aseries of binarychoices - choicedetween"wrong" and "right".
Furthermore, the idea of'doing wrong (to someone)'was not linked,jnherently, with the idea of
"conscious choice". However, when the two words - right and wraveye juxtaposed, amadditional
semantic element appears to have come into play: the element of thinking, of discernment (which of the
two, good or bad)Presumably, thenagebehindthe twowordsconceived of as pair of opposites

was that of aperson's twohands, and two sides, right ateft, lending itself so readily to an
interpretationin terms of a thoughtful binarghoice: which of the twdnands?which of two sides?

which of the two ways? To quote Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress:

Better, though difficult, the right way to go,
than wrong, tho' easy, when the end is woe.

Here, it is not aquestion ofwronging othemeople, but othoosing, consciously, one of tdearly
distinguishable) ways to act ("right" and "wrong").

A few early examplesf the contrastiveise of "right" and "wrongt¢an already béund in
Shakespeare. Later am the seventeentland eighteenthcenturiessuch acontrastiveuse ofright and
wrong appears thaveincreasedGradually, thamage of twohands (or sidesand twoways (right
and left, right and wrong) appearshavereplaced inEnglish anearlier image of &right line" in the
sense of a "straight line", and of possible deviations from that straight line. For example:

Of lines there be two principal kinds, ...a right or straight line, and ... a crooked line.
(1551, OED)



The "right way" was originally conceived of not @gposed tdhe symmetrical "wrong way" (one of
the two possibilities), but as a kind of ideal which one should seek to approximaté)ieimone may
approximate to differentedjrees. Certainly, theuse ofthe superlative (righgt) and comparative
(righter) seems very common in English up to the seventeenth century.

This is the rightest way and fittest order to serve God. (1561, OED)

... then with a few to walk the rightest way. (1590, OED)

That negative and contradictory humour, of thinking they are the rightest when they
are unlikest the Papacy. (1599, OED)

| would ask you whether in all these great points the Papists are righter than the
Reformed Churches? (1665, OED)

He observes that Hollenshede is righter than Parker. (1716, OED)

But as the pair of opposites "right" atwrong" spread, theise of "righter"and "rightest" appears to
have decreased, the idafaa binary chace gradually replacing that of trying to approximateickal.
When the poet Cowper says at the end of the eighteenth century,

Grace leads the right way: if you choose the wrong,
Take it and perish. (1781)

he seems to be using right in the remmse, in which is nolonger gradabléas "right" and'left" are

not gradable). How coulde's choices appedo theseventeentland eighteenthcenturyspeakers of

English in the form of such clear-cut alternatives? The answer seems to be that life's problems came to
be viewed increasingly as decidable by reason, like scientific problems, basiiseofclear, objective

criteria.

4. The link between "right" and "reason"

To pursue these questions further, we need to engageemamamount ofcareful semantic
analysis. We can't ask what the words good anavissh because (as colleagues aajle,cf. e.qg.
Wierzbicka 1996aiGoddard 1998)jhese arainanalyzable conceptuptimes. Wecan, however, ask
about the maning of thewords right andvrong andhere, itcan help taconsider wo expressions
which do have semantic equivalent®n many other European language§iou (we, they, etc.) are
(were) right" and "you (we, they, etc.) are (were) wrong", if)axpressionsvhich link the adjectives
right and wrongused as predicates with human subjebigerestingly, inseveralEuropean languages
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the exact semantic equivalents of these expressions include ahiohdcanalsomean'reason’. For

example:

tu as raison (French)

you have reason

[tu] hai ragione (Italian)
you have reason

What does it mean to s&y someone "you'reght” (hai ragione, tu asaison? Roughlyspeaking, it
means, | think, te@xpress one'approval ofthis person'sthinking, with reference tocsome potential
interpersonal knowledge (or evidence). Thus:

you're right =

€)) you say you think something

(b) | say: you say something good

(c) you think well

(d) if someone thinks about it not like this, this someone doesn't think well
(e) other people can know this

Component (a) acknowledg#te interlocutor'sopinion, compaent(b) approves othe interlocutor's
words, componds (c) and(d) approve of thenterlocutor's thinking(contrasting itwith a different
way of thinking), and componente) impliesthat this evaluation can bsupportedwith reference to
some interpersonally valickiteria (or reasons).Thus, the sentencgou areright” implies thatwhat
"you" think is objectively valid, and that in principle other people can know this.

The expression "this is right" can be analyzed along similar lines:

this is right =

(@) if someone thinks about this like this, this person thinks well

(b) if someone thinks about this not like this, this person doesn't think well
(c) other people can know this

| believe that this analysis can also be extemnddthglish collocations like theght decision, the right
choiceor the rightsolution the decisionthe choice, orthe solution, are th@utcomes okomeone's
thinking, and irthe speaker'siew, this way of thinking aboutthe matter at hand, icontrast to other
ways of thinking abouit, is good — anevaluationwhich, the speakerthinks, could be somehow
objectively validated.

Jefersan's principle "to dowhatever isright” seems taeflect a belief that imany given
situation theres one good way of acting that can beeached by rationathought (i.e. by"good
thinking"). The importance ofthe idea of'good thinking" (i.e. of "thinking well") in Anglo folk-
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philosophy is reflected in the colloquial conversational response "Good thinking!", without parallels in

other European languagésr example(examplesfrom a novel by Kathrine Kerr, takenfrom the
COBUILD corpus of "UK Books"):

Enj considered for a moment. Since they hunt by sight, we should make a run for
the base of the cliff now. "Good thinking," Rhodry said.

It is particularly interesting toote thathe phrase'good thinking” is often combinedvertly with the
word right and is used, as it were, as its partial folk-explication, as in the following example:

"She know [sic] how you got the money?" "Oh, yeah. That was the whole idea. So
the money couldn't be traced back to me." "Right," Kevin said approvingly. "Good
thinking."

