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Resolutions 
Passed by the National Council of 
Teachers of English at the 
Sixty-First Annual Meeting, 1971 

On Dishonest and Inhumane Uses of Language 

Background: As teachers of English ,,,c slrcM, the need for d,tril), 
directness, and honesl) in the me of langu,tge. We ,tlso tr) tu u-,1m
mit and evolve a tr.idilion of iium,mc uillurc, of \\hid1 lilcr,llu1c 
forms a part. 

Meanwhile, there is ,mother S)Stem of edm,,1tio11 in l,111gu,1ge ,md 
literature-the media and the wmmerc.i,11 inlcresl1> th,ll c.unll ol 
them. In this system, loo, l,mgu,tge is nol ,thv,t)l> used iut.idl) ,md 
honestly, but it is used with great power. The Counc.il on Ec.unomic. 
Priorities recemly showed, for insl.tnc.e, lh.tt m,lll} l,uge w1 por,1-
tions are trying lo capitalize on pt1blic. c.unc.cnt about the cm irun
ment by advertising c,1m paigns th.tl are ,ll bc1,t mi1,le,1ding, ,1t ,, 01 sl 
dangerously false. Similarly, a lyric. poem (,t litcrar} form) i1> being 
used with music.al ,Kc.omp,miment lo 1,ugge1>l th.it the p1ublem of ,tir 
pollution had best be left to the corpor,1tion1,. And in other .tre,u, of 
advertising, langu,tge .ind lilc1 ,ttlll e h,I\ e 111.111} w,c1> nol \\ ithin our 
traditional definition of the humanities. 

It would be proper fo1 our organiz,tlion lo l,tke ,lll ,tc.Li, c inte1 e1>t 
in these matters. Be it therefore 

RESOLVED, That the Nation,11 Counc.il of Tc,Khers of English find 
1:1cans lo stud} dishonest ,111d in hum.me u1>c1> uf l,mgu,1gc ,md lite1 -
ature by adverli1>en,, lo b1 ing offcn1>c1> tu public. ,tttcnlion, ,md tu 
propose cl,1ssruom tcdmiquci, for prep,11ing c.hildrcn lo c.upc ,,ilh 
commercial propaganda. 

On thf: Relation of Language and Public Policy 

BackF;round: Most English teac.hcrs ,Kc.cpl Orwcll'i, point, in "Pol
itics and lhe English L.mgu.tgc," lh.tl l,mgu.tge i1> often u1>c<l ,11, ,111 in
strument of social control. Al besl it i1> nol ,1 "ncuu·.11'' medium, but 
reflects and implcmcnli, the imcrc!ili, of itl> u1,er1>. Fu1 lhi1, 1 e<11>un, the 

ix 

0 
EfilC 
Wdiiflid tffl 

9 



0 
EfilC 
Wdiiflid tffl 

X Beyond Ninctcm Eighty-Four 

way language is used b) those with polilic.,tl po\\CI b ,1111.1llc1 of wn
ccrn lo all of us. 

During the pasl Len years we have seen public officir.is in our 
country use words like "pacification," "free-fire wncs," "protective 
reaction," "incursion," "free elections," "aggression," "defense," and 
"systems" lo mediate and sell a war lo the American public. Al
though teachers of English do nol make national polic), we ~hould 
do what we can lo free public language and thought from manipula
tion by the powerful. Be il therefore 

RESOLVED, Thal the National Council of Teachers of English find 
means lo stud} the relation of language lo public. poliq, to keep 
lrack of, publicize, and combat i,cm,mtit. dii,lorlion b) pt,blic. offic.ials, 
candidates for office, political commenlalOrs, ,md ,tll those who 
transmit through the mass media. 
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Introduction 

In l 9i l, members .mending the 6 ht ,mnu,1I meeting of the N.1-
lional Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) p,1sscd l\\l> rcsolu
lions dealing ,,ilh l,mgu.1gc, the fusl dc.1li11g ,,i1h lhc dishuncsl ,md 
inhumane uses of l.mgu,1gc ,md lhc sctond ,dth the rcl.1tiun of l,m· 
guage to public policy. The members of NCTE p,1sscd llw~e resolu
tions because of muunling wn<.c1 'l u,c1 the m,mipu:,1tiu1t of 1,m· 
guage by the go\'ernme11t ,ind the mililar)· in I cpurling and 
discussing the Vietnam war. The W,1lcrgalc conspiral.) h,1d not )'Cl 
occurred, bul its di!,<-O\ Cl) "uulcl l,1tc1 re, c,1I c, en g1 e,1le1 l,1ngu.1ge 
manipul,uion b} go, c1 nmcnl offi<.i,11!1, ,md indire<-ll) wnfii m lh,1• 
the wncern for the misuse of public. langu.1gc c:-.p1 e1>scd in these 
u,•o resolu1ions was certainly justified. 

In I 9i2, NCTE established 1he Commiuee on Publk Doublespeak 
and charged lhe c.ummiuee \\ilh lht.: r,1lhc1 ,mesume t,1s1-of wmb,1l· • 
ing the ad\'enisers, the polilic.i,ms, ,me! the m,iju1 manipu:;1lon. of 
public language in om 1>uc.iel). In ,mnuunc.ing the furm,1tiun of the 
commiuee, Robert Hogan, NCTE's Exeunive Secselary ,ll 1hal li1~1e, 
said 1hal 

It i~n't 1hat the in1crcs1s of NCTE in 1he mechanics and 1he 
s1rucmre of language, ,IS well ,ts iis hisl<>r), ,tre diminishing at 
all. Behind 1hc appointment of the wmmi11ee is .1 res11rgen1 in-
1crest in 1he <.ontent of langt1,1ge. The question is no1just whclh• 
c· subjcc1s aud ,·crbs agree, b111 whether si.11eme111s and fac.1s 
agree. 

Conll',11'} lo the slereol) pc, English te,1thcr1> .ire not gu,irdi,ms of 
the purity of the l.rngu,1ge, ,, ,1iling lo puun<.c \\ ilh red pen<.il .1ncl 
sc.alhing c.rilic.ism on ,Ill) pum i,uul "ho m,11,.ci, ,1 n1ist,1l-e in i,pelling, 
punctuation, gramm,ll, u1>,1ge, m prununc.i,1liun .. \s Hug.m's sl,1le• 
ment emphasi1.es, there is mm c lo using l.mgu,1gc, ,md lo lhe lc,Kh· 
ing of English, 1han making subjects and verbs agree. 

There is also more lo being ,m eff cc.li\ c ,;.onsumcr of l,mgu,1gc 
lhan jusl e>.presi,ing dism,I) ,it d.mgling modifiers, f.iult) sti~e<-l ,md 
\'crb ag1 eemenl, m llllC1>liun,1ulc us,1gc. ,\II "ho ui,c l,111g11,1gc should 
be wnc.erned ,, helhc1 sl,1lcmcnts ,md f.ius ,1g1 cc, ,, hclher l.111gu,1gc 
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is, in Orncll's words, "l,11gcl} th<.· dcfcn<.c o{ the 111dcfcnsa,lc.'' 
,, hcthcr l,111guo1gc "wm,is1s l.11 gel) of euphemism, qucslHm-bc~ging 
,u1d sheer dClud:, ,.1gucncss" ('1. 1:-H1), ,md whc1hc1 l,mg11,1gc "is de
signed lo n•,tl-e lies souud 11 u1hful ,md mu1 dc1 1 cspc1.1,1blc. ,md 10 
gi\'e :m ap!>car.mcc of solidi1y 10 p,ire wind" ('I: I:{!}). 

As p.trl of its cfforls to wmh,11 1hc misuse of puhlil l,111gu.1gc, the 
Commiucc on Publk Doublcspc,11,. g.1, c ils fo sl ,11111u,1l Douhlcspc,1l
Award in Hli4, for l.mgu.1gc 1h,11 is grus!>l) dc<.cp1hc, c,,1shc, cu
phcmi.,1k, wnfusing, <JI sclf-w1111 ,1di<.1tJr) .uul ,, hid1 h,1s pcrni<.iou~ 
soti,11 or poli1k,1l wuscqucn<.e:.. In 1h,11 s.1111c yc,11, 1hc <.ommiuee 
began publishing ,1 nc,,slc11c1 "hkh l,11c1 hc<.,1111c-1hc Q11,11/r1(\ Re• 
t•irw ,if Do11blr.1/1cal, ,md no,, Ii.ts s11bsu ibc1·s in ,111 lifl) of 1he l'nited 
Stales ,ts well .is l\\ cnl) -one forcig11 1.uu111:-ie~. ln Hli5 1he <.o:nmil
lcc gave its first ,mnu,11 Om ell A,,.ud fo1 the \HJI I,. 1h,11 cffeuivcl) 
Ire.its 1hc sul~c<.l of publi<. duublci.pc .. l- ,md 111,11,.c~ ,Ill ,Jllbl,mdi11g 
tulllribu1ion 10 1hc uiti<.,11 ,m,il)sis of pubfa l.111gu,1gc. The wmmiL• 
Ice hils publi!,hcd t,, o buol-s 011 doublcspc,1l-. Lc111Km1gr mu/ Public 
Policy, cdilcd by H11gh R.ink, w,ts pct,lishcd h) NCTE in 1~174 ,md 
Tt·acl,iug :ib,111/ Daubl('.\I'"''•• di1ed b) D,micl Dic1crid1, ,•.,1s p,1blbhcd 
by NCTE in 1976. 

IL h,ts been ovc1 lif1~e11 ) c,11 s si11<.c 1hc puhli<.,1,ion of la11g11age 
mu/ Public />(I/icy, ,t bool- dcsigucd lu p1 o,idc ,1 pc1 :.pc<.tivc on 1hc use 
of doublcspe,tl- in ,ldH:llii.ing, poli1i<.s, 1hc milil,u), ,llld 1hc nc,, s 
media. And iL h,1!> been o, c1 1c11 ) c,irs sin<.c 1hc publk,11iun of Teach• 
i11g :ibuu/ Du11bl<"sj1cal1, ,1 bool- de.!.igncd lo p10\ idc tc,1d1e1 s ,, i1h p1 ,1<-• 
1k,1l inform,11ion on hm, lo 1e,1d1 s1udc111s ,1bou1 doublespc,1k ,tl 
every level, frum clcmcnl,11) sd10ol lo 1hc wllege d,1ssnu1111. II 
seems ,1pprupri,1le 1h,1L 1he Commillcc un Publil Doublcspc,1l-, in il~ 
1hird boo!,., sunc)!> 1l1e eMclll ,llld inllucn<.c of duublcspco1l- IOd,t}. 

Orwell was nol ,1 pruphcl, no1 did he c,·c1 prc1cnd lo be one, yet 
m11d1 of\\ h,ll he \\ 1 olc .1boul l,111gu,1ge i11 bolh hil. no, cl .\'i1,rtu11 
EighlJ•Fu111 ,md his css,t} "Polili<.s ,111d 1he English L.111gu.1~!::" h.is 
wmc lo p,1si.. llul e, en 01\\ ell \H1uld be su I p1 ised ,1L 1hc nc,, ,,11(1 
c,cn more sophis1i<.,1tcd ,md cflc<.li,c lllisuses uf l.lllguo1ge ,d1id1 
h.1, e been de, eloped si11<.e h-: published his 11m cl. Ile ,wuld ,1bo be 
su1 p1 iscd ,IL the pe1, ,1i.i, cness of l.111gu,1gc misuse, o1l hm, ii h,1s 
sp1 e,1d from 1hc l.mgu,1ge of poli1i<.s lo 1hc l,mgu,1gc uf busi11css, uf 
cducaiion, and almos1 all aspcc1s of life. 

The CSS,l).!. in 1his boo!,. ,,ere ,nillen lo cll.plore 1hc kinds ,llld ell.• 
ICnl of doublcspe,11,. in mu ,w1 Id. Sm·!c of 1hesc cs!>o1~:, ,, c1 e ,, 1 i11c11 
,t fc,, )C,1rs ,1go. While Ilic ,m1ho1s did updo11c 1hei1 ess,1ys, lll,111) ·le• 
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Introduction 

cided that some of their original examples should rem.tin be<.ause 
they illustrate so well the growth of doublespeak. 

The essays collected here look at doublespeak in many of its man
ifestations. William Lutz begins by offering a description of four 
kinds of doublespeak and a method for anal}zing language for its 
presence. Walker Gibson examines Orwell's view of language and 
fin~s that while Orwell's views may be ,t little old-fashioned in some 
ways, there is much we can still learn from him. Hugh Rank also 
takes a somewhat critical approach to Orwell's views 0n language 
and points out that while much of what Orwell said is wonhy of crm
sideration, there is much, too, that we should examine closely. 
Charles Weingarmer discusses living in an "information rich" en
V\ronment in whic.h the counterfeit overwhelms the authentic, thus 
raising the question of how we know what we know. Edward White 
suggests that while the dangers of doublespeak can be readil} deter
mined, the more subtle dangers of singlespeak are equally great. 
The philosopher Dennis Rohatyn analyzes the concept of fallacy as it 
applies to doublespeak, while George Bramer examines the ethics of 
doublespeak, a topic long neglected but most important in its study. 
Donald Lazere analyzes disinformation-a new, subtle, and per
vasive form of doublespeak, one which even Orwell could never 
have foreseen. Richard Ohmann offers reflections on the underlying 
semantics of foreign policy discourse, examining the origins of the 
vocabulary of diplomacy and foreign policy, and what this vocabu
lary really means. Harry Brent examines Orwell's experiences in the 
Spanish Civil War and the effects those experiences had 011 Orwell's 
views of language and writing. Dan Hahn explores the techniques 
used by politicians to say nothing, and the function of such language 
in the political process, while Frank D'Angelo analyzes one kind of 
doublespeak-jargon-which' he calls "that social disease whose ef
fects are no less upsetting to health and public order." Del Kehl ex
amines the language of advertising and suggests a methodology that 
anyone can use to analyze it. Don Nilsen discuss::s a subtle linguistic 
process which can be used to produce multiple meanings in acl,er
tisements, meanings which are often communicated u11c.om.C1c.iu:.I}'. 
Scott Buechler analyzes the language .. sed to discus\ the philosophy 
of technology, arguing for the need for clear language if we are to 
understand the crucial decisions which need to be made in our tech
nological age. Julia Penelope discusse:. the pervasi ... eness of dou
blespeak in higher education and the effects of the widespread use 
of such language on faculty, students, ,111d administrators. Ro} Fox 
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explores sensationspeak, the language of the tabloid press, and sug
gests that such language, far from being harmless, can have serious 
effects on our society. Charles Suhar offers for consideration the 
doublespeak of the "pop grammarians,"' those who would purify the 
language and save us all from their version of substandard usages. 

The eighteen essays in this collection are a starting point for the 
study of doublespeak and should be cons:Jered not definitive but 
representative. That is, they represent the work that is being carried 
on in the study of doublespeak and in the effort to combat it. Other 
resources for information about doublespeak can be found in the 
bibliography at the end of this book. 
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1 Notes toward a Definition 
of Doublespeak 

William Lutz 
Rutgers University 

Language is a tool, one of man}' human tools. But language is arguabl}' 
our most important tool, for with it we ha\edeveloped sociel}' and built 
civilization. However, like any other tool, language can be abused, used 
not to build but to destroy, not to communicate but to confuse, not to 
clarify but to obscure, not to lead but mislead. Moreover, langu 1ge is a 
unique tool used not simply to communicate but to apprehe ,d and 
even give shape to reality. Edward Sapir, in his essay "The St'ilus of 
Linguistics as a Science," writes: 

Language is a guide to social reality .... [I]t powerfully conditions 
all our thinking about social problems and processes. Human 
beings do not live in the objecth•e world alone, nor alone in the 
world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much 
at the mercy of the particular language which has become the 
medium of expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to 
,magine that one adjusts lo reality essentially without the use of 
language and that language is merely an incidental means of 
solving specific problems of communication or reflection .... We 
see and hear and· otherwise experience very largely as we do 
because the language habits of our community predispose certain 
choices of in lerpretation. ( 162) 

Benjamin Lee Wharf later extended Sapir's thesis to what became 
known as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. In 1940 Wharf also argued in 
his essay, "Science and Linguistics," that each language come}'S to its 
users a ready-made world view. "Every language ... incorporates 
certain points of view and certain patterned resistances to widely 
divergent points of view" (212). Wharf adds: 

©William Lutz. An ear her ,ersiun of this ess.i} 1,,1s published m Tiu Lrgm_l 11/ Ltmguage :\ 
Tnbute to C/iarlto11 Laird. Reno and Las Vegas. Umversit} of :-.:e,ada ?ress, 198i. An 
excerpt appeared in the Quarterly Review of Do11bl~s/1tak 13, no. 2, 198i. 
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L1nguage is not mercl!' a reprod•Jcing instrument for \·oicing ideas 
but rather 1s itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for 
the indh·idual's mental acti\'ity. for his anal pis of impressions, for 
his symhes,-> of his n,ent.tl stock in trade .... [f]he world :s pre
sented in a kaleido5cope flux of impressiom which ha., to be orga
nizt:d by our minds-and this means largely by the linguistic 
systems in our minJs. (212-13) 

Language thLS reHects our perception of reality, which in turn 
influences and shapes our reactions to people, e,ems, and ideas. L1n
guage is a kind of co.1ceptual blueprint used to organize our thoughts. 
In this sense, language becomes the means b}' which we shape reality 
and the means by which we communicate our perceptions of reality to 
others. Language can easily distort perception and influence behavior 
and thus be a tool, or weapon, for achieving the greatest good or the 
greatest evil. Socrates and Aristotle understood well this power of 
language. 

In his essay "Politics and the English L1nguage," George Omell 
writes that 

The great enemy of clear language is insincerity. When there is a 
g.1p between one's real and one's declared dims, one turns as it were 
instinctively to long words and exhausted idioms, like a cuttlefish 
squirting out ink. (4: 13i) 

Orn,ell goes on to e¼press his belief in "language as ,m instrument for 
expressing and not for concealing or preventing thought" (4. 139). 

In our time ... political speech and writing are largely the defense 
of the indefensible .... Thus political language has to consist 
largely of euphemisms, question-begging and sheer cloudy 
\'agueness .... 

. . . Political language ... is designed to make lies sound truth
ful and murder respectable, and to gi,-e an appearance of solidit> 
to pure wiud. (4: 136, 139) 

Orwell is reflecting here the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis on the relation 
of thought and language, but he is .1lso raising the politic.al implications 
of this hypothesis. Iflanguage can be used to control minds, then those 
,,·ho control language c.an control minds ,md ultimately c.ontrol society. 
L1nguage is power; those who control language control the world. 
Power may come out of the barrel of a gun, but without the control of 
language there can be no real control of society. 

Orwell's belief in the power of language to achieve and maintain 
political control is most clearly expressed in his no\'el ,1\i'me,een Ezglzty
Four. The Party in Oceania understands the power of 1,m6uage, for it 
has based its conuol of society on the c.ontrol of langu,1ge. While the 
Thought Police terrorile and torture to preserve order, Newl>peak 
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prevents disorder, dissent, rebellion, and e-.en independent thought. 
The thoughts, inspirations, and ideas tl1at could lead to disorder are 
controlled, e\'en eliminated, through the <.untrol oflanguage . .-\s Ste
phen Greenblatt (1974) observes, 

If language is abused, if words can hm·e entirely contradictory 
meanings at the same time, if the language necessary to express 
political opposition is destroyed, if notions of objecti,·e truth and 
unchanging history are abandoned, chen since thought is depen
dent on language, all unortnodox modes of thought can be made 
impossible, history can be altered to suit the needs of the moment, 
the indi"idual can be reduced to an automaton incapable of 
thought or disloyalty. ( ll4) 

In such a world one must rrject thee, idence of one's e}es and ears, for 
the great sin, "the heresy of heresies was common sense" (Nineteen 
Eiglzty-Four, 69). 

In Ni11etee11 Eighty-Four, O'Brien, Winston Smith's torturer .ind 
guide to understanding the realil) of life in Oceani<1, instructs Winston 
that 

reality is not external. Reality exists in the human mind, and 
nowhere else. Not in the individual mind, which can make mis
takes, and in any case soon perishes; only in the mind of the Part}', 
which is collecti,·e and immortal. Whate,•er the Party holds lo be 
truth is truth. It is impossible to see reality except by looking 
through the eres of the Party. (205) 

And the only way to see realit} proper!} is through the language of the 
Party. Language thus becomes the means of control in the world of 
Ni11etee11 Eighty-Four. 

The official language of the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four is News
peak, a language that "was designed net to extend but to diminish the 
range of thought" (247). The purpose of Newspeak wets not onl}· to 
provide a medium of expression for the Pan} and its members, "but to 
make all other modes of thought impossible" (247). Newspeak is the 
medium used to express the mental process in 

0 
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the labyrinthine world of doublethink. To know and not to know, 
to be conscious of complete truthfulness while telling carefull} 
c 1Structed lies, to hold simuhanem .. ~:y lWO opinions which can-

! 'lUl, knowing them lo be contradictory and believing in both 
-. .. ~,m to use logic against logic, lo repudiate morality while 
l ... ting claim to it, lo believe that democracy was impossible and that 
the Party was the guardian of c!emocracy; to forget whatever it was 
necessary to forget, then to draw it b::ck into memory ,again at the 
moment when it was needed, and then prompll} lo forget it again, 
and above all, to apply the same process to the process itseif. ... 
Even to understand the word "doublethink" imol\'ed the use of 
doublethink. (32-33) 
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4 Beyond Ni11eleen Eighty-Four 

The word doublespeak combines the meanings of .\~ewspeak and dou
blethink. Doublespeal- is l,mgu.ige \\ hic.h pretends to wmmunic.,tte but 
really does not. It is language which makes the bad seem good, some
thing negative appear positi,e, something unpleasant appear attrac· 
tive, or at least tolerable. It is language which avoids or shifts 
responsibility; language which is at variance with its real and its pur
ported meaning; language whic.h c.onceals or pre,ents thought. Dou
blespeak is language which does not extend thought but limits it. 

How To Analyze Language for Doublespeak 

In his essay "The Teacher-Heal-Thyself Myth," Hugh Rank has writ
ten that identifying doublespeak requires an ,mal}sis oflanguage "in 
context with the whole situ,ttion" (2 I 9). To identif} the full context in 
which the language occurs, he asks these five questions: 

I. Who is saying what to whom? 

2. Under whal conditions? 

3. Under \\'hat circumstances? 

4. With what intenfr 

5. With what results? 

According to Edward P. J. Corbett ( 1976), this method of identifying 
doublespeak "enc.apsulates the \\hole ,trt of rhetoric. and prO\ ides a set 
of criteria to help us dis<.riminate those uses oflanguage that\\ e should 
proscribe and those that we should encourage" ( 16-17). Applying this 
method of analysis to language \\ ill identif} doublespe,tl- in uses of 
language whic.h might othemise be legitim,tte or \\ hid1 might not e\en 
appear at first glance to be doublespeak. 

There are at least four kinds of doublespeak. Euphemisms,jargon, 
gobbledygook or bureaucratese, and inflated language. 

1. Euphemis111J are worru or phrases designed lo avoid harsh 01 diJtasteful 
reality. When a euphemism is used out of sensiti, it} for the feelings of 
someone or out of concern for a social or cultural taboo it is not 
doublespeak. For example, we express grief that someone has passed 
away because we do not want to say to a grieving person, "I'm sorry 
your father is dead." The euphemism "passed away" functions here 
not just to protect the feelings of another person but also to com
municate our concern O\er th,tt person's feelings during ,1 period of 
mourning. 

.18 
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However, when a euphemism is used lo mislead or decei,e it be
comes doublespeak. For example, che C. S. Seate Dep,u-lment detidcd 
in I 984 chat in its annual reports on che stalus of human righls in 
countries around the world it would no longer use the word "killing." 
Instead, it will use che phrase 1mlawful 01 m·b1trmy deprivatio11 of life. 
Thus the Stale Department a, aids discussing chc embc1rrassing situ.i
lion of government-sanctioned killings in wuntriel> tlut c1re supported 
by the United States. This use of language constitules doublespeak 
because it is designed to mislead, lo cO\er up che unple,1s,111l. lls re,11 
mtent is at variance with its apparent iment. It ii. l,mgu,1ge designed to 
alter our perception of reality. 

2. Jargon is the specialized la11guage of a hade, p10fessio11, 01 similm group. 
It is the specialized language of doclors, l,l\\ }ers, engineers, educ.Hors, 
or car mechanics. Jargon <.an sene an imponc1nt and useful funccion. 
Within a group, jargon allows members to communic.ite with each 
ocher clearly, efficiemly, and quickly. Indeed, it is a mark of mem
bership in the group to be able lo use and understand che group's 
jargon. For example, lawyers and tax accoum,mts will speak of an 
involu11tary co11version of propert} when dii.rnssing the loi.s or destru<.
tion of property through theft, accidem, or condem1t.1lion. When used 
b} lawyers in a legal situation suth j,ugon is ,1 legitimate use ufl,mguage 
since all members of the group can be expected to undersland the 
term. 

However, when a member of the group UJesjargon to wmmuni<.ate 
with a person outside the group, and uses it knowing that the non
member does not undersland such language, then chere is duu
blespeak. For examp!e, in I 978 a commercial airliner crashed on 
lakeoff, killing three passengers, injurinb twent}-one otheri., ,md de· 
straying the airplane, a Boeing 727. The insured value of the airplane 
was greater chan its book value, so the airline made a profit of SI.7 
million on the destro}ed airplane. But the airline h,1d two problems: it 
did not want to talk about one of its airplanes crashing, c1nd it had to 
account for $1.7 million when it issued ils annual report to its stock
holders. The airline sohed these problems b} inserling a footnole in its 
annual report which explained chat this SI. 7 million ,vas due to "che 
involumary conversion of a 727." The term mvolzmtary wnversion is a 
technical term in law; it is legalj,u-gon. Airline officials could daim to 
have explained the crash of the airplane and the subsequent profil. 
However, since most stotkholders in the wm pan}, ,md indeed must of 
the general public, are not familiar wilh leg,1lj.irgon, the use of SL h 
jargon constitules doublespeak. 
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3. Gobbled)'gook or bureaucratese is simply a matte, of piling 011 words, of 
overwhelming the audience with words, the bigger the better. For example, 
according lo an editorial in the Philadelphia I 11quzre1, \\ hen Alan Green
span was chairman of the President's Council of Economic Advisors he 
made thii; statement when testifying before a Senate committee: 

IL is a tricky problem to find the particularc.alibration in timing that 
would be appropriate to stem the acceleration in risk premiums 
created by falling incomes without prematurely aboning the de
cline in the inflalion-generated risk premiums. (12-A) 

Did Alan Greenspan's audience really understand what he was 
saying? Did he believe his statement really explained an}thing? Per
h2ps there is some meaning beneath all those words, but it would take 
some time to search it out. This seems to be language which pretends to 
communicate but does not. 

4. Inflated language is language designed to make the ordinary seem ex
traordinary, the common, uncommon, to make e,·eryday things seem 
impressive, to give an air of importance to people, situations, er things 
which would not normally be considered important, to make the 
simple seem complex. With this kind of language car mechanics be
come automotive iuternists, elevator operators become members of the 
vertical transportation corps, used cars become not just pre-owned but 
experienced cars, grocer} store checkout clerks become career associate 
scanning professionals, a:id smetling something becomes o,gmwleptic 
anal)'sis. 

A World of Doublespeak 

We live in a world filled with doublespeak. We are asked to check our 
packages at the desk for our co11ve11:e11ce when it's not for our conven
ience at all but for someone else's convenience. We see advertisements 
for previously disti11guished cars, not used cars, for genuine imitation 
leather, virgin vinyl, or real co1mterfeit diamo,ub. Television offers not re
runs but encore telecasts. There are no slums or ghettos just the inner city 
or sub-standard housing where the disadvantaged or economically 11on
aff/11enl live. Nonprofit organiLations don't make a profit, they have 
negative deficits or they experience revenue excesses. In the world of 
doublespeak it's not dying but terminal living. 

In the world ofbusines:. ,ve find that executi,es operate in timeframes 
within th~ context of which c1 taskforce \\ill sene <1s the proper wmluit for 
all necessar} ill/ml to j,rogram a scenario th,1t, within acc.ept,tble pamm-
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eters, will generate the maximum output for ,t Jmnluul of ;.eru de/ell /em1inal 
objectives. And when things don't turn out right, it'i. not ,t mistake just ,t 
shortfall. 

Political language is the languai;e of public puliq and pO\ver. 
Through language our direction as a nation is defined for us by our 
elected leaders. The corruption of the language of power and public 
policy, therefore, can lead to the corruption of our politic:tl system and 
our sense of national purpose. If our leaders du nut speak clearly to us, 
then we, the people, from whom all power ultimately derives, cannot 
have the requisite knowledge and understanding upon whic.h to m,tke 
important decisions. It takes some effort to determine that advance 
downward adjustmeu/J in the appropriations request is really a budget 
cut. Vietnam gave us protective reaction sink.es (bombings), H'sow-ces con
trol programs (poisoning the vegetation and water supply), p,eemptive 
counterattack, (first strike), and termmatzon with extreme prejudiu (killing a 
suspected spy without trial). Watergate ga\e us ,msspeall and inoprrative 
statement for lie, inap,hropnate actions for illegal acts, and misurtificati,.m 
for fraud and conspiracy. The Iran-Contra affair gave us clea11111g up 
the historical record for falsifying official documents, carefully crafted, 
nuanced answers for lies, and testimony that is fixed bj omission for false 
testimony. This is language which attacks the very purpose of lan
guage, communication between people. This is indeed language 
which, in Orwell's words, is "designed to m~ke lies sound truthful and 
murder respectable, and to give an appearanc.e of solidity to pure 
wintl." 

Identifying Doublespeak 

Identifying doublespeak 1..an at times be diffic.ult. Fut ex,tmple, onJul} 
27, 1981, President Ronald Reagan said in ,t speech televised to the 
American public that 

I will nol stand by and see those of you who are dependent on 
Social Security deprived of the benefiLS you\e worked so hard to 
earn. You will continue to receive your checks ir! the full ,11nounl 
due you. 

This speech had been billed as Presi.!ent Reagan's position on Social 
Security, a subject of much debate at the time. After the speec.h, public 
opinion polls revealed that the great.majority of the public. belie\ed 
that President Reagan had af.irmed his support for Soc.ial Sec.urit} ,u:d 
that he would not support cuts ;n benefits. However, fi,e days after the 
speech, onjuly 31, 1981, David Hei.: of the PhzladeljJhialuquirer quoted 
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While House communic.alions direc.tor D,1vid Gergen ,is saying thal 
Presidem Reagan's \\•ords h,1d been "<-,1refull} c.l1osen." Wh,1t President 
Reagan did mean, ,1<-c.ording lo Gergen, \\,IS th,1l he,, ,is reserving lhe 
right lo decide who was "dependent'' on lliose benefits, who had 
"earned" them, and who, therefore, was "due" them (6-A). 

The subsequent remarks of Da"id Gergen re,eal lhe real inlenl of 
Presidem Reagan as opposed lo his apparent inlenl. Thus, Hugh 
Rank's criteria for analyling langu,1ge lo detern·,ne whether il is dou
blespeak, when applied in light ofD,l\id Gergen's rem.irks, reveal lhe 
doublespeak of President Reagan. Hue i1> the g,1p bel,veen the speak
er's real and declared aim. 

Alexander Haig and Doublcs/1eak 

In 1981, Secretary of Stale Alexanper Haig leslified before congres
sional commillees aboul lhe murder of three Americ.an nuns and a 
Catholic lay worker in El Salvador. Three of the women had been 
rape~ and all four wel'e shol al close range, and there was clear 
evidence lhal the crime had been commilled by soldiers of tht Sal
vadoran government. As reported b} Anthon} Lewis of The New l'ork 
Times, Secretary Haig ;;aid to lhe House Foreign Affairs Commillee: 

I'd like lo suggest lo you that some of the 1m esugauons would icad 
one lo believe that perhaps the \'Chicle the nuns were riding in may 
have tried to run a roadblock, or may accidentally have been 
perceived lo have been doing so, and there'd been an c>-changc of 
fire and then pcrh:ips those who inflic.ted the casualties sought to 
cover it up. And this could have been at a very 10\v level of both 
competence and moti\'ation in the context of the issue itself. But 
the facts on this arc not clear enough for ,lll)onc lo draw a defini
tive conrlusio,1 (E-21 ). 

The nexl day, before lhe Sen,1le Foreign Rel,1lions Commiuee, Secre
tary Haig '-!aimed lh,1l pres!> report!> on his pre, ious lc~timon} were 
inaccurate. 

When Senator Claiborne Pell .,~t,:.ed ,vhelher Secretary Haig was 
suggesting the possibilil} lh,1t "the nun:. n1.1} h,1\.e nm through a 
roadblock," Secretary Haig replied, 

You mean that they tried to violate ... ? Not at all, no, not al all. My 
heavens! The dcm nuns who r,1iscd me in m) parodu,11 schooling 
would forever isolate me from their affections and respect (E-21 ). 

When Senator Pell asked Secret.tr} Haig, "Did you mean lhal lhe 
nuns were firing .il the people, 01 "h,1l did ',111 exc.lunge of fire' mean?" 
Secretary Haig replied, 

22 
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I haven't met any pistol-packing nuns in my day, Sen,1lor. What I 
meant was that if one fellow starts shooting, then the next thing 
you know they all panic. (E-21) 

9 

Thus did the Secretary of State of the United States explain official 
government policy on the murder of four American citi1.ens in a 
foreign land. 

Secretary Hai g's testimony implies that the women were in some way 
responsible for their own fate. By using such vague wording as "would 
lead one to believe" and "may accidentall} have been perceived to have 
been" he avoids any direct assertion. The use of the phrase "inflicted 
the casualties" not only avoids using the word "kill'' but also implies that 
at the worst the killings were accidental or justifiable. The result of this 
testimony is that the Secretary of State has become an apologist for 
murder. This is indeed the kind of language Orwell said is used in 
defense of the indefensible; language designed to make lies sound 
truthful and mmder respectable; language designed to give an ap
pearance of solidity to pure wind. 

Doublespeak and Clear Thinking 

These last examples of doublespeak should make it clear that dou· 
blespeak is not the product of careless language or sloppy thinking. 
Indeed, most doublespeak is the product of clear thinking and is 
language carefully designed and constrncted to appear to communi
cate when in fact it doesn't. It is language designed not to lead but 
mislead. It is language designed t0 distort realit} and corrupt the mind. 
It's not a tax increase but revenue enhancement or tax base broadeni11g, s<' 
how can you complain about higher taxes? It's not acid rain; it's poorly 
buffered precipitation, so don't worry about all those dead trees. That 
isn't the Mafia in Atlantic City, New Jersey; those are just members of a 
career-offender cartel, so don't worry about the iHfluenr.e of organi1.ed 
crime in the city. The Supreme Court Justice wasn't addicted to the 
pain killing drug he was taking, the drug had simply established an 
interrelationship with the body, such that if the drug is removed /Jrecipitously, 
there is a reaction, so don't worry that his decisions might have been 
influenced by his drug addiction. It's not a Titan II nuclear-armed, 
intercontinental, ballistic missile with a varhead 630 times more 
powerful than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, it's just a ve1)' 
large, potentially disruptive re-entry system, so don't WOlT} about the threat 
of nuclear destruction. It's not a neutron bomb but ,in enhanced radia
tion device, so don't worry about escalating the ,u ms race. It's not an 
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invasion but a 1e.1we 111tllic111, 01 ,t J11ulmt·11 i.•r111wl i11lr1lu111, so don't IHII 1} 
about any violations of United Stales or International Law. 

Doublespeak 1d1kh <.,till> bus d1 i, c1 s 111bm1 ha11.1/101talic111 ,\J1rc wli.,tl, 
bill collectun, J101tfc,/io ad111i1mhulo1.1, ,md doo1 l,.eepc1 s acu'll co11twllc•1J 
can be considered humm um ,md rcl,1ti, cl) h,11 mlcss. But doublespe,tk 
which calls civili,m casu,tlties in a nude,11 11 ,tr wllateral damage, lies 
i,wpr.rntit•e slale111e11ts m J1la11lible de111abil1l_). ,tnd missiles designed lo !,.ill 
millions of people PeacelweJ1e1J i~ l.111gu,1ge 11 hid1 ,tllempts lo 1i,.1l,.e the 
bad seem good, the neg,tti,e ,tppe,11 pusiti,c, something unpleas,1111 
appear altnt<.the, l,mgu,1ge 11 hid1 seems to r,ummunk,1te but dues nut. 
Such language breeds suspidu.1, q111dsm, distnt!-t, ,md, ultimatel}, 
hostility. 