In this last example, right is used in a conversatisease, and the actions approe¢dy the speaker
are not exactly "moral" in the usual sen$éhe word; yethe combination o&pprovalfor someone's
actions and for the thinking behiride actions is/ery clear,and itilluminatesotheruses ofthe word
right as well.

Another English conversational fanula which expressesthe speaker'sapproval for
somebody elsg thinking is"Good idea!", which also readily combineswith "Right.”, as in the
following examples froncoBUILD ("UK Spoken™):

Right. (...) I think it's a very good idea.
Right. And a year was also a good idea.
Right. You use telekinesis to extend its range. Good idea.

One of the most intriguing aspes of the distinctionbetween"right" and "wrong"”, so
entrenched in th&nglish language, is thathese concepts appear $pan moral andintellectual
domains. Thusone can'do the rightthing", one can'do somethingvrong”, but one caralso "give
the right (or wrong) answer", or"use the right (or wrong) method". The common denominator
appears to be something like "problem solvingdmething talo with thinking, with procedureswith
rules. ltis interesting torecall in this contextBenjamin Franklin'sdiscussion of'the Science of
Virtue" (quoted inLevin 1963:32), inwhich helikened "aMan of Sense", hat is, "avirtuous man"
(contrasted with "a vicious man"), to an arithmetician.

Thus, the ascendancy of "right" and "wrongér "good" and'bad" seems toeflect a more
"rational”, more "procedural”, more "reason-based" approach to hlifeyaand aretreatfrom a pure
distinction betweerigood" and "bad"unsupported byny apeal to reasorproceduresmethods, or
intersubjectivelyavailableevidence. An ethics dfight and wrong" is an ethics which the choice
between "good and "bad" is seen as sometthiagcan be decided by reason,dmod thinking, and
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something that can be interpersonally validated — like science. It is a "rational ethics", awtattics

doesn't need to be grounded in metaphysics (in particular, in God) but can be grounded in reason.
Emphasising the influenaef the 17th and 18th centws' Britishempiricism onthe general
intellectual climate of the time, Fernandez-Armesto (1998:153) writes:

Newton's workwasboth genuinelypioneering and embeddaad a broader
context of English and Scottish thought dhe time: empiricism — the
doctrine tlat reality is observabland verifiable by sense-perception. The
success of science surely made possible this distrust of metaphysics.

I haveargued edewhere (Wierzbicka-orthcoming a) thathis "distrustof metaphysics'may have
contributed to thelecline ofBritish people's interésn "truth" and may have made them feeless
comfortablewith saying "that's tre" thantheir contemporaries on the continent did (and continue to
do). | would like to suggest that the same "distrust of metaphysics" magaatsied to an avoidance

of moral judgments unsupported taferences to gtification. Theuse of"right" may havebeenfelt

to be preferabléo boththe use of "true" andhe use of"good", for in contrast to both "true" and
"good", "right" appealed, implicitly, tasomerational grounds forthe expressedudgment. (I will
return to this convergence between "good" and "true" in "right" in section 5.)

Ferndndez-Armesto writes further: "The ascendancy of the senses over other means of truth-
finding did not last longeven inthe west, buwhile it endurd it made avital difference: itgave
scienceunique prestige — alace in the prevailingcale ofvalues umatched inother cultures”
(ibid.:155). In myview, the "ascendancy othe senses" idbetterdescribed in termef "knowledge-
finding" than "truth-finding"; inthe climate of empiricism peoplébecameincreasinglyinclined to
replace the'search fortruth" (the title of one of Descartes' worksyith a "search forknowledge"
(based onthe evidence ofthe senses, asvell as reaon). The spread of "that's right" as a
conversational response in modern Englisy be a reflection ahis moregeneraltrend. (Another
reflection ofthis trend isthe rise of "really" and'evidence";seeWierzbicka, Forthcoming a.)lt is
important to noten this canectionthat in Britain, empiricism wasot opposed to rationalism, as it
often was elsewhere, but rather tended to be identified with it.

The combinatiorof empiricismwith anemphasis orireason” inBritish thoughtis stressed
in Charles Taylor'y1989) classic_Sources dhe Self, with special reference tdohn Locke.
Significantly, Locke's book on religion bears the title: The Reasonableness of Christramityocke,
the empiricist,both ethicsand religion had to bgrounded in reason (awas science) — not
"speculative" but "procedural” reason. They both had to be "reasonable”.

When achild does mathmatical sums, or answegsiestionsabout dates ocapitals of far-
away countries, the teacher can respond with the phrases "that's right" and "that's not rigfatlanAn
or a Frencheachercould notmake a similaresponse, becausigere are no similgphrases irthese
languages. What an Italian or a French teacher saylth such a situatiomould be_beneand biet
‘well' (and, if the response is "wrong", no and o). Of course, arEnglish-speakingeacher could
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also praise a student by saying "GoodbByt a"procedural”,factual-soundingesponséthat's right"

Is alsoavailable. Tk availability,andwide use, othis response is peculiarity of modernEnglish,
related, Iwould argue, to the intellectuatlimate influenced byempirical and "anti-metaphysical”
thinkers like John Locke and David Hume.

But before contemplating any further the cultauadl philosophical underpinnings the rise
of the "that's right"-routindet usfirst examine the semantics tfis expressionlf one asksnative
spe&ers whatthe phrasethe phrase "that's righttheans theyare likely toreply either that it means
"that's true" or that it means "l agrgeé., in universal concepts, think thesame™). Butwhile such
ad hoc glosses may seem to fit some conttheg,would not fit otlers, and so they cannot represent
the semantic invariant of this expression. For example, neither "I agyeél' think the same" could
be substitutedfor "that's right" inthe following exchangé&rom a play bythe Australianwriter Alex
Buzo (1973[1970]:28):

THOMO: Oh, you must be the new typist.
SUNDRA: That's right. [? | agree; ? that's true]

In saying "that's rightSundraconfirms as itwere Thomo'sguess: sh&loesn't say thathomo is
making "a true statement" brdather, thate is making "aight guess";and "aright guess"implies
"good thinking" (as do also "right solution”, "right decision”, and "right method").