I offer these categories of duublespe,1k ,ts ,t 11,1) of thinl,.ing ,tbout, 
idemif)ing, c111d ,111,tl} 1.ing duublespe,11,. ,md not ,ts ,t dcfinith c defini
tion of the term. 
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2 Truisms Are True: 
Orvvell's View of Language 

Walker Gibson 
University of l\lassachuscus at Amherst 

Doubleness, if not doublc•t,1lk, i~ of w1n-s<.-.1 f,1111ili,11 g,unbit in modern 
life, and it's no doubt cspcd,111) cndemi<. .unung litcr,1r) intclle<.lu,1b. 
We treasure mctapho1 and iron) fm thci1 bal,mdng of different m 
opposing ideas in \'arious relation1> of ,1111bh,1lcm.c and ,unbiguit). 
Seven types and then some. In scicn<.c, we knu,\ that we must not ,11,k of 
light if it is made of particles or waves, for the scientist will answer, 
"That is not a useful question. We physi<.ists hav<.· stopped ,1sking it; but 
if you ir.sist, we may sa) th.it ,1 beam of light is ,it one ,md the s,une time 
a set of particles and wa\'es." At least that's the \\'ii)' James Con.mt put 
the situation thirty-fi"c years ago in I,:. hool,. Mode, 11 Suc11ce a11Cl Modern 
Ma11 (47). No doubt by now light hai, bcwmc some otl1c1 pair of 
appa1·ent incompatibles. 

1)r take the case recently proposed b) Ill) wllcaguc Ernest Gallo, 
where two thinker1>, ubscn ing the 1>,1mc phenomenon, uffc1 ,1bsuh11cl) 
opposing interpretations. The trend of modern 111,1thcmati<.s, 1,aid 
Oswald Spengler, is toward abstra<.tiun, ,md so one is mu, ing ever 
closer Lo the Infinite. The trend of modern m,1thcm,1tki,, i,,1id M,mh,111 
McLuhan, is toward the wn<.rclc, ,md 1>0 one is mo, ing c,cr do1>c1 tu ,1 
tactile world and the glub,11, ill.1gc. \\'h,1t duc1, ,1 <.ontcmpm ,11) mind du 
when confronted\\ ith t\\U s.igc1, in ,iulcnt di1>,1g1ecmcnt U\Cl the 1>,1mc 
event? One response is amusement. Que vuulc.1.-,ous? Or, we Ill.I)' 

serenely observe ho\\' cad1 \Hiler h,1s L,1kcn hii, O\\ n indu<.th c leap, 
aided by the notu1 iuus imprc<.ision of l.111gu,1gc ,111d 1hc m,mcls of 
metaphor. There is a sense in whi<.h, ,vc are fond of sa)ing. both arc 
right and both wrong. A response we r,ircl) m,11,.e is th,1t of outrage. 
Nobody is rcall) surprised ,It :,ud1 uppu1,i1iu111>, ,md nubud) is mur,111) 
shocked by them. Indeed, Gallo .uguc1> 1h,1t i,u<.h di!i,1grccmcnt~ ,ire 
ncccssa1·y, in the very nature of m1ture. 

Superfic.iall) at le.1st, ,111 this sounds i,umcthing like Orn cll'1, duu• 
blethink as he defines 1t in his nu,cl .\'i11t'le,•11 E1ghtJ-Folll. "Tu hold 
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simuh.meously two opinions\\ hilh lanc.eletl t• t, knm\ ing them lo be 
comradiclor)' and bclic\·ing in both of them, lo use logk .1g.iinst logic" 
(32). My sense is that Orwell would h,I\ c found .t head-on collision like 
Spcngler-1\kLuhan disc.omfiting if nol intoler,1ble. He t.en,iinl) \\ould 
not have been amused. 

The fact is, Orwell had a r,llher old-fashioned \ icw of language and 
truth. As Samuel Hynes has ·>bser\'ed, "Orwell's general altitude is 
conservali\'e, laking the language of the past as ideal and urging a 
purer and more English language" (13). His great essay on "Politics 
anti the English Language" has been much admired, anclj\1stly so. It is 
one of the most frcqucmly amhologized documents of ot..r time. It 
alerted us, very early on, not on!)· lJ burcaucrmk bilge and absurdity, 
but to the dehumanizing force of official St) lcs. Orwell demonstrated, 
for example, how L1linizcd abstractions and <lying mc1:1phors were 
(and still arc, of course) being emplo)·ed lo co\ er up hard facts so that 
human .mguish is buried in pretemious \erbiagc. Yet it's worth noting 
thal this brilliant essay was also the work of a firm linguistic conser
\'ativc. 

"Most people who bother with the mallcr at all," the essay begins in 
wonderful ofn1and st}lc, ·•would admit lh,ll the E.,glish language is in ,1 
bad way" (4: 127). The metaphor there seems lo be that of a human 
patient, nol doi1,g too well. But lnnguage is not like a p;i• ienl doing wdl 
or ill. Language is simply what people make it, and it serves their ends. 
Linguists tell us that the language of a particular period is ne\'er L•cuer 
or worse than lhal of an)' other period. Language simpl)' il. it serves its 
users well or they wouldn't use it. They may he good or evil people. lo 
be s~rc. And }OU t.,m argue (though linguists gcncrall)' don't) that one 
nanicular period is itself better or worse than some other. For mc?.ny 
lilcra•")' inlcllct.tu,lls, induding Orwell, this argum~lll usu,tll) comes 
down lo sa) ing th,1l we live in .1 s,1cl, drab ,1gc and that some other age 
would h,l\e been muc.h nil.er. People spoJ..e bcllc1, ,u-olc beuer, were 
bcuer at some formc1· time. 

In Ni11eteen Eight_\"•Fuur, Orn ell's nost,1lgi,1 fo1 lr,1dilion,1l expression 
appears even in trivial incidcms. 

·•1 arsl you civil enough, didn't I?" s,1id 1hc old man, s1raigl11ening 
his shoulders pugnaciously. ·•You 1clling me you ain'• got a pin1 
mug in lhc 'ole bleeding boozer?" 

"And whal iu hell's name/.) a pinfr"' said 1he barnian .... '"Liter 
and halfli1er-1hal's all we serve. There's 1hc gl,1sses 0111he sh elfin 
f ronl of yon." 

"I like a pin1," persis1ed the old man. ''\'ou could ·a drawn me 
off a pint easy enough. We didn't 'a\e tht•se bleeding liters when I 
was .i young man." 
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"When you were a young man we were all living in the treetops," 
said the barman, with a glance at the other customers. (75) 

One can feel some sympathy for the bartender. The old m<1n's stub
bornness in the face of linguistic ch,mge reflects Onvell's own Jttitude 
toward words and things as they used to be. 

Immediately after this barroom scene, Winston Smith pays his sec-
ond visit to the antique store or junk shop, whose proprietor 

was wearing an aged jacket ofblark velvet [which] gave him a vague 
air of intellectuality, as though he had been some kind of literary 
man, or perhaps a mus1'-ian. His voice was soft, as though faded, 
and his accent less debased than that of the majority of the proles. 
(80) 

Here, with the proprietor's help, Winston manages to complete the 
ancient rhyme that has fascinated him. "Oranges and lemons, say the 
bells of St. Clement's/ You owe me three farthings, say the bells of St. 
Martin's!" 

It was curious, but when you said it to yourself you had the illusion 
of actually hearing the bells of a lost London. (84) 

But the Oldspeak that Winston yearns for, like the coral paperweight 
he cherishes, relates to a London lost long before 1948, when the book 
was completed. Admirers of the novel today who are seriously inter
ested in language have to take into account this fundamental linguistic 
conservatism on the part of its author, a consenatism that sometimes 
comes close to sentimentality. 

Orwell's view of language makes it possible for a downright re
actionary critic to applaud his work. My example is one Donald McCor
mick, in a British book called Approaching 1984. McCormick 
ingeniously includes an appendix listing Orwell's Newspeak terms 
alongside some other terms that are currently fashionable in our 
society and that, m McCormick's judgment, are "parallels to those 
thought up by Orwell" ( 175). Actually what they do is d1 amatize 
McCormick's own stand-p~t prejudic.es; his list inc.ludes.1e11sztivity train
ing, chill factor, tactile deprivation, teach-in, co111putere.1e, cariug. Nobody 
has to like these terms, but they are hardly in a class with Thought 
Police or doublethink. A phrase like "chill factor,'' for example, is a 
useful addition to the vocabular} of we<1ther bro<1dc.asting. HO\v quick
ly one's alarm at some changes in the langu<1ge c.an bec.ome resistanc.e or 
hostility to any change. 

This is not to say that Orwell was always naive about the tenuous 
relation of wordi, and hum<1n experienc.e. He kne\\ thJt .tll langu.tge is 
;t kind of lying. There is an essay of his, written about 1940 and 
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posthumousl} published in Cullected E~ay~, jounw/i.,111 am/ lelle,j uf 
George Onvell, called "New \Vorcls" that makes the point explicitly. 

Our language is practically useless for desc1 ibing an}thing that 
goes on inside the brain .... 

. . . [T]he lumpishness of words results in constant falsification. 
Is there anyone who has e,·er writt.:11 so much as a IO\·e leuer in 
which he felt that he said exactly what he intended? ... Is not 
an}one with any degree of mental honest} conscious of telling lies 
all day long? (2:3, 6) 

Art may thrive in this situation,\\ ith its "roundabout" wa}S of suggest
ing the inexpressible. Orwell's solution, however, is characteristically 
direct and unsophisticated. \,\'e need some new words, he suggests, that 
will express inner fe .ngs, and he seems to think such inventions 
pra .. .1cal. {Can he be frivolous? But Orwell is never frivolous.) In any 
case he did not publish this essay during his lifetime, and for good 
reason. "I have written all this down hastily, and when I read through it 
I see there are weak patd.es in my argument" (2: 12). He was right 
about that. 

Newspeak offered the very opposite of"new words," for its essence 
was restriction of the lexicon. "Newspeak was designed not to extend 
but to diminish the range of thought, and this purpose was indirectly 
assisted by cutting the choice of words down to a minimum" (Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, 247). Throughout the appended "Principles of News
peak" where this sentence appears, we can hear Orwell's conservative 
attitudes toward diction. For example, in Newspeak all strong verbs 
have become regularized: thmked, nmned. That this de\elopment was 
already, in 1948, going on in the language (howe,·er slowl}) would 
presumably not have pleased him. 

It seems evident that his experience in the Spanish Ch ii War influ
enced Orwell's views uf language, particul<1rly his feelings about the 
reporting of news and the writing of history. In his essay "Looking 
Back on the Spanish Civil War," he wrote that 

Early in life I had noticed that no e, ent is ever correct I} reported in 
a newspaper, but in Spain, for the first time. I saw newspaper 
reports which did not bear any relation to the facts, not even the 
relationship which is implied in an ordinary lie .... 

. . . This kind of thing b frightening to me, because it often 
gives me the feeling that the very concept of objective truth is 
fading outoftheworlcl. [Again Orwell is not uuerl} simplistic in his 
views of objective truth about the past.] I know it is the fashion lO 

say that most of recorded history is lies anywa}. I am willing lO 

believe that history is for the most pan inaccurate and biased, but 

'-. 
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what is peculiar to our own age is the abandonmentof the idea that 
history could be truthfully written. (2:256. 258) 

15 

Winston Smith, we remember, is professionally engaged in the 
rewriting of history. His work is a parody of our own "re\'isionist"" 
interpretations of the past. Every so often, in Oceania, the historical 
record has to be completely reversed in order to accommodate new 
political alliances. When Oceania abruptly stops fighting Easwsia and 
starts fighting Eurasia, all documents have to be re,nitten to show that 
such has always been the case. At one point during the course of his 
work, Winston accidentally becomes aware that the confessions of 
some executed traitors had to be lies: a newspaper photograph clearly 
shows the three men at a i'arty meeting in Oceania on the day when 
they had confessed to being in Eurasia plotting against their country. 
"There was only one possible conclusion: the confession!> were lies·· 
(Nineteen Eighl)·-Four, 67). (Realistically speaking. it"s a little hard to see 
why Winston is so upset by this, for his own profession has been lying 
from the start.) 

In his consternation, Winston proceeds to facP '1!:estions raised for 
Onvell by the Spanish War: 

For, after all, how do we know that two and two make four? Or 
that the force of gravity works? Or that the past is unchangeable? If 
both the past and the external \\"Orld exist only in the mind, and if 
the mind itself is controllable-what then? (69) 

This passage is immediately followed by the sternest of denials. "But 
no!" Those are not questions that Winston, or Orwell, can afford to 
entertain. 

But no! Truisms are true, hold on to that! The solid world exists, its 
laws do not change. Stones are hard, water is wet .... (69) 

Any effort to make moral distinctions among u:,es of langu,tge, any 
effort to discriminate truth from lies, im oh es .1 step something m.e the 
one above. It is a step back into innocence, perhaps, and it operates by 
asserting the reality and force of human values.,· ery often it requires, 
too, an expression of outrage. Those of us concerned about dou
bles peak have to ha,•e taken just such a step. 

Linguistic science has taught us much: a language is a constantly 
changing creature of society, and talk of "goos· ,md "bad"" language 
can lead to moralistic fuainess. To their cr 0 cl'.t, linguists ha,e also in 
recent years turned their ,tttention to more hum,m impliL,1tiorn., .1~ the 
disciplines of socio- and r.sycholinguistics attest. Ne,erthei~ss, some 
uses oflanguage are pl.tin e,il, as Ornell b1-illi,mtly percei"ed, ,md ,is 
you and I believe. 
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The lesson ofWalergale is said lo be that you can onl} lie for so long, 
even in the While House. We are still a considerable distance from 
News peak, al leasl in the Wesl, and it's possible lo feel some complacen
cy in the face of Orn·ell's drastic predictions. Bul he meant them as 
warnings, nol predictions, and as warnings they are as real as they ever 
were_ We need lo appreciate, as Orwell did nol, the shifting meanings 
of words and the inevitability of change_ But without his base in 
traditional human rnlues, and his capacil} for outrage, our sophistica
tion can lurn lo <lusl tn our mouths. 
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3 Mr. Orwell, Mr. Schlesinger, 
and the Language 

Hugh Rank 
Governors State University 

In 1946, George Orwell published "Politics and the English Lan
guage," an essay reprinted so often in school texts that it's usually 
introduced as the Classic-Statement-about-the-Abuse-of-Language
by-Politicians. Orwell has been canonized as a certified Good Guy, 
Freedom Fighter, Lover of the People, Popular Instructor of the 
Masses (via Animal Fann and Nineteen Eighty-Four) about the evils of 
totalitarian Socialism and Communism. In brief: Saint George. In 
1974, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., published an essay, "Politics and the 
American Language," which began with this sentence: "It takes a 
certain fortitude to pretend to amend Orwell on this subject" (553). 

Schlesinger, too, is a good guy (solid credentials: at the right hand of 
JFK, etc.) and a good writer (urbane, informed, insightful, scholarly, 
prolific,etc.) who does say some interesting things in his essay about the 
language in the Vietnam and Watergate era. But because he's offering 
an "amendment" to update Orwell, perhaps he has missed some of the 
implications in the premises and assumptions of the original essay. It 
probably wouldn't bother the world too much, except that 1 do have 
the feeling that the Orwell and Schlesinger essays are going to be 
reprinted in future textbooks as a "matched set" to be read by thou
sands of future students of language. If so, before we start the official 
coronation ceremonies, let me point out a few of the shortcomings of 
the emperors' new clothes. 

Not only because Orwell's essay is often "assigned reading" in class
rooms and held up as some kind of model, but also because Orwell 
himself is raging against bad writing, lack of verbal precision, 
vagueness, and incompetency, it should be noted early that Orwell's 
essay suffers from serious stylistic flaws. Orwell opens b} begging the 
question, by assuming to be true that which needs to be proven. "Most 

Previously published in College Compos1llo11 and Comm11111calwn 28, no. 2 (1977). 
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people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the English 
language is in a bad way." A few lines later: "Now, it is clear that the 
decline of language must ultimately ha\e politic.c1.I and economic 
causes" (4: 127). (Beware of writers who seek assent to their ideas by 
casually, perhaps unconsciously, using phrasing that begs the question: 
obviously, certainly, clearly, it's obvious, it zs appare11t, it's clear, and so on.) 

Orwell's openers are followed by a paragraph of weak analogies, 
massive overgeneralizations, a pleading for our sympathetic under
standing ("I will come back to this prt.sently, and I hope that by that 
time the meaning of what I have said here will have become clearer"), 
and an awkward paste-and-scissors listing of examples of bad writing 
("Meanwhile, here are five specimens ... " (4:128]). 

Orwell's essay does have some good sentences in it, which are often 
quoted or used as epigrams. The most famous line is probably this one: 

In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defense of 
the indefensible. (4: 136) 

This is immediately followed by good t:11.c1.mples, written in 1946 about 
the Soviets, which sound now as if they were taken from Pentagon 
communiques during the Vietnam war. Elsewhere, Orwell creates 
some powerful sentences, which (if you cc1.n tolerate the paranoia or 
misanthropy) can be admired for their syntactical construction: 

All issues are political issues, and poliucs itself is a mass of lies, 
evasions, folly, hatred, and schizophrenia. (4: I 3i) 

Even when Orwell's tight writing fails, a good editor can use ellipsis to 
squeeze out a good quote from Orwell's conclusion: 

Political language ... is designed to make lies sound truthful and 
murder respectable. (4: I 39) 

Thus, at times within the essay, Orwell does write well, and in general, 
he is a well-intentioned critic of those ,vho would exploit or oppress. 