That's right. =

(@) you say that you think something now

(b) when you say this you say something good
(c) you think well

(d) other people can know this

Component(a) shows thatwhen used as aonversationakesponse, "that's rightfefers to the
interlocutors words. Component(b) showsthe responding speaker'approval ofthose words.
Componaet (c) refers tahe thinking behindthe words andexpressespproval ofthis thinking, and
componen{d) shows tht this approval isbased on somgenerally walid standard. A yanmmetrical
component "ifsomeone thinks sometiyg else abouthis, this someonaloesn't thinkwell" has not
been includd in thisexplication,because theonversationatesponsé'that's right"does nt have a
negative counterpart (the expression "that's wrong" is not used in English as a standarshtional
routine). The absence dafuch a compom contributes tothe less "intellectual” and more
"conversational”" character of "that's right" as compared with either "you are right" or "this is right".
The asymmetry between "that's right" and "that'swrond' matches the increasingly
asymmetricalise of "right" and "wrong" in anoral sense (aquestion towhich | will return later).
With the growth of indiviludism and "decline ofconviction" (cf. Bellah et al1985; Fernandez-
Armesto 1998), calling somebody else's thoughts "wrong" hasreasinglycome to beseen as
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inappropriate. To say to another persthat's wrong'touldbe offensive; saying "that's right" is not

similarly offensive, because it supports the other person.

5. "Right" as a neutral ground between "good" and "true"

In any languageassessmentsamed in terms offRUE appear to bejuite differentfrom
thoseframed in terms o6oOD thereseems to be alear-cut linebetween the two.But English
phrases likehe rightdecision, theight answeror the rightsolution somehowcross thatine: they
seem to combine the element of approval (good) with an element of intellectual judgment.

Consider,for examplethe slogan:_dahe rightthing, put it in thebin. Clearly, theslogan
does not present the action of putting souldish in the bims a "gooddeed",nor does itdepict the
personwho alwaysdoes it as a "do-gooder"Rather, theaction of putting rubbish inthe bin is
presented here as something rationals & goodthing to putrubbish inthe bin, butnot because of
any intangible moral imperative; rather, it is a good thing to do so — and a bad thing not to — because
of certain rules which apply to everyone and which can be rationally explained and justified.

In this sense, it is comparable to arriving at the "rigimSwer to a probm inarithmetics: it
is not aquestion ofanybody'smoral judgment buof certain objectively vdid proceduresmethods,
and criteria. A personcould rejectmetaphysics anckligion and stillsay thatputting rubbish in the
bin is the "right" thing to do. From thigerspectie, reflected ilfmodernEnglish,human conduct can
be seen and assessed "objectively",dretily”, and in accordece with"evidence". Therare "rules”,
there are "procedures”, there afgectivecriteria thatpeople can refeto. Asthe nineteenth century
English philosopher Herbert Spencer (Social Statics, ch. 32, sc. 4) put it,

Rightness expresses of actions, what straightiess of lines; and there can no
more be two kinds of right action than there can be two kinds of straight line.

Many similar statements have come from the pen of English and American writers, with the word right
both reflecting andnesumably ermuragingthis culture-specifiovay of thinking: that decidingvhat

to do — or what tosay —can be a matteof following certain straightforward,public, rationally
justifiable procedures; that ethican be analogous to geetry. (As Emersoput it (1932[1869]:52):

"The axioms of geometry transldbe laws ofethics"). Consider for examplethe following sentence

(from spokenEnglish): "l can't go[to tap dancing] because | dortiavethe rightshoes". "Right"

could be replaced here with "appropriate”, "suitable", or "fitting", but it is not a separate meaning of the
word right. Rather, it is thesame meaning as in tlease of a right decisigright answeyor a right
sdution: ameaning (unavailablein Italian, Frerch, or German)which allows thespeaker to stay on a
"philosophically neutral'ground, without laying any claims toknowing "what is true" or "what is
(inherently, intrinsically, unaccountably) good". To identify a paistudes asthe rightshoes" one
needs taassesshe fit between &ind of shoesand a kind ofsituation, betweerthe features of the
shoesand therequirements ofhe situation. Thus, theevaluation of theshoes has tavolve some
objective, interpersonally valid criteria. A particular kindstioes is good falap dancingoecause the
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properties of the shoes "fit" the purpose (tap dancitiggse shoes are a gdmdeans” fronthe point

of view of the purpose, and people can say thky are a good meafisecause thegansayhow the
properties ofthe shoes'fit" the purpose otap dancing). The shoesare not intrinsically good, but

they are "instrumentally” goodand theclaim thatthey aregood (fortap dancing) is not anatter of

faith, or taste, but can be rationally justifidélvaluation and rational justification ¢p@re handn hand.

And so, it seems, it is generally the case with "right", as compatgodal”. The "right" answer, and

the "right" solution, too,are"good" because they calpe rationally justified; and so is théright"

choice, the "right" decision, and also, the "right" action. Truth doesn't come into it, not even in the case
of the "right" answer: what matters is the justification. To do the "right thing" means to do something
that is not simply "good" but that can be rationally justified.

6. Procedural morality

The ascendancy of "right" and "wrong" in the English language can be linked with the rise of
"proceduralmorality” in Anglo culture. According td?orpora(2001:72), "Tosay thatmodern
morality is mainly procedural is tsaythat it focusses orthe means wadopt topursue our ends."
For many of Porpora'sespondents, ethics means rgihg, cheating,hurting otherpeople, in
accordance with the principle "Do your own thing as long as you don't hurt anyone". As lbeyg as
don't hurt othempeople, they feel that everyostould befree "to dotheir own thing". Porpora
comments: "That is fine, but what should 'our own thing' be? A morality reduced solely to procedural
constraints tally removesour own thing'from moral discourse. For such raorality, whatever'our
own thing'is, it will by definition lack moralpurpose. Instd, whateverends we choose to pursue
within the procedural constraints will have the appearance of morally neutral preferences."

As | see it, the emergencé this "procedural ethics" irelated tothe linguisticphenomenon
of the emergence and spread of the conadptsght” and "wrong". Therise of "procedural ethics"
is linked with the rise of "rational ethics"; andhe separation oimorality from its religiousroots is
linked with the idea thaall beliefsrequirerational justification. A'right" decision is like a "right"
solution to a problem (mathematical, logical, ethical, or practical): it can be justifiredeference to a
set of procedures, rules, criterids Porpora arguesne'spurpose inife canhardly be thought of in
terms of "right" or "wrong" — or in terms of procedures, rules, ethical "standards".

How exactly ighe emergencandspread of'proceduralmorality” related to changes in the
Englishlanguage?Needless to say, | am not suggestihgt therise of "right" and "wrong" has
somehow narrowed dowiEnglish speakergonceptuabptions ordetermined their waysf thinking.
Rather, | am sugesting hat therise of new ways of thinkinghas led to the emergence of new
linguistic andconceptuatools: "right" and "wrong" (not_insteadf but in addition to"good" and
"bad"), "fair" and "unfair" (not instead of, but in addition tust" and "unjust"), and so on.

The idea ofa "rational ethics", anethicsbased orthe notions of "right" and'wrong”, was
linked with the broader ideas o& "rational religion”, favoured bythe Enlightenmentind perhaps
congenial to the "spirit of capitalism" (agggested originallyyy Weber(1995[1930]), andliscussed
recently by Charles Taylor 1989).
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Drawing onMax Weber,CharlesTaylor examines in consideraldetail thelinks between

the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment, and changes in everyday ways of thvirey. saw
in the Calvinist detrine of preddmation "the dogmaticbackground otthe Puritan morality in the
sense of methodically rationalized ethical conduct”; f@mphasized as "tlmeostimportant result
of ascetic Protestanism (...) a systematic, rational orderitmg ofhoral life ag whole". Taylor's thesis
that modern (Anglo) culture "emphasizes what is right or wtorlp as opposed tehat it isgood or
bad to value or be" closely accords with linguistic facts, arghrticular, withthe career of thevords
right and_ wrongn the English language. Especially, right

8. "Right" and "wrong": increasingly asymmetrical

As we haveseen,for a longtime the conceptsright” and "wrong" were perceived by
speakers of English aymmetricaland thetwo words were often juxtaposedanalogously taight
and _left. During the twentiethcentury, however,(if not earlier), theuse of_wrongappears tdave
declined, in comparison with right, anthny speakers dinglishappear tchavebecomeincreasingly
uncomfortablewith the word wrong. One might venture tosuggest thathe decline of wrondin
relation to right) parallelethnd perhapwasrelatedto) thespread othe pejorativevord judgmental
it is bad to be "judgmental”, and ¢all anyone or anythinwrong" seems tdaveincreasinglybeen
felt to besmacking of'judgmentalism".Considerfor example thefollowing fragmentfrom one of
Porpora'’s (2001:90) interviews:

"... We were just talking about whether or not there is a supreme being."
"Okay."

"Do you think that there is ... | have my opinion, y@aveyour opinion. Do youthink
that one of us could be right and the other could be wrong?"

"Sure."

"Both of us could be wrong?"

"We could both be right."

"Oh," | agree, "And we could both be right."

"Well, exactly. Imean,you know, but that... that'swhat this world is made up of:
Different people with differences of opinions."

"And how do we arrive at the truth?"

"I have no idea. | think if we knew that, we'd be the supreme being."

Characteristically, the interviewee (not comfortable with the notion of "truth") does not feel any qualms
about describingsome opinions agossibly "right"; hedoes, however, seem reluctant tcall
somebody else's opinions "wrong": for him, tp@ople whaohold contraryopinions could both be
"right" but they could not both be "wrong".

From amodernAnglo point of view, there is a bigdifference betweensaying to one's
interlocutor "you're rightand saying to them "you're wrongWhateveronethinks ofthe merits of
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one's iterlocutor'sargument;"you're right" isculturally moreappropriate thariyou're wrong". The

reason for thisasymmetry lies notn any universal "logic of conversation" or "pmciples of
politeness” bt in culture-specific Anglonorms of social interaction. Benjamin Franklin's
Autobiography is highly illuminating on this point.

I made it arule toforbearall direct contradiction to thesentiments obthers (...)
When anotherasserted somethinpat | thought anerror, | denied myself the
pleasure ofcontradicting himabruptly and ofshowing immediately some
absurdity in his proposition; and in answering | began by observing thattain
cases or circumstances his opinion would be right, but that in the presethietase
"appeared" or "seemed to me" some difference, etc. (quoted in Levin 1963:20).

According to Franklin, this avoidance of alirect "you are wrong"-approactproved, pragmatically,
most effective in his interaction with other people Presumably, largenumbers of Franklin's
compatriots mushaveshared hiexperience tsomeextent,for with time the avoidance ofyou are
wrong" and the like became a salient cultural scfijgt.quote Eva Hoffman (1989ho as a teenager
emigratedwith her family from Poland toAmericaand whohad tolearn theunspoken"cultural
scripts” of her new country:

I learn also that certain kinds of truth are impolite. One shouldn't criticize the person
one is with, at least not directly. You shouldn't say, "You are wrong about that" —
though you may say, "On the other hand, there is that to consider." You shouldn't
say, "This doesn't look good on you," though you may say, "I like you better in that
other outfit." | learn to tone downy sharpness, to domorecareful conversational
minuet. (p.146)

It is interesting to compare Hoffman's perception of avoidance of "you are wroAggio-American
culture with Blum-Kulka's (1982) comment on the use of ata to'e 'you're wrong' in Israeli culture:

Generally speakindsraeli soeety seems tallow for evenmore directness social

interaction tharthe Americanone ... It is notuncommon to heapeoplearound a
conferencdable inlsrael disagreeingvith eachother bluntly(saying things like ata
to'e'You're wrong', or_lcmaxon! 'Not true!). Suchdirectness in a@imilar setting in
American society would probably be considered rude. (pp.30-31)

The avoidance of "you are wrong" in contemporary Anglo culturefiscted, ina spectaculaway, in
the relative frequencies of'you are right" (and "you'reright") and"you are wrong" (and'you're
wrong") in the coBUILD Bank of English:for both UK Books and US Booksthe frequency of
"you're right" isfive timeshigher tharthat of "you're wrong", and in UK SpokenEnglish, ten times
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higher. It seems #tin contemporary (Anglo)American culture "wrong" in generaltends to be

increasingly avoided, as "presumptuous” and, as it were, "undemocratic”. "Rightdteedecause
while there are culturacripts operating againsboth "right" and"wrong", thereare otherscripts
operating infavour of "right® — especially in conversationabutines where "right" refers to
something said by the addresseana4hat'sright”, but also inconversationatesponses likéright",
"right you ae", "too right", and soon. | will discusstheseconversationatoutines inmore detail in
section 10.

8. "Right" as a response in dialogue
The use of "Right." as a "response signal” in dialogue goes back to 16th amdrititly, as
the entry on right in the OED illustrates.

Chiron: O 'tis a verse in Horace, | know it well (...)
Aaron: Ayjust, a verse in Horace; right, you have it.
(Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus, Act IV, sc. i, Il. 22,24)

Dalyell: She's .... A princess of the blood, and | a subject
Huntly: Right, but a noble subject (Ford, 1968[1634]:22)

The OED definegshis use of "Right.” asYou are right;you saywell". | think this definition is,
essentially, quite apt: tHest speakeexpresses aapinion,and thesecond speaker agreeih and
approves of what the first speaker says and thinks.

What the OED doesn'tmake clear is thadlRight." as a dialogial response hasther uses,
and other meanings agell, and that some of thesesesare quite recent. There is tiise of the
response "Right." in the spirit of "conversational cooperation”, and then a number of other apparently
recent uses of this response, not documented in the OED at all, which cachaltdmerized;oughly,
in terms of"cooperation".Considerfor example theollowing four exchanges from a g by the
contemporary English playwright Simon Gray:

MELANIE (exiting): Off wego, St. John.
QUARTERMAINE: Right. (p. 274)

MELANIE (exiting): Jolly good — give her my love.
MEADLE: Right, Melanie, right. (p.265)

WINDSCAPE (off): Actually, I've just finished [a game], I'm
afraid — perhaps next week.
QUARTERMAINE (off): Right, I'll hold you to that. 'Night. (p.239)
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SACKLING: St. John, I'd be grateful if you'd stop referring

to him as little Tom (...) — it makes him sound
like something out of the workhouse.
QUARTERMAINE: O right — right. (p.256)

What happens in such exchanges can be schematically summarised as follows:

A says to B: | want something to happen
| want you to do something
B says to A: you say you want something to happen

you say you want me to do something

| know why you say it

you say it because you think it will be good if it happens
| think you say something good

| think you think well

because of this, | will do it

It could be arguedhat heretoo, the addressee @poves ofwhat the speakerhas said, and of the
thinking behindthe words. But thischaracterizationlumping togethethe Shakespearean and the
modem usage, would fail to showv thespecific featuresof this new usage. would arguethat it would
also prevent us from gleanitige cultural underpinningsf the new conversationatoutine. Theterm
"cooperabn” is more usefulhere,because ipoints tonewtypes of soal relations in ademocratic
society: theuse of "Right." inresponse to aequest,suggestion, direction or instructigignals a
willingness to complywith another person's Wl while remaning on an equafooting. The
assumption is that | will do what you sgyu want me to ddecause | know whyou sayit: | know
that you are not trying tgive me arorder, to arbitrarily imposgour will on me, butrather,because
you think it will be good if whatyou want tohappenhappens. | see your requestasonal — not
necessarily because | agree that it will be gotiasfthing happens bitecause | can knowhat you
want me to dand why. | do nohave toexpressany satisfaction ayour requst but | dowant to
show that | know what you want to say and why. | acgept reqeestasreasonable(And so Iwill
comply with it.)

Here is a characteristic Australian example — an employee ("Robbo") speaking on the phone
to his boss, Barry Anderson:

Hello? Oh, g'day. Yes. Can do. Will do. Right. (Buzo 1973[1970]:57)
Robbo is almost caricaturally eager to comply with his boss's wishes, and while he woukhgewer

the bossanything like"Yes sir", the expression "Right." servesim well. The use of "Right."
indicates that both the boss and thesubordinatedink compliancewith a spirit of equality and
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cooperation, rather than any submissiveness or subservience.

Conversabnal routines expressing soething like "cooperation'are useful in a society
where people have to take directions and instructrons others without treatinthose others atheir
masters. By saying "Rightih response to somebodyse'expression of W the responder shows
how he orsheinterprets thawil: not as an order or a comand but an understandablegtional
thought that something is desirable.

In addition to expressing awillingness to cooperate,"Right." can also be used to
acknowledge cooperation which has already tghace,and toexpresssatisfaction. For example, in
Alex Buzo's play "The front room boys" Pamims collecting money dm her colleagugein the office
for various "causes" (somebody's birthday, somebody else's new baby and so on):

PAMMY : Come on now ... dig deep ... pay up ... Craig Hiscock's birthday ... (...)
PAMMY: That's all ....

ALL: Thank you ...