In addition to t.,ose parts of Orwell's essay that can be criticized for 
incompetent writing, readers ,vho rigorously an,tlyze the prose here 
will find some interesting patterns of thought surfacing obliquely 
through Orwell's dominant mt:taphors of dise.1se and ,var. The image
ry of battle permeates the essay, as does the metaphorical stress on 
sickness-with the implications also of "curing" and "healing." Near 
the end of the essay, Doctor Ornell is ready to gi,e us his prescription: 
"One needs rules that one can rely on when instinct fails" (4: 139). RX: 
Orwell's list of six rules. Take as often .is needed, I presume. Three of 
his rules are strict Nevers. Two are hedgy Neve1 ... f(s. And the final 

32 



Mr. Onuell, Mr. Scl,lesillger, and the laug11age 19 

rule, at the bottom line of the prescription, hedges against all the rest: 
"Break any of these rules soo11er tha11say a11ythi11g outright barbarous" ( 4.139, 
my emphasis). 

In one way, this list seems simply a rather somber and awkward echo 
of D. H. Lawrence's very funny lil,t of "rules" in his essay on Ben 
Franklin, but such hedging in a very serious essay brings attention to 
another noticeable pattern of Orwell's thinking. If I didn't like Orwell, 
I could call him mealymouthed, wishy-washy; more )Jolitely, I'm apt to 
say that he frequently hedges his bets, plays both sides, qualifies so 
much (probably, unless, if, seems) that it's almost doubletalk: 

Yet without a doubt it is the second kind of sentence that is gailli11g 
gro,md in modern English. / do 1,ot nm1I lo exaggerate. This kiml of 
writing is not yet universal, a11d outcrops of simplicity will occur /,ere am[ 
there in.tl,e worsl-wrille11 page. Still if . ... "(4: 134, my emphasis) 

What are Orwell's chief complaints about people abusing the lan
guage? What is his ''catalogue of swindles and perversions," as he calls 
it? His examples, he states, have two common qualities that he dislikes: 
"staleness of imagery" and "lack of perception" (4: 133, 129). 

Concerning staleness of imagery: Orwell hates dyi11g metaphors 
(cliches) and mixed metaphors. He likes the "newly invented" metaphor 
which evokes fresh images, and he tolerates and accepts thP kind of 
metaphor that he calls "technically dead"-one that "has in effect 
reverted to being an ordinary word and can be generall}' used without 
loss of vividness" (4: 130). But Orwell rages against the "in between" 
metaphors, those cliches "merely used because they save people the 
trouble of inventing phrases forthemselve:;" (4: 130). Orwell, however, 
doesn't set the limits, the boundaries, between the acceptable "dead"' 
and the odious "dying"; nor does he tell us who is the Official Coroner 
or the Inquest Jut v that certifies a phrase as "technically dead." 

Orwell's second major complaint about modern writers is their "lack 
of precision" (4: 129). Orwell ticks off a number of specifics that he 
objects to as contributing to "vagueness and sheer incompetence'": 
mixed metaphors, padding, the passh,e voice, -ize and de- fo1·mations, 
not ... un- formations, polysyllabic words, intensified adjectives, for
eign words and phrases, and high-level abstractions (4:129-32). He 
lumps these techniques cts errors and doesn't .tllO\\ for their deliberate 
use by competent writers as a tactic to achieve an end. 

Misdemeanors and Felonies 

My objections to the attitudes of Onvell ,md Sc.hlesinge1 fall into t,vo 
general categories. the first grouping is miJde111emw1l of lesser impor-
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tance because they are problems internal to these particular essays 
(The Good Old Days; Fast-Shuffling of a Stacked Deck). The second 
category,fe/onies, involves some important general attitudes about the 
use of language and about the analysis of language and politics (Virtue 
Triumphs! Hand-Wringing; Shoulder-Shrugging). 

The Good Old Days 

"Modern English, especially written English, is full of bad habits," 
Orwell begins, frequently stressing the evilf of the present: "This mix
ture of vagueness am! sheer incompetence is the most marked charac
teristic of Modern English prose .... 1 he whole tendency of modern 
prose is away from concreteness" t 4: 129, 133). Schlesinger agrees that 
our modern language is corrupt and argues that it is becoming even 
more <:orrupt since the publication of Orwell's essay (553). Both men 
claim that the situation is growing worse in the present generation, a 
complaint (especially by elders) not new in huma., history. Things-Are
Going-to-Hell-Fast propositions are usually paired (as here) with the 
corollary of a Golden Age in the i.,ast, a Camelot, the Good Old Days 
when things ~vere better. 

Fast-Shuffling of a Stacked Deck 

Orwell says, without any supporting data or examples, that there's an 
"increai:e in slovenliness and vagueness" in modern prose; in brief, he 
states or implies that the language is declining or decadent and needs 
to bP, defended (4: 132). Schlesinger follows suit, but at least he devotes 
two sentences to shuffle quickly from the 1850s to the 1970s, attribut
ing the increase in "linguistic pollution" tc "the rise of mass commu
nications, the growth of large organizations and no''el technologies, 
the invention of advertising and public relations, the profe1,sionaliza
tion of education" (556). 

Offband, I can't produce statistics, word cou11.:i, facts and figures, or 
computer printouts of a quantitative analysis of language manipula
tion in previous eras. But 111emory, at least, reminds me that I've read a 
lot of windy, verbose, bombastic rhetoric from ages pas1; I know that 
such padding didn't start in our century. My recollections of Victorian 
prose (circa 1850) conjure up sentences dragging on forever, long
winded, inflated, and pompous. I alsr, recall Shakespeare (circa 1600) 
playing around in Ham!et, satirizing the verbal maneuvers and the 
courtly cant of Polonius, Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern. Chaucer's 
Pardoner (circa 1400), I recall, knew a thing er two about word play, 
manipulating his sermons so as to free his audiences from their mate-
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rial goods to benefit their spiritual enrichment. I've read enough 
scholastic philosophy to know that the medievals were not above hair
splitting, nit-picking, padding, and circumlocution. Contemplating the 
Roman orators and rhetoricians, then going back even further, to the 
rhetors and sophists of the Greeks, I d,m 't believe I can recall any era in 
which there wasn't a whole lot of hanky-panky going on with words. 

The notion that people (and their languages) are getting worse is a 
myth and an illusion. I think I could accurately predict that there is 
going to be more "misuse" of language in America twenty-five years 
hence, simply because there will be another one hundred million more 
talking heads here by then. My prediction may be accurate, but it's not 
very profound. I remain unimpressed by Orwell's and Schlesinger's 
vague carping about how things are getting worst;!. 

Orwell stacks the deck humorously by pitting the simple, beautiful 
style of Ecclesiastes against a modernized version in pretentious so
ciological jargon (4: 133). Good clean fun, but still deck-stacki11g. I'll 
grant that Ecclesiastes is well written, and Saint Paul too; but I r?uld 
select some of the "begat" passages from the Good Book which aren't 
very inspired writing. 

Schlesinger is more sober and serious in his deck-stacking. For 
example, he used the Federalist Papers as an example of how intelligent 
writers-and readers-were in the goud old days of the Founders: 
"One can only marvel at the sophistication of an audience that con
sumed and relished pieces so closely reasoned, so thoughtful and 
analytical" (554). Indeed, the Federalist Papers were well written, but 
they were not typical; not representative of the literally thousands of 
political tracts in that decade.Junk political pamphlets andjunk ser
mons were~ _ common in that era as junk mail is in ours. Nor can the 
collective mind of th~ir audience be read from an analysis of the 
Federalist Papers; it was almost the same audience, after all, that a 
decade earlier had made Thomas Paine's emotional diatribe Common 
Sense the bestselling, most influential political work in the era. 

Virtue Triumphs! 

Schlesinger quotes Ralph Walde Emerson as an "authority" to make 
the point that good people sa) goud things, wrrupt people u~e wrrupt 
language: "The corruption of man is followed by the corruption of 
language" (556). Emerson, too, is a good guy, lofty and inspiring at 
times, but pretty fla!-.} as a philosopher, mist} and mudd} at times, and 
i1is simplistic equation need not be accepted as gospel truth. In fart, its 
this Virtue Triumphs attitude-that Good People say Good fhings, 
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that Corrupt People use Corrupt Language, that there are B.td Guys 
Out There-it's this attitude that is so dangerous. This po!~rized view 
of human nature, that there are Good people (Our Side) and Bad 
people (Out There), often leads to catastrophe. Persecutions, crusades, 
and wars have been carried out in the past as "good" people, with the 
best of intentions, sought to pun'sh 1.,,r to eradicate the "bad." 

A more realistic attitude toward hur.1an nature is that every individ
ual has the potential and capacity for good and evil and that all people 
are complicated mixtures of these qualities. Virtue doesn't always 
triumph (at least in this world); some of the most corrupt people can 
use the language most effectively, and some of the nicest people can be 
the most awkward, cnskilled users of the language. Aristotelians, 
Thomists, and other realistic philosophers have always insisted on 
these points, which stress the complexity of the human situation. 

It's probable that neither Orwell nor Schlesinger would consciously 
endorse any polarized, Good-Bad dichotomy; both men were suffi
ciently exposed to the ubiqtiit,' of humar. error and evil. But it appears 
that both men have made certain unconscious assumptions ..ibout how 
humans communicate, about "language manipulation"-a key term 
used here in a special way. 

Hand Wringing 

Emerson's buddy, Henry David Thoreau, on ... ..: observed, "There are a 
thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the 
root." In my judgment, the root cause of much of our confusion about 
language toda} is the implicit assumption, seldom rec.ogniled or articu
lated, that language manipulation is intrinsically bad; that only bad 
guys manipulate language. 

People who unconsciously accept this premise are condemned to 
hand-wringing, to feelings of guilt, to frustration (due to their call for 
impossible conditions) and pmsibl} e,en misanthropy, because it can 
be observed that all people, in all eras, in all lands, have done-and 
continue to do-this "b:id" thing of language manipulation. 

Many people today intuitively sense their OMl langu.tge manipula
tion. Because they do not want to be hypocrites, any sense of moral 
O!Jtrage they may ha, e against the language of the political or commer
cial propagandists, whether the Kremlin or the Pentagon or Madison 
Avenue, is countered from within, from their own sense of personal 
guilt that they, too, manipulate language. So the call for reform is 
usually very personal: "Let's reform ourseh cs fin,t, then, onc.e pure, we 
can go after others." 
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Indeed, most of the refom1ers and the critics of politic.al langua~e 
and commercial advertising, the texts and the teachers, I've enc.oun
tered have assumed this premise that language nunipul,ttion is b,td. 
(In my essay, "The Teacher-Heal-Thyself Myth," [NCTE, 1974] this is 
more fully developed.) In contrast, let me state the premise that la11-
guage manipulation is a neutral, natural huma11 activity a,ul that any "good-
11ess" or "badness" depe11ds 011 the context of the whole situatio11; on who is 
saying what to whom, under what conditioni. ,md c..ircumstances, with 
what intent, and with what results. Because such judgments are de
manding, complex, and often ten ta ti, e, they are much less emotion,1lly 
satisfying that the "certitude" afforded by relying upon an a priori 
judgment that language manipulation is bad in and of itself. 

Such hand-wringing and personal guilt feelings can be recognized 
in Orwell's essay. After inveighing against language "abuses," he feels 
guilty: "Look back through this essay, and for certain you will find that 
I have again and again committed the very faults I am protesting 
against" (4: 137). You're right, George. You do "commit faults." For 
example, even in your closing paragraph (after you've already re
pented!), your writing is pretty trite, us,ng dead metaphors ("One need 
not swallow such absurdities ... ") and padding ("one ought to recog
nize ... that the present political chaos ... one can probably bring 
about some improvement by starting at the verbal end.'' (4: 139]). 

Schlesinger, too, gets into the hand-wringing business. He begins his 
essay by linking it to the Orwell essay: 

In 1946 we comfortably supposed that Orwell was talking about 
other people-Nazis and Stalinists, bureaucrats and sociol
ogists .... Now recent history has obliged us to extend his dis
pirited analysis to ourselves. (553) 

Much oi Schiesinger·s essay makes favorable comments ,tbuut the 
great political writings of our Founders; but, after praising the noble 
rationality and lucidity of their writings, Schlesinger admits, "It must 
not be supposed, however, that e, en this gre,tt gener,ttion w,ts immune 
to temptation." To win votes, "!hey changed their tone and relaxed 
their standards" (555). Schlesingel" quotes some of Jefferson's ove1-
blown flattery of farmers and calls it a "lapse" from realism: 

0 

For, as society grew more diversified, new interests claimed their 
places in the sun; and eac.h in time had to be c.ourted and flattered 
as the Jeffersonians had courted and flattered the ag1 iculturists. 
The desire for success at the polls thus sentimentalited and cheap
ened the language of politic.• (555) 
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Flattery is not new, was not born in this country nor with the advent 
of democracy. Flatter}, often in terms of inflated lauguage, has always 
been a human way of courting power. Power, however, in past eras, 
existed in the Court or the Crown-Queens and Kings, Czars and 
Czarinas, Empresses and Emperors-and ample "literature" exists, 
written by earlier poets and pl.t)•wrights praising the virtues of their 
royal patrons. Democracy shifted power away from the monarch, 
giving some power to the people and to the many diverse groups which 
now became the new target audiences for flattery. "Success at the polls" 
simply replaced "success at the courts." To suggest that democracy is a 
cause that "cheapened the language" ignores the courtly cant of the 
literary lacke)'S of p1·cvious eras. 

Several paragraphs later, Schlesinger modifies or changes his posi
tion. After discussing the language manipulation and the vulgarity of 
Nixon as revealed in the White House tapes, Schlesinger wonders 
about Tocquevillc·s idea that "such deterioration is inherent in democ
racy" (559). Now, Schlcdnger, speaking of what he calls "linguistic 
decay," points out its widespread existence today: 

But a moment's reflection sugi;.:~, .. ,hat the process is b}' no means 
confined to the United States nor to democracies. L1n11uage de
generates a good deal more rapidly and thoroughly in communist 
and fascist states .... Nowhere is meaning more ruthleisly manip
ulated, nowhere is language more stereotyped, mechanical, 
implacably banal and systematically false. Nowhere is it more 
purged of personal nuance and human inflection than in Russia 
and China. In democracies the assa•:lt on language is piecemeal, 
spomdic and unorganized. (55!>-ti0) 

Here Schlesinger surveys the comc,':'lporary world and fi'1ds (cor
rectly) that "everyone docs it." In l,is ncxl paragraph, he looks back in 
American histor} and notes how "the Constitution is in man} respects a 
dccument of cak:u:,,tcd vii1i:):,iu11 aud 111d:,te1 fut ambiguit;" (560}. Ear 
lier, Schlesinger had praised the "quc~t for precision" b} the Founding 
Fathers (559), and now he's praising their c!dibcrc1te ambigta\ty. Un
derneath this wnfusion is c1 shifttng m,~or prembc, but prcdomia:antly 
the assumption is that language manipulation is bad, per sc. 

Shoulder-S/zruggi11g 

The m,tjor weakness of both Onvelrs ,tnd Sd1le~ingcr's cssa}S (as well 
as of a score of others b)' lesser-known writers responding to the 
language of the \'ietn,tm ,, ,u , the Pcntc1gon, and the W c1tergatc affair) 
is that these scolding essays end with a vague, shoulder-shrugging 
attitude. Sm.h essays are sinLcrc but ineffcLtu.11. The} ma} acwratcly 
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describe the language manipulation or itemize the jargon, bul they 
off er a weak diagnosis of cause and a weaker prognosis of "cure." 

Orwell and Schlesinger recite a litany of horrors about how Ian• 
guage is being used by politic.ians and the powerful in such a way that 
there are terrible human consequences: war and \'iolence, pain and 
suffering. But at the end of Orn•cll's essay, at the end of the listing of 
horrors, Orwell feels guilty about his own "sins," mildly shrugs his 
shoulders and urges us as indh·icluals to reform and to disapprove (to 
mock? to purse our lips? to arch our eyebrows? to smirk?) of others 
who abuse language. 

Classical rhetoricians recommended that in the closing passages of 
such a speech or essay basically designed to persuade ..:n audience, the 
writer should call for specific aclio11-not a shoulder-shrugging, nor a 
vague, wishy-washy, hand-wringing "let's do somethi11g" ending. After 
showing the horrible examples and moving the audience, the writer 
should climax the discourse with specific things to do or at least clarify 
for the audience that there arc specific things which can be done. 

I'm not suggesting that the writer o,•ersimplify or promise a pan
acea, nor am I faulting Orwell or Schlesinger for not "solving" the 
problem of political langu.!ge-manipulation, but I am c.riticizing those 
who would so revere Orwell's essay as to consider it the "classic" 
statement and who would recommend it to others as being a "brilliant 
example" of what we ought to do. What? What should we do? Orwell 
doesn't say, except for the vaguest generalities about reforming our
selves. Would you accept this from a writer or speaker who had just 
shown you example after example of horrible auto accidents? Would 
you be content with a mild admonition to "dri\'e carefully'"? A pleasant 
truism, but hardly a significant statement. 

If 01 ,veil and Schlesinger had started with the premise r.hat lan
guage manipulation is a natural and normal human ac.,i,·it,. then the\ 
could have concentrated their attention on the context (wbo is saying 
what to whom, with what intent and what result); on the growing 
inequality bct\lecn the professional persuaders and the .t\'erage pcr
suadee; on making ,•alue judgments about the relative degrees of 
Jignificancc, merit and im parlance of various persuaders and subject 
matters; and on establishing priorities for our attention. 

If Orwell and Schlesinger had assumed that all people will always tr) 
to persuade others; that money and power tend to c.onccntratc, that 
there will always be an inequalit) in persuasion situ.1tions (on one side 
the powerful persuader, whether Mon,trc.h or Churc.h, government or 
corporation; on the other side, the indi,·idual); then this cluster of 
assumptions could ha, e been ,1 rc.1son.1blc st.irting point to suggest 
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how people could move tm,arcl a gre.iter clegre<.· of equalit). In a 
democratic societ), fm example, such mo,e111em tm,,u-d equ,1lit} for 
the individual might be ,1u.0111pli5,hed tl11 ough both lcgisl,llion ,mcl 
education. 