PAMMY: Right, that's the lot. That's it for today. (Buzo 1973[1970]:87)

Here, the speaker interprets her own earlier utterance as follows:

Interpretation
| said | wanted something to happen

| said | wanted you to do something
you could know why | said it
| said it because | thought it would be good if it happened

Now, Pammy is acknowledgingjth satisfactio, her colleaguegompliancewith her expressedish
and she interprets this compliance aseldeon the assumeti that hemwish wasreasonable andchade
sense to her colleagues:

Response proper

you thought | said something good
you thought | thought well
because of this, you have done it
now | know that it has happened
this is good

9. "Right" and cultural scripts

Different cultureshavedifferent "culturalscripts" —different unwrittenrules aboutiow to
behavehow tospeakandalso, how tahink and how to feel. Often, thesecultural scriptsinclude
guidelines concerning appropriate ways to respond to whatpbple say. lthercases, there are
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no specific scripts for how to respotadotherpeople but therare implicitnormswhich follow from

certain more general scripts (Wierzbicka 1991, 1994, 2001b).
For example the Russianlanguageoffers ample evidencéor the existenceandsalience, of
the following cultural script:

[people think:]

people say two kinds of things to other people

things of one kind are true

it is good if a person wants to say things of this kind to other people
things of the other kind are not true

it is bad if a person wants to say things of this other kind to other people

The existene andcommon colloquialise ofthe wordnepravda (‘uinuth’), alongsidepravda('truth’),
and thesymmetricaluse of phrasekke govorit' pravdu (‘tospeak truth’) andjovorit' nepravdu (‘to
speakuntruth’), isperhapghe clearest piece @vidence supgting thisscript; butthere areothers.
(Cf. Apresjan 2000; Wierzbicka, Forthcoming b.)
In modern Anglo culture, a salient script enshrines the belief in the "freedom of expression":

[people think:]
if 1 think something about something | can say what | think
everyone can do this

As noted by Carbaugll988:29), this script and its varioo$fshootsare repeatedlyehearsed on
popularAmerican TVshows like Donahue.ufthermorewhile one canvoice disagreemen{though
preferably, only partial disagreement), one cannot do it, to use Carbaugh's term, "impositionally":

[people think:]
when | say to another person what | think about something
| can't say something like this at the same time:

"you have to think the same”

The marked asymmetrpetween theuse of right and _wrongin English conversationalroutines
suggests the following script:

[people think:]
when a person says to me what this person thinks about something
| can't say something like this to this person:

"it is bad if a person thinks like this about this"
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What thismeans, in effecis that whileone canopenly disagreevith anotherperson'sopinion, one

can't criticise it or condemn it (without violating a familiar cult@@&ipt): to do savould mean to set
oneself above the other person and to refuse them the right to have their own opinion.

10. Retrospect and Conclusion: The Puritans, the Enlightenment, the growth of democracy

Let me tryto sketch ahort history ofright (andto a lesserdegree, wrongin a very broad
outline.

To beginwith, right meant 'straight’, as inraght line ('straight line"). Figuratively,perhaps,
this right in the sense'straight' was also used in arevaluativesense: 'good'with an additional
component buildingpn the geometricaimage: ‘clearly good',demonstrablygood’, ‘'one-could-say-
why good'. Spoken of somebodige's words, "rightivas linked(implicitly or explicitly) with "true”,
as in these three examples from Shakespeare:

Thou'st spoken right. 'Tis true. (King Lear, Act V, sc. iii, |. 164)
Most true, 'tis right, you were so, Alisander. (Love's Labour's Lost, Act V, sc. ii, |. 566)
Right, you say true. (Richard II, Act Il, sc. i, |. 146)

"Right" appears tanean hereessentially,good' or'well, 'you speakwell', 'you saywell — an
evaluation supported with a reference to truth: 'because what you say is true'.

But in the course of the 17d4nd 18th century right appearshavebegun to be usechore
and morewith reference tahinking rather tan speaking. The spread ofthe grammaticabattern
linking "right" (and "wrong") as arnedicatewith persons asubjects is aeflection of this new
emphasis on "right thinking".A sentenceilke "you areright" (or "he is right"etc.) combines an
approval of what someone saysh anapproval of theithinking ("you speakwell, you think well").
(The earliest examples that are cited in@&D of "wrong" asn "you are wong" go back no further
than the end of the 17th century.)

Generally speaking, ¢hassociabn of "right" with thinking seems ttvavespread inparallel
with a contrastive use of "right" and "wrong" a-trend apparently encouragedthg influence of the
Reformation, especiallyithin its Calvinist wing. The substitution ofthe Bible and theindividual
conscience for the churahas a keyfeature of the Protemtt Reformation,and especiallyCalvinism.
"In founding ethics onthe Bible rather than on theadership othe Catholic ChurchCalvin opened
the way to a decrease in the authority of humgéers andan increase ithe authaty of intellectual
judgments” (Sne1988:24). This emphasis omdividual conscienceand judgment wasery much
part of thePuritans' stand in Erghd and themerica. "The Puritan could rely only ohis own
reading of Scripture and his own consciencdi@it". As vividly depicted inBunyan'sThe Pigrim's
Progressthe key poblem ofeveryperson'dife is the great'either-or" of salvation vs.damnation.
This "either-or", which isa matter of supreme importanagpends on distinguishirighe right" and
"the wrong":
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Look beforethee; dost thousee thisnarrowway? Thats the waythou must go.

(..) there are many ways butt dowpon this; andhey are avoked andwide; but
thus _thoumay'stdistinguishthe rightfrom the wrong[emphasis added] that only
being straight and narrow.

As Bunyan's key image of the two ways illustrates, the Puritans had a highly polaweed human
life, which they saw as a choice betweenth@one hand, progress towardthe CelestialCity, linked
with "the right way to go", and on the other, the path towards damnation, that is, dmg [way], tho'
easy, when the end is woe". As Edmividrganwrites inhis book Tk PuritanDilemma (1958:81),
"the Puritans were extraordinarilgasonable mefhe zeal withwhich theystudiedthe Biblesprang
from supemeconfidence irthe ability ofreason to findhe truth there(...) Therefore they listened
with respect teeveryman whocould give reasons for hi®pinions, and ifthey thoughthis reason
faulty, they used every possible argument to persuade him".

It is widely held that the impact of theuritans on Englistculture went far beyondtheir
purely religiousinfluence. As RogerSharrock (1965:13) says in histroduction toThe Pigrim's
Progress, "through their Calvinistic preaching and commentiniggoEnglishBible they hadeffected
a cultural revolution and created a new type of Englishman, endeittedn earnestness aralsense
of mission not present in his medieval ancestors". The Puritans' polarized view of life, sexhoias a
between "the right way" and "the wromgy", may well havecontributed to themergence ofright”
and "wrong" as key oppositestime Englishlanguage and ithe world ofthought associatedith it.

In this respect, as in bers, their influence mayave meshedwell with the influence of the
Enlightenment'®€mphasis orireason”. Inthe age of Enlightenemt, ethics camecreasingly to be
seen in terms of reason, and reason was linked with the notions of "right" and "wrong".

In 18th centuryAmerica,Benjamin Franklinwhose_Autobiographyas been described as
"the secular version afohn Bunyan's The Pilgnis Progress"” (Bellah etl. 1985:32), preached "the
reasonable Science of Virtue", likening "tBeience of Virtue'to other sciencef.evin 1963:32-33).
Thus, for a longtime reasonbecamefor many speakers oEnglish, a linchpinholding together
religion, morality, and a "modern"” scientific outlook.

It appearshoweverthat as democracyebane moreand moreentrenchedfirst in America
and then Engnd, manyspeakers oEnglish becaméessand less interestedh denouncingother
people's opinions as "wrong"; and the freedom of thought and expression begégitttobdae more
important than the identification of any "wrong" opinions.

Thus,overthe last two centuriesr so, thediscourse of "righand wrong" appears toave
found acompetitor in adiscourse of "goperation” andnutual conessions. Judgin@y both the
frequency and range of itsse the word_rightflourished in thisatmosphere, whereas wrongas
increasingly left behind.

Speaking of the contemporary "death of conviction", FernAndez-Armesto writes: "In a society
of concessions to rival viewpoints, in which citizens hesitate to demand what is true and darmatince
is false, itbecomes impossible to defetie traditional moral gtinctionsbetweenright andwrong,
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which arerelativized inturn.” These remarkare consisterwith the linguistic history of"right" and

"wrong". The great career thatight" hasmade inspokenEnglish does notmean thatpeople are
necessarily more confident abauatthey regardand want to defend, as'right". Rather, we are
witnessing arexplosion of a purelyconversational'right” — a conversational rdine serving a
pragmatic goal of conversationahrmony andcooperation unrelated to any deemg®nsensus or
conviction.

Everybody carsaywhat they think,and therefore,whatever theysay can beresponded to
with the cooperativeonversationalRight.". It is not a question dfuth, and noteven,primarily, a
guestion ofagreement.Rather, it is ajuestion ofgetting alongtogether.Two centuries ago in his
monumental study "Democracy in America", Tocqueville wrote:

The political institutions ofthe United Stategput citizens ofall classes inconstant
contact and compel them to caoyt greatundertakinggogether. Peoplbusy inthis
way have hardly time to think abdbe details of etiquettand theyalsohave toogreat
an interest in living in harmony to stop for that. (1966:543)

The birth and triumphanspread (firsin Americaand therelsewhere) of the vimus conversational
routines based otine wordokay (yet to be studied in depth fromseamanticpoint of view) clearly
supportsTocqueville's brilliantinsight; but in away, sodoesthe expansion ofthe conversational
"right" in the United States Australia,and NewZealand(recorded bythe OED). As wehave seen,
"right" can beused toacknowledgeone's ingérlocutor'swords as'good" andvalid, notbecause they
are trueand notevenbecause one agreedth them, butbecause thegxpressguite legitimately, the
otherperson'spoint of view. It canalso be used tacknowledgeand accept whatinotherperson
wants us to do, on an "equal footing" and in the spirit of voluntary cooperation.

Donal Carbaugh(1988) rightly links the common Anglo-American assumption that
“individuals have ridnts" with commonAmericanconversational routinesyhen hesays that "...not
only do individuals, or Americans, have righist also Americansas individuals, preserveand protect
their rights through their routineerbal performancegp. 25). The commorconversationatoutine of
responding to another persoelgressed viewvith "Right." is, | suggest, one of thoseutine verbal
performances. It is responsevhich reaffirmsthe value ofthe practice okxpressing one's opinions
and of listening, willingly, to other people's views. If | can't say that | think"yteat think well" | can
at leastsay that yolthaveexpressed yourselfell because | now knowvhat you think (or: want to
say) — and "this is good, t0®".

The transition from the Shakespearean response "Right.", descritleel®§D as "you are
right; you speakwell, to the present-day "Right." ofmon-committal acknowledgement can be
represented as follows:

A.  you say you think something
you speak well
[because what you say is true]
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B. you say you think / want something
you speak well
[because | now know what you think / want-to-say]

In Shakespeare'ssage, the approval cdomeone else'svords, expressedwith "Right." refers,
explicitly or impliatly, to truth; in present-dayEnglish, the approval ofsomeone'selse words
expressed with "Right." refers to a successful act of communication. The implications are:

A. Right - it is true (this is good)
B. Right-> | know what you think / want-to-say (this is good)

While noting these changes in the conversational routines involving the word rigtpuie
at the samdime notethat thedistinction between'right" and "wrong" asoppositescontinues to be
taken for granted in the world of thougt#sociated with the Englisanguage —both onthe level of
theory andscholarship (inphilosophy, education,and so on)and in everyday life. Inorder to
understand this peculiar featwieEnglish,and Anglo, discourse, waeed,inter alia, totake upsome
of Max Weber's searching questions, and "attempt netpde into thgeculiar characteristics of and
the differeres betwen thosegreat wolds of religious thoughivhich have exsted historically in the
various branhes of Christianity” (Weber 1995:45). Tainderstandhe continuing salience of the
concepts "right" and "wrong" in English/Anglo discourse, we need to try to enter not only the world of
John Locke, David Humand otheBritish thinkerswho influencedhe intellectuaklimate inBritain
in the 17th and 18th centufgnd, indirectly, inNorth America), butalsothe world ofthought of the
English and American Puritans.