Thus far, no one ha:; M'illen the C:lassic-Essa)·-abc>ut-What-to•Do
about-L1ngu,1ge-M,mipulation•b)·Ad"erlben,-,111d-Politic.i,111s. Nor is 
it likely that any one person, one es1>,i), or one book will <:ome up with a 
''solution." No one has full) itemized or specified those needed kinds of 
legislation (such .is disclosure laws, open-meeting laws, "shield" laws 
co,·eringjourn.ilists, stand.inli,.ed spte1m, Truth-in-Lending, Truth
in-Advertising, Fre-edom of lnform.ition l.iws, .md so on) th.it will help 
balance the s1lll.itiun between 01·gani1.ed per1>uaders ,md in&, idual 
citizens. Nor ha1, ,lll)·one urgani1.ed wherenll)' ,1 wmprehcnsive edm.a
tional program (beginning with preschoolers· TV) that will train 
masses of people in thesophistk,1ted liternL) neLeSS,11) to recogni1.c the 
persuasio11 pallern1, in the 111.111) form!> of hum,m !anguagc .ind to 
understand the techniques of the various :-a1cdia. 

It's this very absence of any satisfactory plan that ought to be 
stressed to students. Probably bo1h Orwell and Schlesinger would 
ag1·ee that their e:;says were meant lo provoke, not to solve; lo awaken, 
not to lull; lo begin, and not to end .1 quest for a better understanning 
of language and politics. Orwell's essa) is not the "IJst word" on the 
subject; it is one of the first. 
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4 What Do We Know? 

Charles Weingartner 
University of South Florida 

Recently, on some television talk show (was it "live"? Live on tape? A 
tape of animatronic devices? Or even, perhaps, an electronically pro
duced simulation of "actual'' persons? How to tell?), the author of a 
newly published book on "propaganda" made a statement that the 
interviewer just let go by, but that made me do a double take. What he 
said was, "We don't know what we don't know." 

Fora moment, this sounded to me to be prelt} much like most of the 
"profound" utterances that characterize talk shows: they cut right 
through to the surface. But as I ruminated about it, I recalled Alfred 
North Whitehead's observation that it takes an unusual k;nd of mind to 
analyze the obvious. The statement seemed to me to state ,. hat was so 
obvious it didn't warrant stating. Of coursene don't knmv \\hat we don't 
know. But then I si.arted thinking about it in relation to what we do 
know, or, rather, think we know. 

What Do We Think We Know? 

As Norbert Wiener noted in his book The Human L'je of Human Beings 
(Cambridge: Riverside, 1950), one of the great paradoxes of the "com
munications revolution" is that as we ha\ e access to more and more 
media of communication, \\e simultaneous I} h,n e ac.c.ess to iess and less 
information. It might l,e helpful at this point to note Wiener's precise 
definition of what he meant when he used the term "information." 
"Information ... is a name for the content of what is exchanged with 
the outer world as we adjust to it, and [as we] make our adjustment felt 
upon it'' (124). Wiener also argues th,H the more probable the message, 
the less information it gives. 

It is necessary to note here that Wiener's definition is esi,emially a 
"mechanical" one in that it is based upon the Transportation Theor} of 
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Communication. This theor} has ,ts its basic. par,1digm the "tr,msmit
ter, channel, receiver" schema, ,md holds that the me.ming of a mes
sage is exclusi\'el}' in the message itself, the medi,t mere!}' mo,·e the 
message from source to recei\'eL As research in perc.eptio,1 (i.e., the 
process of information getting from outside of us through om ,arious 
senses to inside of us) unequi,ocall} demonstrates, ho\\e,er, messages 
do not mo\'e like letters through a postal system. The}' do not "contain" 
meaning. Messages consist of "cues"; i.e., words or numbers or other 
signals or symbols th.it suggest to us,, hic.h me,mings \\e might assign to 
them out of the corpus of me.min gs that our experience h,ts enabled us 
to accumulate and that our c.onsciousness permit:. us to recall. This is a 
very different kind of process from the one represented b}' the trans
portation theory of communication. 'What it means is that we do not 
"get"' meanings from messages, we assign meanings to messages, and 
can do so only as our experiences ,rnd purposes in a given context 
permit. 

The Many Faces of "Information" 

Wiener, however, permits us to make some distinctions that can be 
useful in trying to figure out\\ hc1t we kno\\. His definition of informa
tion provides a b.ise line for us to make further-necessar}'--<listir.c.
tions among messages• and I suggest, in a most limited wa), the need 
for making distinctions among the different kinds of "inform,ition" 
that the messages ostensibl)• enc.ode in the ,arious medi.i. Remember, 
the information is nut in the mess.1ges, it is in u:.. We c1ssign meanings 
{i.e., generate information) from the cues embodied i.1 the messages as 
our experiences and our purpose:. permit. \Ve c.c1n .. ut c1ssign a meaning 
that our experience has not pre ... iousl) rec.orded or that our purpose in 
a given c.ontext does not permit t.s to ,tssign, irrespecti\e of whether or 
not it is recorded in our experience. So it can help, in our attempt to 
assess what we kaow, to make distinctions bet\\een misinformation, 
disinformation, anti-information, ,md semi-informc1lion. A brief de
scription of each of these terms is as follows: 

Misinformation is wh.it might be c.alled deliberc1te l)ing. This kind of 
"information" is often assoc.iated ,\ith the militar). We were intro
duced to it during the \'ietn,1m \htr .md met it ,tg,tin during the in
,•asion of Grenada. 

Disinformation is a p.irtic.ul,ul) elusi, e form in that it c.c1n be ,t result of 
deliber,lle l}' ing or mere stupidit). It i:. u:.u,tll) wmprised of utter,mc.es 
that do not easil}' permit the .1:.signment of ,tn) me.ming with any 
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degree of assurance. The limits of meaning that can be assigned are 
determined solely by the needs of the hearer or 1·eader. The one 
characteristic that it does have is the-conscious purpose of diverting 
interested parties from the pursuit of information. 2 We learn toda} 
that banks do not make bc1d loans, they have "nonperforming assets," 
or we do not have economic recessions, we haYe "periods of negative 
economic growth." 

Anti-infonruztion is a more complex form of disinformation in that it 
is composed and disseminated specificall} for the purpose of stopping 
a line of inquiry. Anti-information provides a "concluding" statement; 
i.e., a statement that seems to make it unnecessary to pursue the 
inquiry at hand any further. Politicians, for example, accept "responsi
bility" for their actions-but none of the consequences. Anti
information can also divert a line of inquir} from the original target to 
another, either real or imaginary. Guns don't kill people; people kill 
people. Anti-information is generally less ambiguous than disinforma
tion and so is less susceptible to unlimited inferences. It is pro,·ided in 
order to conclude a given pursuit of, or inquiry into, information 
relating to a specific mauer. 

Semi-i1ifon11atio11 is, in a wa}, the most insidious form of noninforma
tion since it consists of partial bits of information, an} or all of which 
2re accurate and verifiable-up to a point-but none of which are 
adequate forthe purpose ofunderstdnding either the mc1tter imohed 
or its possible consequences. The official state.,1ent of the SO\ iet Coun
cil of Ministers said that die Cht.rnob}l accident resulted in "a certain 
leak of radioactive substances." 

As ~an be seen, semi-information, like .mti-information, can fulfill 
the s.1mc function as lisinformation. The1 e .tre degrees of difference 
rathc:r than differem.es in kind imolved. Le!>l ti-ere be a tendenq to 
dismiss "mere deg.ees of diffcrem .... ," It is worth remembering that 
Norbert \Viener pointed out, hith referen<.e to questions relating to 
adequlte and accurate inform,,tion, th.it "the difference bet,, een a 
medicinal dose of str}chnine an~ a fatAl one isunl} one of degree·· (33). 

'fhe Semi-Informative Nature of News Medta 

Virtually any-and, for tha~ m,1tter, e,er}-ne\\'!> report, ,~hether in 
print (as in a newsp.1per) ur in cral form (as un radio ur tele,ision) is, at 
best, semi i nforr.1ation since it i!>, irtu,,ll} im pu!>!>ible tu m,1k.e ,ulequ,1te 
and accurate intvrm,1tiun ,n,1il.1ble .,bout ,tn}thing. The les!> wmplex 
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and less significant (in a larger sense) the mauer being reported, the 
closer the report can be lo both .tdequaq and accurag,. But the more 
complex and more significant the mauer being reported, the farther 
away from both adequacy and accuracy the report will be. This is a 
result of both data-gathering problems and the volume of uala lo be 
presented. Most persons, except those professionally involved in a 
given mauer lo be reported, reach "information overload" al some 
point early in any report, in any medium. 

Given the marginal role of print in the lives of most persons today, 
other media (radio and tele'Vision in particular) are the prima1y sources 
of"informalion" about all'llosl everything. The television news format 
atomizes lo an excruciating degree e\'en such semi-information as is 
witlessly presented between commercials. To say that the television 
news show formal barely scratches the surface of any story-an "in 
depth" presentation might take three or four minutes for example
fails lo grasp the significance of what is omitted from eve1)• story. 

Beyond this, as Wiener also pointed out, the atomized semi
information is presented within a persistent frame of fixed bias that the 
commercial (i.e., financial) bases of conventional media (newspapers, 
magazines, radio, and television) require. The audience cannot be up~'.t 
or antagonized or it will defect from the product-purchasing role that 
makei. all messages (predominanll} packaged in non-information 
forms) available. Each mass medium is a flea market whose primary 
reason for being is lo deli'Ver prospecti, e purchasers lo peddlers. Apart 
from all other considerations, this economic fact about all m:lss 
media-the primary sources of "information" for all of us-precludes 
any possibilil} of adequate and accurate information being made a-.ail
able even about the most innocuous of subjects. 

There is no doubt that as a medium of communication, print makes 
a,·ailable much mPre adequate, if not more accurate, information • '1an 
any other medium. There are, of course, tremendous \.ariations in the 
adequacy of the information made a,ailable. Nvl onl} are there vast 
disparities between ne,,spapers with regard lo both adequacy and 
accuracy of information (despite the fa.cl that most ne,,spapers depend 
entirely on two, or al most three wire sen ices for all of their "informa
tion" about anything other than local matters), but there are also vast 
disparities between the 'Various, so-called "ne,vs" magazines sud, as 
Time and Newsweek. As any perusal of their ad-.erlisements illustrates, 
the most widely circulated ne,vs magazines see their readership as 
consisting mostly of business exeu1ti, ei.. This ,mdienLe is not Lharac
lerislically liberal in its point of, ie,v. The result is that neither arc the 
news magalines. There ,Ile other suurLes uf infurm.ttion in m.tgazine 
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format such as In These Times and Mother Jones. These focus on specific 
audiences and some even include "liberal" information in the form of 
detailed coverage resulting from substantive investigative reporting of 
matters either completely ignored or grossly slighted by the larger, 
popular magazines. 

The point, then, is that to be even nominally well-informed, it is 
necessary to read something on the order of a dozen magazines repre
senting a wide spectrum of editorial bia~es in parallel with a variety of 
newspapers, in order for a reasonable perspective to be maintained. 
Most newspapers in the United States, however, are dismally inade
quate as sources of information about national and international 
events, to say nothing of events or matters that the local power elite 
prefers not have publicized. And those who depend primarily, much 
less solely, on a local newspaper for their impressions of the world 
around them are virtually operating in a psychotic state, so far from 
reality does such a parochial perception leave them. 

The Inadequacy of Our Best Sources of Information 

While print is far superior to any other medium as a source of informa
tion, it, to0, is far from adequate. Especially is this true of newspapers. 
A. J. Liebling spent his life cataloging the inadequacies and inac
curacies of newspapers. His book, The Press (New York, Ballantine, 
1961), is replete: with details as to why he came to fill this role. His 
critic.al reviews of the press, incidentally, pre-date television by some 
time. 

No one has filled Liebling's critical role in rela•:on to television and 
radio. It is one of the least often made points thal Lhere is virtually no 
media criticism outside of print. Radio does not include any substan-

··· tive or continuing critical analysis of radio, nor does television include 
any substantive or continuing critical analysis ofitsclf. And neither sa}s 
or does much even to acknowledge the existence of print. Since print is 
about theonlymedium in which \Jnecan find any information that can 
be useful in developing a perspective: on itself and other media, the lack 
of media criticism is a grievous omissi.:ln that leaves all of us at a serious 
dlsadvantage when we try (if we e·:er do) to assess the adequacy and/or 
the accuracy of any informalie,1 made available to us through the 
media. 

The exotic role of print in our society; that is, the limited degree to 
which print media are used by the "average citizen" as a significant 
source of important and useful information, simpl} intensifies the 
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problem of getting such information to the public. Yet without that 
information, the public cannot make sensible (assuming that ra
tionality ever affects ju~gment) decisions and choices, no· only in 
personal terms, but also in relation to larger social and political ques
tions. Whik print is largely ignored (and always has been) by the 
majority of Americans, tht:re are even more depressing points to be 
made about print, such as (1) TV Guide is the most widely read print in 
the United States (Advertising Age, 18 April 1988: S-13), and (2) the 
most widely read portion of newspapers in the United States (even by 
schoolteachers) is Ann Landers. Ponder the implications of those two 
items. 

Military Source:; of Misinformation 

It surely is not news to anyone that lying-both public and private-is 
the most common form of activit}' engaged in by those in politics and in 
the military. Whether politicians lie more to generals than generals do 
to politicians, however, is open to question. Generals "depend" upon 
politicians for their money, but the}' also use the virtually un
challengeable claim that they are interested only in "national defense" 
to overcome any political reluctance to provide more money. 

National defense is a corollary of "national security." Probably the 
most effective strategy every employed by the American military ,vds 
the shift in its nomenclature from "War" Department to "Defense" 
Department. Everyone, including generals (at least publicly), is 
"against" war. In <-ur society this produces, simultaneously, the effect 
of being "for" peace. According to the military, we need to spend more 
and more money every year fo. weapons systems not to be prepared 
to conduct a war but to "protect the peace." Thif form of lunacy seems 
always to have been popular, but after almost forty }'ears of media
assisted training in paranoia, the American public now "requires" any 
presidential candidate (and subsequent President) to \OW .i commit
ment to national defense. This produced spending of over S 1.5 trillion 
on the military during the eight years-of the Reagan administration. 

In contemporary American society, the language of defense is more 
potent emotionally than the language of religion-an~ religion. And 
most of it, as history and current investigative reporting shows, is 
inaccurate. Whole books have been written .ibout this phenomenon, 
including at least a dozen relating to Vietnam alone. The military lied 
to everyone, including itself, for thirteen ye,irs, at ledst, in ,rnd about 
Vietnam. 
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Jonathan Sch ell's book The Fate of the Earth (New York: Knopf, l 982) 
provides a vivid description of militar; policy, especial!} as it relates to 
nuclear weapons, that is not aval!,1ble in wire-service-fed newspapers 
·or on commercial radio and television programs. The media receive, 
instead, the standard military description, routinely amplified by the 
President, the Secretary of State, and "national security" advisers. The 
bizarre notion that it is "safe" to have a "limited nudear war," for 
example, is now official policy. 

One of the oldest aphorisms about the military goes. "Generals are 
always fighting the last war." The military rhetoric about nuclear 
weapons goes on as if it merely described extension~ of conventional 
explosives, and in the process reveals how limited (and paranoid) the 
military perception is. That we can have an arsenal of nuclear weapons 
sufficient to destroy the whole planet several times over, is a tribute to 
the military misinformation program, which is conducted relentless!} 
with sympathetic assistance from all media. 

In any case, the point here is that any information contrapuntal to 
the standard military and politicill and economic establishment line is 
not easily come by. It exists almost exclusively in print, ar,d then in 
forms that the vast majority of the population seldom-if ever-even 
sees, much less reads and contemplates as a basis for personal action. 
Just one example of the significance of this point: Twice as many 
people read the Golf Dzgest as read the New Yorker, three times as many 
buy Hustler; ten times as many bu} Playboy; and to no one's surprise, 
thirty-five times as man} bu} Tr Guide (C.:lrzch's Intematio11al Periodicals 
Directory, 1988-89). Print ilS a medium for making information avail
able to the vast majority is almost as quaint as stone t2blets. 

The Inadequacy of Television 
as an Information Source 

Television and its massive maceration of informc1tion is far c1nd away 
the most popular source of "information" for Americans. Even the 
twenty-four-hour-a-day news channels (mostl} on cable) turn out to 
present a random catalog of disparate-and most!} tri\ic1l-stories. 
Their"in-depth" efforts r.onsist mostly of nincty~second or t,vo-minute 
"pieces" from a teletype machine that <..ttt right through to the surface, 
or interviews with "experts," or celebrities of one kind or another, who 
respond to mainl} dumb questions with opinions thc1t turn out-as 
subsequent events <..!earl} reveal-to be erroneous. It ii; ,vorth n Jting ,lt 
this point that one of the le.1st mentioned-c1nd most c.ruc.ial-points 
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about television "news" and "information" is its very relentlessness, and 
not just on twenty-four hour programs. The relentless deluge of 
"news" and "information" ·,ia television erases the public memory. 
Accordingly, there is no public memor}-at least of any significant 
political or military or economic event-irrespective of the mode of 
"reporung." There never has been much public interest in substantive 
matters-<,f any kind-anyway, but with the advent of television the 
possibility of a public memory functioning in any practical way was 
simply obliterated. The interest in television that sustains any memory 
at all is confined to soap operas and soap-opera-like dramas that not 
only do little to keep the public informed, but also serve to distract 
them from matters that they need to know about for both their own 
personal welfare and the welfare of society. It is now commonplace, for 
example, for viewers to complain if their soap opera programming is 
cisplaced by the coverage of some other e,·ent-an} other event-no 
matter how potentially important it might be. 

In a survey of high school students on the relative amounts of time 
and attention they give to newspapers and television, one said, "We 
frequently tall-. about television programs and ask each other whether 
or not we saw something on television, but we never talk about news
papers and say we saw a reall} neat or important stor} about anything." 