In his well-known book After Virtue Alasdair Macintyre (1981) writes that "the
Enlightenmenproject” of basingmorality onreason hasailed. IndeedMacintyre takes thidailure
for granted. Itshould berecognizedhowever,that the continued use, in colloquial English, of the
words _right and wrong@s a basic yardstickwith which to evaluatehuman conductontinues, in a
sense, "thénlightenment mject”. For speakers oEnglish, theopposites "right" andwrong" are
still important conceptual toolgyvailablefor use,and indeedwidely used, in everyday lifénot to
mention Anglophone philosophgducationdevelopmentapsychology, and son). There isalso the
word evil, but this tends to beeservedfor situations thoughof as extreme. In dailylife, human
conduct still tends to be evaluated, by speakers of Englisgarms of"right" and "wrong".My point
is that this way of speaking, andhinking, about humariife is profoundly culture-specific. Three
centuries aftethe Enlightement, everyday moraliscourse in French an@erman,and in other
European languages, is still based on the noGa@D andBAD, not on any putative equivalents of the
English right and wrongFor this there must bereasons; andhesereasonsappear to include the
religious roots of modernAnglo culture,and theinfluence of thePuritans. Both"the distrust of
metaphysics" anthe belief inreason ashe basis for a "goodife” continue tolive on in everyday
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Anglo discourse in the form of the key cultural concepts "right" and "wrong".

The continud pregnce,and salience, of thewvords right and_wrongn English/Anglo
discourse suggests the continued presehseme culturascriptslinking evaluation ofhnumanaction
with critical thinking and the need for justification.

In her essay "Losing your concepts”, philosopher Cora Diamond exerédeaof "living
with concepts”, angpeaks of "ehumangood [of] having arange ofconceptsthroughwhich the
characterizingacts of humarlife enterour sense ofvho weare andwhat weexperience" (1998:26,
guoted inBesemeres, Ipress). Forspeakers ofEnglish, living means,inter alia, living with the
concepts "right" and "wrongTt also meandiving with cultural scriptsrelated tothesekey concepts.
Culture-specific key concepts (cf. Wierzbick@97) and cultural scriptsare usually inter-related, and
often thelinks between the ta are most clearly visible in everyday conversationabutines: in
greetings, irswearing, informs of address, irthe give-and-take oéverydayverbal exchanges (cf.
Wierzbicka 2001b). The use of right in English conversational routinefaied to theise of"right”
and "wrong" in English folk-philosophy. Conversational routines — like key cultural conceptsct ref
historically shaped values, attitudes, and ways of thinking.
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NOTE

1. The full setof universalhuman conceptsvhich has emergedfrom cross-linguistianvestigations
undertaken by many scholars over the fastdecades can b@resented irthe form of the following
table (for fuller discussion, see Wierzbicke996a,Goddard1998, Goddard and Wierzbicka, eds.
1994 and In press):

Englishversion

Substantives: [YOU, SOMEONE(PERSON), SOMETHING(THING), PEOPLE, BODY
Determiners: THIS, THE SAME, OTHER

Quantifiers: ONE, TWO, SOME, MANY/MUCH, ALL,

Attributes: GOOD, BADBIG, SMALL

Mental predicates: THINK, KNOW, WANT, FEEL, SEE, HEAR

Speech: SAY, WORD, TRUE

Actions, events, movements DO, HAPPEN, MOVE
Existence, and possession: THERE 1S, HAVE

Life and death: LIVE, DIE

Logical concepts: NOT, MAYBE, CAN, BECAUSE, IF

Time: WHEN(TIME), NOW, AFTER, BEFORE, A LONG
TIME, A SHORT TIME, FOR SOME TIME

Space: WHERE(PLACE), HERE, ABOVE, BELOW, FAR,
NEAR, SIDE, INSIDE

Intensifier, augmentor: VERY, MORE

Taxonomy, partonomy: KIND OF, PART OF

Similarity: LIKE (HOW, AS)

These elements have their own, language-independent syntax, giving us in effect a mini-language. This
mini-language — the so-called "natural semantic metalang(@&&) — is usedhroughout this paper

as a basic methodological and descriptive tool. This means that all the fogwelaénthis paper are
phrased in NSM — the mini-language of universal human concepts.

2. It could be suggested thtake Russian wordpravil'no and nepravil'nomatch theEnglish rightand
wrong (especially in the moral sense), but this is an illugtonexample these wordgould never be
used incontexts like "theorigins of right and wrong inhumans andther animals” of'you must
acknowledge a distinction between right and wrong, founded in nature".

3. In addition to the commouse ofRight. as asignal of cooperation, Australiafenglish has also
developedits own routines, based onthe characteristically Australiaforms rghto and rightio.
Roughly speaking, the meaningf thesewords includes -in addition tothe meaningof right —
components of good humour and relaxed light-heartedness, which can be represented as follows:
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when | say this to you | feel something good
| don't think: "this is a big thing"

4. The theoryof "cultural scripts”cannot bediscussedere inmore detail for reasons ofpace; see,
however, Wierzbicka 1991, 1994, 1996b, 1998, 2001b; Goddard (1997, 2001).

5. Onecharacteristic conversationalutme featuring"wrong" rather than'right” is "don't get me
wrong". Here, the implications are that "l want you to know wivedrit tosay with thesewords" (the
value ofsuccessful "communication"”) arldat | realize that what | amsaying could be misleading.
Since the speaker is referringthee addressee’gotential rathethan actualthoughts, and ignplicitly
axepting responsibilityfor any possible misinterpretation, there is nmeasonwhy the addressee
should feel offended by such a use of "wrong'.
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