The Message Is Not the Meaning 

l Vhile most attention is paid to the media (i.e., the press, television, 
magazines, and even, sometimes, radio) b} those concerned about the 
relative level of information (in an} or all of its forms) made a,ailable to 
the public, little attention seems to be paid to the public which, it is 
assumed, will behave rationally on the basis of adequate and accurate 
information. This assumption derhes from an unquestioned accep
tance that the media me rel} move the message from sourc.e to receiver. 
As was pointed out above, however, the only plac.e that m~anin6 can 
reside is in the head of some human being. It is no secret that different 
people do make different meanings of the same message, event, or 
observation. Eyewitnesi. testimony, c.ont1~:-; to popular belief, is unre
liaple. The disparity of meaning-making abilities is also illustrated by 
the Letters to the Editor column in any periodical with a wide (even 
though relative!} homogeneoui.~ re.idership. If .in) meaning at all is 
associated with an}thing on .i conscious lc.~el, it oc.c.urs onl) inside of 
the head of the person whose consciousuess is impinged upon. So, 
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then· is no sensible way to consider "the meaning" of an} message, in 
any 1·orm, apart from the audiP.nce that somehow perceived it. 

An Audience Deceived 

Where does this leave us with the American audience? How good at 
making accurate, reasonable, and rational meanings is this audience? 
What is the audience like for newspapers, periodicals, radio, film, and 
television? . 

First, it should be noted that the American audience is probably not 
substantively different in its meaning-making ability from any other 
audience. This amounts to its being much more likely to miss the point 
or to come up with a colossal non sequitur than it i:. ,v get anything
·even on the simplest, most literal level-straight. This, in turn, is one of 
the main reasons why politicians, especially, utter routinely (and most 
solemnly) the by now obligatory and ludicrous reminder that "the 
America,1 public is rmch too intelligent to be deceived by blah, 
blah .... " lt is too bad that it simply is not true. 

The American publicns cleceived by almost everybody ,vho deliber
ately addresses it-for' any re~n: .... p_olitic~ns, military, advertisers, 
automobile manufactJrers, utilit} companies and peddlers of", ,~t 
everything that is adve~tised in print or on television. This is so un
surprising that it is surr,rising if any claim made by anybody about 
anything turns out, later,\<? be true. Nonetheless, given the amount of 
school.ing that is available ftee, along with all of the books, magazines, 
newspapers, radio, and television-all of which nominally make "infor
mation" available, the Am~rican public is just plain dumb. Now dumb 
is not the same as ignor~'nt::::::it is worse, much worse. Josh Billings 
caught the essence o[ the difference in his obsen.ttiun (m,1de more 
than one hundred years ago) that "The trouble ain't that people are 
ignorant; it's that they 'know' so much that ain't so." 

The best way to determine what people know and believe (that is, 
value) is to look at how they spend their time and mane}, as well as the 
other choices and decisions they make whic.h reveal their beliefs and 
values. 

According to the New York Times (3July 1988,2;24), the television set 
is on for an ak; .. ge of six and one-half hours a day in the average 
American h0me. (This does not include video games.) For six. and one
half hours a day it fills the house with soap operas, bowling ir.atches, 
golf tournan.ents, baseball games, football games, te1. '.S matches, 
celebrity "athletic" contests, game sho,\S, and assorted other mind-
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numbing activities including prime time evening dramas like "Dallas" 
(which drew the largest television audience i:: history with the program 
that revealed the answer to the question that even brought England to 
a virtual halt-"Who shotJ.R.?"), "Dynasty" and "Falcon Cre~t." If you 
added up all of the people watching, and all of the hours w,v~.in:d, and 
multiplied one by the other to determine the total hours devoted to this 
kind of mental masturbation, you would come up with something like 
260 million hours /Jerday. That i~ an impressive number of hours to be 
spent each day .it not becoming aware of anything useful-to put it in 
the best light possible. 

The stories are endless about how dumb the ordinal"}' American is. 
At Miami International Airport, a special telephone, colored blue., was 
installed for business execufr•,es who make only collect or credit card 
calls. It has 110 coin slot. The directions appear where the coin slot 
would be on a conventional coin phone. They state "Lift the receiver. 
Dial '0' and then the area code and number." Period. Endless numbers 
of people try to force coins into any crack the} can find, or they try to 
use the phone to call taxis or hotels or motels or almost anything other 
than making a collect or credit card call. These are the people who 
deplore the state of American schooling (which is worth deploring) 
and especially the inability of kids to read. They are so dumb that they 
don't even move to the regular telephone next to the bh:e one. 

These are the people who support "National Defense," and favor 
"limited nuclear war," and especially the use of the neutron bomb 
(because it only kills people, it doe1> not dcstrO} property); who support 
the Moral Majority, and join cults, and sl.tp on bumper stic.kers that say 
"Buy American." They learned that from American tek\·isi0n com
mercials about automobiles. As a matter of fact, Chrysler's Champ, 
Colt, and Arrow models arc built in Japan by Mitsubishi, and Ford 
advertises its Escort model as a '"world car." The parts for this car come 
from nine different foreign countries. "Buy American." 

It would take too much space to enumerate evenjusl a few other 
examples of American Dumb, so let me just cite two examples: 

1. A U.S. Office of Education (USOE) study finds that 55 million 
adult Americans (less than half the population 18 to 65) arc 
competent in reading, writing, computation, and problem
solving skills. 

2. In the above-mentioned USOE study, finding., included: 
• 15 million could not address an envelope for mailing; 
• 68.5 million could not read and understand a simple para

graph; 
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• 35 million could not read an airline schedule; 
• 30.7 million could not determine the best unit price among 

three sizes of cereal boxes. 

The study was conducted by a Universit} of Texas team o\'er a period 
of four years. The study noted that there were no significant differ
ences between males and females or between social and economic 
groups. 

So that's the great, intelligent, knowledgeable, sophistilated Ameri
can public in the fourth decade of the nuclear space age. 

If our adult population enjoys a level of knowledge, belief, and 
behavior appropriate to ,1 kind of continuing Gong Sho\\, what of our 
youth? What do they know? Believe? Value? Hm•. do the)' act out \\'hat 
they know, believe, and value? 

Remember that they comprise, by a vast majority, the audience for 
rock concerts, the consumers of junk food, the most dangerous dri\ • 
ers, the most dangerous criminal clement, the most predictable audi
ence for fantasy and horror films, carriers of portable stereo radios, the 
most devout followers of the dumbest fads, the most misinformed 
portion of the population, that part of the population that reads the 
least and with the worst comprehern,ion of what it does read, ,md so on. 

What's the worst thing to say about teenage• s ,md what is inside their 
heads? The worst you can say about them is that the content of their 
heads is almost identical lo that of the content of the heads of ad1,ltc;. 
What adult Americans have inside their heads (as revealed by their 
theology, their philosophy, their political views, their beliefs about 
people different from themselves, and their understanding of hmv 
their own bodies function) is indistinguish,1ble from the wnlenls of the 
heads of medieval peasants. Having the use of miuowave O\ens, deep
freezers, self-starters, automatil tr,msmissions, tele, i:.iun tap~ n::wrd
ers, and hand-held calculators docs not only not m,1kc people any 
smarter, it makes them even dumber. Medic, ,ti pe.1s,mls had many 
more practical skills, for example, than the present d,t) c.onsumer in 
our technoiogically sophisticated society. It is part of the Faustian 
bargain with technology. 

Availability of Information 
Does Not Presume Knowledge 

It is too easy to get al knowledge (or "information .. ) in our tech
nological so:iety. Indeed, it is almost impossible to ,noid it. Yet, one of 
the curiosities of "progress" is that as more knmdedge has become 
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available, less of il is in use b} the or<linar) person. Even given the fact 
that the vasl majorit} of information so c,1sil} ,1\',1ilablc is trivial and 
superficial, it is impressive that so many people manage to avoid 
knowing even the trivial. Thal there is some correlation between 
schooling (al least the quanlil) of time spcn l in sc.hool) .tnd the affinil} 
for dumb ideas, movements, and culls is inc.ontrovcrtibl ... Sm,trl peo
ple can handle (however poorl}) c.omplcxit}-lh,1l's ,,.h,1t makes them 
smart. Dumb people require and insist upon simplicil}. preferably 
provided by a few simple aphorisms and rules lo be followed. 

New knowledge has no effect on ingrained auitudcs. Thal is one of 
the reasons for the curious lack of cff cct of sc.hooling on values and 
behavior. Most abstract kno,, ledge(,, hkh is ,Ill} thing unrelated lo our 
personal experience) is inert anyway. We can "lwow .. it, but it doesn't 
make any diff crence as far as our decisions, choices, beliefs, and 
behavior arc concerned, bee.a use there is liule potnl lo kno\\ ing some
thing if we do nol behave as if we do. 

Most of the "knowledge" made ava:1able vi,1 Sl.hooling, television, 
film, or print is abstract and cmotionall} null and void. Plato obscr .... <l 
more than 2,500 years ago that "In order for education to accomplish 
its purpose, reason must have an ,1dcqu,uc emotional base:· The point 
is that \o .'! caunol know ,Ill} thing unless it is cmotion,tll} significant to 
us. And the probabilil) of abst1·act inform,1tion being emotionally 
significant is zero. 

So, what arc we to make of this? \\'ell, C\·Cn if tele, ision wc1·c capable 
of presenting ,1dcqu,1tc ,md ,1c.c.ur,1tc infurmatiun (,,hic.h it is not) we 
would continue tu know onl} what we ,1lrcad)· knc\\ before we saw 
whatever it was un tclc, i11ion. In ,1 lite• ,111,ense. people c.,m uni)· sec and 
hear what they alrcad) "know," i.e., \\•h,1t i:i cmotionall} important to 
them. Anything th,1t di, c1 gcs frum "h,1t the) ,1lre,1d) I.no,, wnstitut..:s 
,111 cmotiun,11 thrc,1t bcc.,1u1,c it I Cl1ui1 c1, them tu ,1b,111du11 the scwrit} of 
what the} alrca<l) "kno,, •• f01· the im,ewril) uf learning something 
new. People prefer to hang on lo wh,ll makes them feel secure. Ab
stract knowledge (like m,llhcm,llic.s, u1 gcogr,1ph), ur p,lrls of speech) 
isn·t affected by this and so doesn't mal-.c muc.h difference one wa} or 
the other. Whether ur not '"c e, er get to I.nu\\ J.11} uf th,ll Muff is mostly 
a function of whether or not we need to use an} of it in a relatively 
routine way. If we don·t use it we forget it. (M,1}bc that"s the best pan.) 
How come we don't forget how to ride a bicycle? 

The problems, the scriuus problems" ith nc\\s ,md infurm,llion that 
is spra}ed at u1, via the media, dcri, c frum the inc.rcdibilit} (read; lac.k 
of c.redibilit}) th,1t this flims} stuff desen es. The m.iin 1,uurc.c1, of such 
"information" for Amcric.ans of ,ill .1gC!i, in urdcr uf frcquenC)' and 
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quantity of use, arc television, radio, film, and some form of print. So, 
for all practical pui·poscs, most Americans li\'C in ,1 world that television 
builds: what they "know" of the world around them filters through the 
wire services (primarily AP and UPI), the biases of the reporters (both 
local and network) whose station or network executives have alrcad)· 
imposed t!1cir biases (strongly conservative despite the claims of politi
cians and other critics) on the thin sl1.1ff that the\\ ire senic.c employees 
have gathered. 

News and the Half Truth 

Years ago (1952), Elmer Davis (one of Amcric.a·s most distinguished 
journalists but now unknown to all but a small number of people, 
including journalists) wrote in an article titled "News and the Whole 
Truth," 

Trmh has three dimensions: bm the practices of the Americ:,11 
news business-practices adopte,I in a praisewortl1}· ambition to be 
objective-too often give us only onc,di:ncnsional news; facmall y 
accurate so far as it goes, bm very far indeed from the whole trmh. 
(Atla11tic .\1011th(\' 90, 1,0. 2:3·1) 

Davis was referring to the chcn-c.ommon prattic.c of "reporting" the 
allegations of the late Senator Joseph McC.trlh) of Wisc.onsin. None of 
McCarthy's allegations turned out lo be true, but the reports ncglcc.tcd 
l(' mention their inacrnraq or unreliabilil), As .1 result, untold m11n
bcrs ".: people were damaged by his allegations-allegations which 
received wide, national publicit)· without any 1,,cntion of their being 
groundless. This, please note, wm, the gros~c~l 1-ind of misi,1form,1tion 
because it was reported not with malice, but with "objectivity." 

Such "objective" reporting, in ,Ill)' medium of misinformation, dis
information, anti-information, or just pl,1in outright lies, is .1s dan• 
gcrous and as 1rn111gr.,.nt C!lCr h,ql!> c·.cn more so) ,1:, the fl,1t-out, knoM1• 
to-all diston:or.:, ,.,· cscntcd by an open ad voe.ate of an iucmifiablc 
poi.~tion or r,crspcctivc, such as ~;,c G1·and D1·agon of the Ku Klux 
Klan. The pernicious problem of widespread, seeming!} objcctil·~ 
amplifications of one kind of mbinform,1tion 01 ,mothc1 , i,1 the media 
is probably without any practical solution. 

The centtal problem is this. In order lo detec.t .1 lie one must alrcad) 
know what is true; in order to identify the c.ountcrfcit, one must 
already know the authentic., in order r•J idc11tif} the bogu~, one must 
already know the bona fide. While someone, somewhere, sometime, 
might have access lo information th.it would permit the idemifit.,1tion 
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of something specious in the media, this is a relati,·el} rare event, 
confined in any case to persons \\ith ,tc.c.ess to pri, ileged information. 
Your ordinary citizen is seldom, if e, er, in such a position. What this 
means is that the ordin,u·} citiLen i!i c.undemned tu h,n ing to somehow 
cope with an endless stre,11n of misinformation, disinfurm,Hion, semi
information, and anti-information from all media. 

There is, in addition, the annO} ing but predict,tble p,uadux of there 
being a higher level of adequacy and accuraC} tu reports as their 
subject diminishes in significance: The more trh·ial a "stor), .. the more 
likely it is to be adequate and accurate. The \'er) complexit} of signifi
cant stories militates against an} medium (" ith the exception of jour
nals devoted to nO\ el-length treatment of the detail!! of the stories they 
cover) presenting them adequate!} and accuratel}-e,·en if t:.ey want
ed to. Any commerciall} based medium \\hich depends upon re\enue 
from advertising to make a profit is, itself, a "big business" and so 
reflects the bias of big business. 

Adequate and accurate in form,1tiun, then, is hard to come by. Misin
formation, however, is not only a\ ailable to ,tll of us all of the time, it is 
inescapable. We are drowning in it. It comes, relentlessly, from all 
directions all of tne time: from the executive branch of the govern
ment, from the President himself, howe\er "unwitting!} ";3 from the 
Pentagon; from the CIA; from the FBI; from the "official spokesper
sons" of just about every federal agency; from local politicians; from 
judges; from law}ers; from used-car salespeople; from utilities com
pany executives; from cemeter} plot \endors; from pharmaceutical 
manufacturers; from nuclear power ad.ocates, from the British mili
tary; from the Israeli military; from the PLO; from the S) rian military; 
from the government of El Salvador; from the manufacturers of 
cosmetics and deodorants anr' .1mpoos ,md di~t pills; from real estate 
brokers; from condominium Lime sharing" ,1gents, in other words, 
just about any statement made publid} b) ,m}bod} about an}thing for 
any reason publicl} via the medi,1 is probabl} in,1c.curate and inade
quate or it would not be made publicl} '\ ia the media." Diogenes would 
just sit down and cry. 

Ronald Reagan was routinely referred to as "Tile Great Commu
nicator." It is a commentar} on om times th,tt this appellc1tion was 
proudly and patriotic...tll} bestm\ed on ,1 m,m \\hose publi1.. st.ttements 
were so widely "misinterpreted" b} those who heard or read them. 
Addressing a VFW convention, Ronald Reagan referred to the Viet
nam disaster as "a noble c.,mse"! £\en gi\en the context in \\hich it was 
made, that statement r,ti!ies seriom question:. ,tbuut Re.1gan·s percep
tion of one of the nation's \\·orst, from e\er) possible point of view, 
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mistakes. A mistake which w,is c.h,m1eteriled b} more th,m ,1 dec.,1de of 
lying by the military to everyone-the Americ,m people, the Prellidenl, 
and each other-regarding what was really going on. 

Ronald Reagan posed one of the most dism,1ying cxc1mpies of the 
ir ~aticnality of the whole business of c.ommunic.,1ting inform,1tion. 
Over and over again he "misspoke" himself, ,md some of the public. 
even became aware of it. But, no matter how , isible his inc1ccurate 

. utterances and the incongruous results of hill policies, his personal 
popularity (at least as reported in national polls) rem,1ined c.onsistentl} 
high. 

The Fragments of What We Know 

So, the question remains in the face of all of this, "What do we know?" 
Most of us ha,·e access (either by choice or circumstance) only to 
fragments of some form of misinformalion ,ic1 the media, primaril} 
television. Even this flim:., supply of bits and pieces is rendered even 
more inadequate by virtue of the fact that the suppl} is endless. It was a 
big enough problem prior to cable television when there were only 
three network and a few "independent" channels plus, perhaps, a 
public channel. Cable now makes available thirty-five, fifty, or one 
hundred and more channels, turning the trhia stream into a flood. 
Perhaps one of the most pernicious effects of a'.' of this stuff via all of 
these channels is that everything gets "leveled." It all blends into an 
undifferentiated mass of unre:.allable images and a fe\\ one•s}llable 
words. There is simpl} too much to cope with for any of us to be able to 
distinguish the most blatant misinformatioi~, disinformc1tion, semi
information, or anti-information, even if we are inc.lined to tr}. There 
is no way for members of the public to k.nO\v an}thing that bears muc.h 
relationship to any reality, including their own personal variet}. 

Compounding the problem is the fact that there is simply no method 
of "analysis," nor any paradigm, nor any "system," nor any chart, nor 
any anything other than direct k.no\\ ledge of "the truth" thc1t permits 
anything other than suspended judgment. Who is telling the truth? 
Hew would one go about determinin3 th,1t? Who ill doubles peaking? 
Or not? Or propagandiling? Or not? In the absence of direc.t, unim
peachable, verifiable, adequate, c1ccur.ite informc1tion, ttere is simply 
no way to make a feasible judgr 1ent. 

I am aware of only one instanc.e ,v here someone p1 m ided doc.umen
tation via primary e, idenc.e (i.e., ,ideot,1pes) dcmonstr,1ting un· 
equivocal, blatant, reiterc1ted misinfot mation. Thill unique m.: of 
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ne~work television news occurred during the first week of March 1982 
on the NBC "Nightly News." It invutved a piece showing \'ice
President George Bush repeatedly stating in a speech that it was a 
dastardly lie that he had e,·er accused Ronald Reagan of '\•oodoo 
economics." He denied several times ever having used that term, and 
challenged anyone to find any record c.,f his ever having done so. 
Someone in the n.!ws department at NBC found a videotape of a 
speech made by Bush while he was campaigning for the Republican 
presidential nomination during which he called Reagan's economic 
platform voodoo economics, and not ;ust Qnce, but several times. The 
next-day a "White House spokesperson" said that Bush was just kid
ding around when he denied having said "what he had in fact said. 

Since we cannot re!y on the television networks to provide 1.1:. regu
larly with such daring documentation of this kind of deliber2.te misin
formation, the question remains "What are we to do?" Bu~-our own 
videotape recorders and tape eve1ytliing and then develop a videotape 
library with all of the time, expense, and effort involved in cataloging, 
storage, and retrieval? Who could afford to do this, even if so inclined? 

You see the problem. We are nominally in the midst of an informa
tion-rich environment in which the counterfeit overwhelms the au
thentic. Most of us have access 011ly to the counterfeit. So, what do we 
know? Just as the man quoted at the outset said, "We don't know what 
we don't know." But that isn't all. We don't know what we do know 
either! And there isn't much that we can do about it-really. 

We are all, whether we like it or not, ready to make our most crucial 
life decisions and choices on the basis of the misinformation, disinfor
mation, semi-information, and anti-information that we find most 
comfortable emotionally. 

And we do. "t know the basis for our emotional preferences either. 

Notes 

I. One of the abilities an "expert"' enjo}S th,ll comprises the essence of 
expertise is the abilil} lo m,1ke distinuions tl1al the nonexperl unnol. These 
distinctions are made possible b) their be;:1g gi, en spec.ific. names. A botanist, 
for example, can make distinctions bet,~een a ,~ide ,ariet} ofhla<.S d1Jl look the 
same ma non-botanist. Eac.h "discipline,"' eJc.h c.ategor} of human knowledge, 
has its own unique lexic.on th,ll it emplop in de,elupmg its spec.ific. . ..-. .onomies 
for making distinc.ticns among the items thJl c.ompri~e the fuc.us ul us inqutr}. 

2. "No comment'' is nol a form of disinform,llion sinc.e ll does nol produce 
the illusion thJl some information has been made ,naiiable, exc.epl b} in
ference on the pan of the heJrer or re,1der of the "!'\o comment"" respora~e. 
None ofus has an} c.ontrol o"e1 the infcrenc.es d1Jt,tn}One ,~ho hears or reJds 
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anything we say or write might make. That is one of the compounding ele
ments omitted from the transportation theor} of communicatior.. 

3. The presidential press sec;retary spends mud1 time explaining that 
everyone "misinterpreted" what the President has just said, <.,msing the \\"hite 
House staff consequentl} to make extra efforts to l..ee1 the President from 
making extemporaneous remarks-most of\\ hi-h ha, e turned out Lo be inac
curate, almost irrespective of the subject. 
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5 The Dangers of Singlespeak 

Edward M_ White 
California Stale University 

Oh God us keep 
From Single Vision and Newton's Sleep. 

-William Blake 

The evils of doubit..:-peak are plain, and no sensible person concerned 
about the moral uses of prose can defend language designed lo de
ceive. The p;1ges of the Quarterly Review of D:mblespeak are certainly 
filled with enough egregious examples of deliberate dishonesty in 
usage, of lang-uage "with pernicious social and political consequences" 
(lo quote from the statement accompanying the Doublespeak Award), 
lo earn the amused contempt of all morally sensitive readers. 

But let us turn our attention lo a less obvious evil, one that normally 
stands virtuously beside us in our opposition lo the dishonest use of 
language. If we spend time on such matters as doublespeak in wllege 
composition classes, we are often surprised lo find that our students 
are perfectly ready lo condemn as doublespeak any metaphor al all, 
any prose of substantial complexity, any long words or long ideas. For 
many of our students, the distinction between the e\·ils of doublespeak 
and the virtues of art (a distinction we tend lo assume is real and 
important) simply does not exist. These well-meaning and supportive 
students have some theoretical justification for confm.ing art with 
deceit. When Picasso argues that "Art is a lie tha~ tells the rruth," he 
suggests that 1uplicity of a certain kind is a necessary pan of an artist's 
work. But the simplemindedness and literal-mindedness that ! am 
calling Singlespeak maintains itself in \irwous opposition lo art or to 
any but the simplest meanings. When Blake calls the single \ision 
"Newton's Sleep" (and, elsewhere, simply, "blindness"), he identifies 
the profound simplemindedness thc1l is unable lo notic.e 01 respond lo 
complex vil,ions; a reductionism far from the unequi ... oc.al \irtue that 
simplistic. notions of doublespeak might suggest as its opposite. 
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The singlespeak that is at least as pernicious as doublespeak is that 
particularly complacent form of simplicit}' that sees language as ideally 
a clear glass; because all meanings must be simple, or single, any 
language that suggests complexit}' or ambiguity is like a dirty window, 
to be cleaned or broken. Wri•ing and speaking are seen as transmis
sions of already-shaped (encoded) ideas which are then to be decoded 
by readers or hearers with as little interference as possible. Writing 
itself is imagined to be a simple product, not a process of inquiry or 
discovery; abstractions and r.1etaphors interfere with unambiguous 
communication and should Je replaced by simple, concrete nouns; all 
concepts can be and ought t) be reduced to a briefing paragraph for a 
busy executive; Henry Jame: is unreadable. The prose model is Hem
ingway, whose hero in A Fc.rewell to Arms finds abstractions "obscene" 
and can find comfort only in the names of places and dates. 

George Orwell, the patron saint of opposition to doublespeak, 
seems to use the same window metaphor for prose when he says, in 
"Why I Write," "Good prose is like a window pane." But ti,e context 
makes clear that he is not arguing for simplicity, but rather :or a clear 
fusion of "political purpose and artistic purpose into one whole" (7). 
The "window pane" of his metaphor should be as clear as possible, but 
it offers at best a streaked view into an artistic unknown: "All writers 
are vain, selfish and lazy, and at the very bottom of their motives there 
lies a mystery" (7). Indeed, it is hard to say which he opposes more 
strongly: the ubfuscation of doubles pea!~ or the simplemindedness of 
slogans and false simplicity that reveal singlespeak. The Newspeak 
dictionary in Nineteen Eighty-Four, after all, is designed to give authority 
to the lies created when a complex language disappears. It is true, 
however, t1iat Orwell's most overt stc1tement on the subject, the ubi
quitous•· Politics and the English Language," argues so strongly against 
political doubletalk that it overstates the need for simple, concrete 
expression. We need occasional reminders, such dS Richard Ohmann's 
sa . .::astically entitled article, "Use Definite, Specific, Concrete Lan
guage" ( 1979), that abstract words are also important tools for thought 
and vision. 

The underl}'ing "blindness" that Blake" warns us against is the insis
tence that realit}' is simple and knowable, and that language shouk 1 

refl~1.t that simplicity. For Bl2ke, the name that came to mind was 
Newton; for others it is more likel}' to be the archetypal strong, silent 
type, one of few words and unerring judgment. James Fenimore 
Cooper's Natt}' Bumppo and his successors, the stolid sheriffs and 
solitary soldiers of fortune of our Westerns and ,var mmies, neither 
reflect nor read. Suc.h myths enforce the "ie\\ that simple and unlet-
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tered good sense is to be preferred to sophisticated wisdom which, like 
sophisticated wine, smells of corruption. It is precisel} this appeal to 
the stolid virtues of the Frontier that makes singlespeak even more 
dangerous than doublespeak. 

Doublespeak at its most appalling needs only to be cited to be 
exposed; singlespeak masquerades as opposition to doublespeak, as 
simple good sense, as clarity. To many of our students cursed with 
singlespeak, our admiration for such verbal reflections of complexity 
as irony, metaphor, and literatt:.re itself, appears to be admiration of 
doublespeak. Why can't Swift just say what he meacs? Who has the time 
to n.gure out what Austen really has in mind? If Marvell wants to take 
his coy :nistress to bed, why doesn't he just tell her so, or, better still, 
just do it and not talk about it? 

Thus, both double- and singlespeak are manifestations of the same 
kind of solipsistic naivete: thr se of language to adapt reality to our 
own ends, without awareness t1-at both reality and language are very 
complex. But there are important differences, such as those I have 
begun to suggest here. I suspect that subsuming singlespeak under the 
umbrella of doublespeak blurs these differences, making it a bit too 
easy for those wh.., would dismiss valid complexity as doublespeak, and 
letting singlespeakers cloak themselves in too-easy virtue. 

In our zeal to ferret out and expose the dishonesty of doublespeak, 
we need to be particularly care:-ul not to endorse or reward the blind
ness of singlespeak. As we shake our heads over the pre-dawn vertical 
insertion that invaded Grenada, let us remember the America-Love It or 
Leave It that prepared the way. The direct diction of/ Found/ton the 
bumpers of heaven-bound chariots is part of the seamless web of 
theological obfus~ation that shapes the bountiful collection baskets and 
public hypocrisies of TV preachers. The supposed law of supply anct 
demand is singles peak, behind which lurks a thousand dishonest ex
planations for outrageous cor.d uct: A "bribe" is a rebate, is it not? High 
authority does not excuse singlespeak, indeed it adds to the offense: 
Avoid Jor21gn e11tanglemmts; A poem should not mean but be. Wherever 
common sense asserts false and simple ans,vers to complex questions, 
singles peak declares its blindness to be ,11ost excellent vision. 

The student allegiance to sing!es·1Jeak, of course, reflects the admira
tion for simplemindedness that afflicts much of our societ}· We find it 
everywhere, though usuall~ in the guise of "straight talk" or something 
called "realism.'' Since it hides more readil} than doublespeak in its 
mask of rude virtue, we must be unusually vigilant to identify 
singlespeak and expose it for what it is. 
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Take, for instance, the following editorial from The Wall Street 
Journal of December 11, 1986. Entitled "Seeing Red," it seeks to set 
straight those who feel that the issues of American military inte1 ,·en
tion in Nicaragua are complicated: 

An intriguing Media General-Associated Press poll reports that 
60% of the people interviewed oppose military aid to the Nic
araguan contras, but 4'!% don't even know which side the U.S. is 
on. Meanwhile, 58% think wmmunist governments in Latin 
America threaten U.S. Sl:Cl.4rity. We think we see the problem here: 
h's hard to tell anymore who the communists are and who the good 
guys are. Years ago, such struggles were divided into communists 
and anti-communists. This view was ridiculed as ignorant of vari
ous "indigenous liberation movements." Flauered, the commu
nists started giving themselves colorful names: the Sandinistas, the 
Tupemaros, Shining Path, M-19. The Sandinistas shrewdly called 
their anti-communist opponents "contras," a word without content 
for mos~Americans. If clarity of meaning is important, perhaps we 
should return lo the ancient but clear classifications. Communists 
are communists. The people who are against them are anti
communists. Anyone who still can't figure out which side he's on is 
entitled lO be listed under the column labeled "Don't Know." (32) 

If this were the house organ of some right-wing military splinter 
group, we could smile and let it go. But this is, after all, The Wall Street 
Jou, .. al, the voice of responsibi!it} for American capitalism. So we must 
notice the skill and force calling for singlespeak. If we follow the 
editorial, we must not, despite all knowledge of differences among 
those who cail themselves communists, think that those people are 
different from one another; the Soviets, the Chinese, the Hungarians, 
the Cubans, the Italian or French Eurocommunists, the opponents of 
dictators wherever they may oe-all, all of them are to be seen as the 
same. If they seem to have different names, they have "shre,\dly" 
chosen them solely to confu~e Americans, a gullible tribe who have 
trouble ,yith clear classifications. £\erything is simp:e, if people would 
only realize that there are onl} two possible positions in the world. The 
singlespeaker is ever ready to prm,ide the sc.oretard with the lineup on 
it, so we can tell our team from theirs. Doublespe.ik may cover over 
,vhat happens in milit.tr} action, but it is singlespeak that starts the war 
in the first place. 

We ought not to be surprised to find th.it professional educators 
have .i particular affinit} for singlespe.ik. Their job is to make compli
cated matters accessible to the unt1 ained .ind it seems c1ll too easy for 
them to fall into the grossest kindi. of O\eri.implifitatiom. Nonetheless, 
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when such a habit of mind shows itself "resolving" educational prob
lems barely perceived, we experience the sho~k of the singlespeaker. 

I recall an official from the California State Department of Educa
tion saying at a meeting, "Now that we have solved the problem of 
reading, it is time to turn our attention to writing." I smile privately at 
the outraged parent holding forth at a school board meeting, berating 
the schoolteachers who had allowed children to raise questions on 
forbidden subjects: "We're paying you to educate our kids, so stop 
messing with their minds!" 

Perhaps the neatest example of educational singlespeak c\S I write 
this is the concept of "value-added education." That slogan has mo
mentarily replaced "merit pay for teachers" as the simple answer to the 
complex problem of improving education. By the time you read this, 
no doubt a new slogan will be in ihe news; nonetheless, we might as well 
look at this one, since it so nicely embodies the aspects of singlespeak 
which educational slogans have in common. 

Value-added education, as espoused b} educational politicians such 
as Governor Ashcroft of Missouri, is based on the commercial concept 
of molding raw materials into processed goods. Thus, when raw rub
ber is turned into automobile tires at a manufacturing plant, the tires 
are worth more than the rttbber. A "value-added tax" (common in 
many European countries) is then assessed on the difference in cost. 

While the value-added tax may be European, the concept of value
added education is truly American. It not only uses the analogy of 
molding raw material as a way of thinking about education, but it also 
assumes that a readily ascertainable and measurable difference from 
raw material to molded product in fact defines education. It thus sees 
education as something that is done to students (not something stu
dent& do or become) and restricts the value of education to that which 
can be measured by pre- and posttesting. Since anyone can see that 
rubber tires are different from raw rubber, our seniors should be 
similarly and obviously different from our freshmen. The difference, 
when quantified, becomes the value of the education the} have re
ceived, and that derived statistic. becomes the basis for funding educa
tional institutions. 

Newton's Sleep, indeed! It is the essence of singlespeak to reduce 
complex phenomena or activities to the readil} quantifiable. Even 
sophisticated thinkers find that task daunting. A generation ago, Al
bert Kitzhaber (1963) tried to assess the difference bet,veen the ,vriting 
of freshmen and seniors at Dartmouth College. Unfortunately, he 
did not have the refined techniques of eSSd} testing thc1t c1re now 
available, so he chose a serie!i of error c.ounts cl!! his ,1ssessment devic.e. 
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To his dismay, he found that the seniors wrote "worse" than the 
frel>hmen; that is, that the seniors made more errors in their writing. 
Later research has demonstrated that most writers make more errors 
in first draft work as their writing tasks become more complex and 
ambitious. (For example, if you write only simple sentences and use 
only a basic vocabulary, you are not as likely to make sentence or 
spelling errors as you will with more advanced verbal materials.) The 
Dartmouth seniors were, in fact, writing far more advanced work than 
they did as freshmen, but the measurement of that advance was wholly 
beyond the tools available. The measurement that was available 
"pro,·ed" what everyone knew to be untrue. If Dartmouth had been 
foolish enough to use those results to revise its curriculum, we would 
now see its general education program reduced to exercises in spelling 
and sentence structure. Unhappily, less enlightened institutions de
ceived by educational singlespeak are cheerfully foilowing that path. 
Those institutions now committed to "value-added" education are, in 
fact, using their relatively simpleminded evaluation devices to shape 
and reduce their curricula. 

In theory, of course, we could come up with evaluation devices 
sufficient!/ complex to measure the real value of education-but don't 
count on it. Such devices are costly, complicated, and hard to quantify. 
The singles peak metaphor of "value-added" demands quick weights 
and measures, practical budgetary action, and unambiguous decision· 
making: Either you have learned double emry bookkeeping or you 
have not; don't bother with poetry if you can't come up with similar 
numbers. Singlespeak requires simplicity and has no interest in Ein
stein's qualifier: "Everything," he said, "should be as simple as possi
ble-but no simpler." 

Singlespeak, thus, is the vocabulary of those who need no Newspeak 
for self-deception; Oldspf;!ak does the job perfectly well. Doublethink is 
unnecessary and rather too muc.h trouble because halfthink manages 
the world very nicely, thank you. Singlespeak is sometimes comic (the 
character Zero in the Beetle Bn.iley comic strip forever at attention 
before the sign "Watch this space for important announcements"), but 
usually it is serious and quiet. Singlespeak is most deceptive when it 
pretends to simple honesty; most dangerous as it asserts its simple 
virtue. We may at last have a committee to defend us from dou
blespeak, but where is the task force to protect us from the more subtle, 
pernicious, and pervasive power of singlespeak? 
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6 'The Fallacies of Doublespeak 

Dennis Rohatyn 
University of San Diego 

For the past fifteen years, f.tlla9 ped.igog} fo1 the te,1<.her of philoso
phy has undergone a quiet revolution. It used to be eas) to teach the 
subject of fallacies; lately (for VCI'} good re<1:ions) it has gotlCll more 
difficult. I will expl,,in why. 

What Is a Fallacy? 

Some textbooks define ,l fall,tc.} as .in inwrre<.t JMttern of re.isoning 
(Seech 1987). But what makes it incorrect? What c.auses or produces 
logical error? In short, why is a fallacy a fallacy? In lieu of an answer, 
the textbook tradition simpl} di\·ide:i fall,,cies into-two chief classes: 
formal and informal. 

Fon11alfallacies involve viol,ttion of" rule. Den}ing the antecedent 
and ~ffirming the consequent arc the best known examples. 

Infonnal fallacies are all of the rest. Informal fallacies comprise 
several subcategories: 

• in-elevance (ad hominem attacks, ''straw arguer," appeals to 
pity or force, appeals to the people or to authority, arguments 
from ignorance) 

• semantic fallacies (equivocation, wmposition, cli..,ision) 

• inductive fall,tc.ies (h<1:it} generalizalion, post hoc, false cause) 

• fallacies of presumption (begging the question, suppressed 
evidence) 

An carh.:r \'Crsmn of tins css,J) ,1ppc,crcd III l,11/1wl l1i11,J.111g .\'ru.•~ 6, nu. •I, ~I.arch .\pril 
1988. I wam to offer spc1.1,il th,1111..~ tu M,lf) D,uucl~ fu1 h1;1 \wtl.. iu 1l1t. prcp,1r,11ion of 
this chaptcr-D.R. 
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But what, if anything, do these difforent types of fallacy have in 
common? A mere list or grot.ping of mistakes gh·cs no clue as to ,.,,hat 
makes them taboo. 

In recent years, logicians have devoted c.onsiderablc energy lo ana
lyzing what fallacies are, as opposed to taking them for granted as 
though their meanings were self-evident. Concise!)• defined, fallacies 
are errors or flaws in reasoning; mistakes that make argum,;:11s in v,11id, 
unsound, or inaccurate. More expansively, "we reason falh.ciously 
whenever we { l) reason from questionable premises, (2) fail lo use 
relevant information, or (3) reason invdidly" {Kahanc 21). Using this 
approach, there are at least three ways in which fallacies can and do 
occur: 

1. When we make inferences or draw conclusions that simply 
don't follow from a given set of premises 

2. When we accept one or more false assumptions or adopt a false 
conclusion, not as a tentative hypothesis or thought experi
ment, but finally-and in earnest 

3. When we abuse or pervert the life of reason; for example, 
when we hide relevant facts from an audience or dishonestly 
assume just what needs to be proved. 

This third category reflects the etymology of the word "fallacy," whose 
Latin root means "to deceive." 

This typology of fallacies is not exhaustive, but it helps. Why is there 
so much fuss about fallacies? It ha• taken so long for philosophers to 
abandon traditional classifications .1d seek bcue1 ones for two rea
sons. The first is technical; the second, political. 

Rede.fining Fallacies 

The technical reason for redefining f.tll,1cie~ is th,u n .. my argt1mcnts 
seem fallacious but aren't. For example, suppose ,1 defe11se at•,omey 
assails the credibility of an eyewitncs~ to an ,uuo ,1ct.idcnl. "Mr. X says 
that he saw car A viciously slam into car B. But Mr. X is a habitual 
drunkard. Therefore, I ask thejurors to disregard X's testimony." Is 
this simply an ad homincm au,1ck on x·~ t.h,1rac.tcr? Or does it serve a 
legitimate purpose by allm~ing ,Ill ,lllorncy lo refute the ucdibility of 
the witness? 

Or consider Christ's admonition to those\\ ho ,,ere ,1bout to pelt the 
adulteress: "Let him who is,, ithoul sin ,unung you be the first to cast a 
stone at hcr.''We might respond, "Do two wrongs make ,1 right?" \'ct if 
Christ did commit a tu quoquc fall,1c.y, he h,1d ,111 Cl\t.cllcnl ext.use for 
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doing so because by shifting the burden of moral proof lo her ass.til
anls, he emphasized llrnl self-criticism is the basis of all moral and 
ethical reasoning (Rohatyn 1987). 

Th us, if there arc limes when a fallacy isn 'l a fallacy, we m usl rc\'isc 
our traditional definitions in an ad hoc. mannc1 lo admit (or lo prohibit) 
exceptions lo each purported rule as tiaey arise. One method is mess:,; 
the other, clumsy. The moral is lhal except fo1· formal failacics, WP. 

cannot creel an algorithm or provide whal logicians call a "dccision
proccdure" lo establish the (in)correclncss of a gi\'cn argm 1en1 in 
advance. We can only determine this contextually, case by case, by 
relying on rule, of thumb rather than hard-and-fast ru:es which al
legedly require no inlcrprclalion. 

Some logicians (L1mberl and Ulrich 1980) ti.ad this fact so distress
ing lhal they ban fallaci,:s from their curriculum. Bu~ that's like pre
tending (as the United St.ucs did for lwcnly-fi"c years) lhal mainland 
China doesn't exist becaus," their ideology differs from ours. 

The Sociology of Fallacies 

The second reason for a growth of interest in foHacies both in research 
and in the classroom is the l.bangcd c.limale of Americ.an higher educ.<1-
lion since Vietnam and Watergate. 

Like many of their academic counlerparls, philosophers since the 
1970s have (rc)discovercd the "real world," by applying their concep
tual skills lO such probiem:, as nuclear war, world hunger, ecology and 
economic justice, not to mention medicine, law and other professions 
in which life and Jealh issues are routinely al slake. The "legitimation 
crisis" of N\Jrth American society has spurred my discipline lo slop 
being smug <1Lout itself. As a consequence, logic. (onc.c taught as a high
powered mathcm.tlics c.ourse primaril) intended lo prepare proi.pcc.
livc graduate students for the rigors of Rus~ell, Whitehead and Fregc) 
is no longer detached from more "practical" applications, such as 
serving as an intellectual antidote lo the gratuitous suffering often 
inflicted by advertisers, politic.ians. and bureauc.ralS, nol lo mention 
philosophers thirsting for scapegoats. 

No one goes fallacy hunting ,tn) more, though \\C do find fallac.ics i11 
abundance. Logicians have ~cc.omc far more c.<1rcful .tboul \\ hom the) 
accuse 'lf error, and on what grounds. Twenty )ear~ .1go, lcac.hcrs and 
authors who prepared drills and cx..!rc.ises did nol he~; .. ,lC lo c.ompilc 
lists of four-line quotations lo illuslr<1le , .1rious blunders, ,ts though 
fallacies were discrete spec.imcns lo be housed unclc1 glai,s. Tod.t} \\ c 
quote an entire passage or a c.h.tplcr if need be, lo gh c the students 
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enough bac.kgruund lo unde1 sl,tml the ~ubjec.l, ,md then \\ e ask them 
lo perform a sensili, e ,ugumenl rewrn,lruc.liun and <li,tgnm,is Uuhn
son and Blair 1983; F ugelin 1986 ). When an ,n gumenl is broken we try 
lo repair il, anci we encourage our 1>ludenls lo dCl likewise. This is 
known as lhe Princ.:ple •JfCharil), or gi, ing une·s uppunenl the benefit 
of lhe doubt. And lhat"s a. much ,t parl of our mural c.ude as lhe atoid
ance of fallacies. 

Finding the Golden Mean 

Comp,1.ring doublespe,tk lo fallc1.t.iei, imuhes more than matching 
members on lwo or more lisls, ,ts though (forgi,e the die.he) we were 
ordering food from c1. Chinese menu. Yel, when I firsl began lo wrile 
this essay, despite my years of experience I fully expected lo say 
something like "euphemism ,md infl,tled l,1ngu,1ge are sem,mlic. falla
cics,jargon ii, an indirec.l appe,tl lo c1.ulhoril), and gobbled)gook com
mits the fallacy of vagueness. QED."' Nmv I realize how na·ive I was 
aboul facile lrealmenls of argument pathology. 

According!), those who arc slill commilled lo lradilional fallacy 
pedagug) should be c.ummilled before lhe) wmmil more fallac.ies than 
lhe lexlbooks enumerate! (Please pardon the equi,oc.alion, plus the 
hinl of slipper) slope.) ll would, hm\e\er, be equc1.II) rash lo dispense 
\\ilh lradilion c1.lto6ether. Ai, Ill) c.olleaguc Dorolh) Berger remarks, 
"Fven lhe bt::,l cook uses or consults a c.ookbrJok ever) now and then:· 
We do 1>0, nol oul of weakness or faull) memur), bul in order lo lesl 
our slraleg> before ifs loo lale. \,\-'hen confronting nm ell) or danger, 
the besl training in the \\orld i1> hupelei,1>l) in,1dequc1.t;; )('t wilhoul il we 
are losl. To spark ,m ini,ighl or gcnerc1.le the inluiliur. needed lo resolve 
a dilemma, prior guidelines mean both e, er) thing and nolh • ~
Whether we sel oul lo m,tsler fall,tc.iei,, lo ex,tmine doublespeak, or lo 
do ,tn) thing (D1 e) fus ,md D1 e) fus 1986 ), il is ,td\ is,tble. indeed neces
sary, lo sl,trl wilh ,t "c.ookbuok""-prm ided lhal e,enluall) we learn 
how lo operale ,vilhoul one, nol jusl in an emcrgenq bul all of lhe 
lime. Thal"s whal "self-reliance·· means. Thal is also the essential 
meaning of i,<:lf-lransc.e1,denc.e. of le,11 ning rules lh,tl e,enluall) en
able us tu ,twid fullm\ing them blindl). ll follm\s lh,tl c.onlempl for 
rules is as misguided ai, 1 ule-,wrship, c1.m!jui,l ,11, di1>,1sl1 uu1>. Rules \\Cre 
me,ml lo be broken, sumelimc1> fur uu1 1>,1kc, 1>umelime1> fur lhe sake of 
lhe rulc1> lhemseh cs. If:- fine lo im enl ne,\ rules, as long as \\e don't 
become slaves lo them. 
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Although we must beware of imposing an ,1rcific.i,1l u11il) on dou
blespeak, it does not follow that duublespea~ h,1s no essenc.e. Sinc.e 
doublespeak is "language which is ,1t variance,, ith its re.ii ,r its [pur 
ported] m.!aning" (Lutz 1987), in all four of its \ ,uieties the common 
denominator is (self-)deception in the form oflies, m)stific.,ttiun, ,md, 
above all, inconsistency. 

Ever since Aristo:le, logicians ha\ e tried to pro\e th,ll conlretdic.tions 
are untenable. Unfortunately, such proof:, are circ.ul,u bec,mse the) 
presuppose the princ;ple of non-c.ontradktion, ur :.omething equi\
alent to it. 

Logicians contend that f.om a contradiction, an}thing folio,,'!-. That 
i.s true: if we assume both p ,md -p, it is eas} to pro\ e both q and -q, r 
and ~rand so on, to infinit}. This is objection,1ble because, ,,e u~u.ill) 
argue, some propositions are true ,, hile ochers ,ue fal:,e; becetuse not 
every inference we make or propound is ,ls likel} or prob,1ble ,is the 
next; became abolishing or suspending the let,, uf non-c.onlr,uliLtion 
(LNC), as Hegel attempted co do, would lead to a night in \\ hich all 
cows are black, all distinctions equal!} (in)\ alid. This le,1\ es us ,, ich the 
fictional universe of .Vuttleen Eighty-Four. As both Goldstein and 
O'Brien (who may or :uay not be the same person) desc.1 ibe it, it is a 
world governed entirely by two axioms: 

• I. Whatever the Party ~.ays. is right. 
II. Every statement is both true and false simultaneously. 

A little choughtcrime suffices to show that I and II entail 

III. Whatever the Party says, is wrong. 

And also 

IV. Axiom II is (both true and) false. 

No wonder Omell's proc,1goni:,t, 'Win:,ton Smith, gue:, m.1djmt t,-}ing 
to comprehend Par~} logic, let ,1lone abide:: b} it. Gr,mted, ,1s he de\el
ops political consciousness Winston tries repe,1tedl} to def) the let\\. 
But in Oceania there are no l,m :,, Henc.e hi~• b} bi.i:,111 e implic.,1tion 
anyone's-rebellion is poimless, futile, etnd duomed frum the outset. 
Only the re.idc::r c.,1n esc..1pe frum thi:, nightmare, nutju:,t b) dusing the 
book. but by ensuring that it remains a mere fantasy. 

Let me share two reflection:, c.onc.erning this sc.en,1rio. First, it p.ir,1-
lyzes the Part} e\en mure th,m ics \ ic.tim:,. Sec.on<l, ~nu,, ing chi:, m.1~es 
no differenc.e to the inslitutium ur the peuple ,~hu ,ue bent un c.um
plete (self-)destruccion. 
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Aristotle thought that an) one who denied the LNC was either a 
sophist or a fool, but in any case a h} pocrite; "for one is not indifferent 
to all things alike when one wants a drink of water" (Metaphysics 
I 008b20-2 I). Thus he de, ised a pragmati, teJI for ,, ould-be adherents 
of the law of contradiction (LC). If the) reall} mean what the} say, let 
them try to live by or up to its dictates, not just to debate it abstractl} or 
espouse it as a \Substitute) logical norm. Once they do try, they are 
guaranteed to fail; to expose their utter inabilit} to practice\\ hat they 
preach, because at some point the} must choose bet,,een alternati\es. 
Aristotle expresses himself quite vehememly: 

But clearly no man who sap these things ... really is so stupid. For 
ifhe wants lo go to Megara, wh)' does he go there instead of sla}ing 
where he is? Why doesn't he ... wander imo anr well or fall into 
any abyss that happens to be there, instead of carefully avoiding it, 
if he really thinks falling in equally good and not good?" (,Ueta
PhJsics I008bl2-li) 

From this viewi- ,int, we needn't fear our inabilit} to prove the law of 
non-contradiction. The burden of proof is on those who der,y it (or 
who both deny and affirm it). Their cle,er theoretical alternative 
dissches as soon as ,,e stop arguing against it ,md simpl} challenge 
them to put it into practice. We need not refute them; they refute 
themselves. 

This is very reassuring, but is it true? 

Why Doublespeakers Must 
(Mis)•: .. t! the Language of lAgic 

.\ uni,erse filled\\ ith doubl,:i.peak t,md emptied of e\er} thing else) is 
impossible anti cannot e-.en be 1.uherentl} desc.ribed. If doublespeak 
were all ther~ n·ai., we could not e, en sa} "doublespeak" unless the 
Part} commanded it! That is ,,h} .\'ineteen £1ghty-Fou1 mimics News
peak but is wmposed primaril} ir' the l,mguagc ufOidspeak. Yetthere 
are times when we almost succeed in rec1c.hing negati\e infinity, in 
historical moments that annihilc1te dbwuri.e, nutjui.t in Nc1.li German} 
or durin6 the Stalinist era, but fa1 duser tu home ,md to the present 
moment. 

Doublespeak is ins,me }et undenic1bly re,d, and therefore all the 
more threatening to those ,d10i.e i.anity, .is Om ell ,,uuld say, is ,1ot yet 
a statistic.. Doublei-2e.ik is also i.elf-<lefec1ting, but its p1 upunents and 
practitioners don't !ieem tu nuti1.c. mu1.h lci.i. 1.arc about, lin~uistic. or 
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-----moral suicide. So it is up io us to prevent doublespeak from ha\ing or 
being the last word. 

This suggests that the stuc!y of contradictions and of those S)Slems 
wlli<::h exclude {or on occasion, include) them is central to the logical 
enterprise. Here, as elsewhere, it is important to a,,oid dogmatism. 
Quantum mechanics {Heisenberg's uncertaint} ptinciple, Bell's in
equality) spurred ar.d justified the efforts of Lukasiewicz, Reichen
bach, and other pioneers of "many-valued logic" {Rescher I 969) who 
challenged the "sacred" Law of Excluded Middle {a variation of the 
LNC) because it didn't fit certain experimental situations in subatomic 
physics. Thus, like fallacies, contradictions areu't always bad or aren't 
ahays contradictions. Again, we must never revise old rules just to suit 
a whim, or to take contradictions light!). In logic as in life, tradition has 
prima facie validity, no more, no less. 

The same is true of tu man ambi, alence {IO\ e-hate relationships, for 
example), whtre ordinary logic is oftea a poor guide to understanding 
complex feelings and moods. Even so, we are rational ani .. aals, not least 
in struggling to understand and sometimes approve of the wa}S in 
which we are irrational {Eisler I 983). El en when reason fails to resoh·e 
or overcome a deep-seated human paradox, we abandon reason at our 
peril. Perhaps that is the deepest paradox of all. Of course, it is easil)' 
explained, thanks ·o the parado>.. that hur,1,m be;ngs are born paradox
generators! {Hofstadter I 979, I 985) 

Inconsistency Equals Doublespeak 

lnconsisten..:y is hardl) the onl} form of doublespeak, )el arguabl) it 
underlies all such phenomena. Hence it is bot:1 eas} to spot and 
troublesome to remO\·e, not least \\hen (like Aristotle, and despite his 
bluster) we obe) conscience b) gh ing .;~~r opponenls a full hearing, no 
matter how perverse, unfair, or inconsiderate the} ma} be. As in 
politics so, too, in logic. we must tolerate the intolerant and safeguard 
even (orespeciall}) the rights of those '"ho ,,ould notthink t,\ic.e about 
discardint the norms that make thei1 O\\n di1,sent possible. This seems 
foolish if nvl suicidal. Yer this, and onl} this, is noble. It keeps u1> 
si .,htly "above the brutes," i.e., 5lighd) abme ourselH s ,tl those times 
when we are brutes. It also pro-.ides the desired link bet,·,een the 
concepts we have just critiqued. 

Like any fallacy, but perhaps more pointed!), doubbpe<1k dolates 
canons of (self-)respec.t in \\Ord ... ;d <leed. Double1>peak c.ummils man} 
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fallacies, }'elin the end it wmmitsjust one. it n1.1kes it more difficult for 
everyone-speakers and c1udientes, c1rguers and b} standers-to be 
fully human. Difficult, }es, but as our c.omersc1.tion prO\es, not yet 
impossible. 
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7 Doublespeak and Ethics 

George R. tlramer 
Lansing Community College 

Concern about ethics, or rather about.ethic.al beh,nior, has reached an 
unusually high level in the United Stales during the Le 1980s. In these 
years we have had dramatic accounts of illegal insider trading in the 
stock market, ethics investigations aimed al unprec.edented numbers 
of federal government officials in the executive bran1.h, the Iran
Contra scandal, televangelist scandals, and public censure of the be·
havior of two leading presidential cand1Jates and a nominee for the 
United States Supreme Court. The May 25, 1987, issue of Time maga
zine was indicative of intense media attention lo these c.onc.erns. An
nouncing a cluster of cover stories, including one titled "What's 
Wrong," the outside c. .ption 1·ead, "What £\'er Happened lo Ethics." 
Much of the medi .. attention was focm,ed on unethic.al l,mguage, on 
lying and deception. The February 23, 1987, issue of U.S. News & 
World Report captioned its cover story "A Nation of Liars?" with this 
statement: "Public Concern O\er Honest} and Stand,trds of Beha\io1 
Has Reached the Highest Level Since Watergate." 

In this climate, the NCTE Cvmmiuee on Pllblic Doublespeak has 
had plenty lo work with. Its Quarterly Revze,u of Double:.j,eak has c.on
sislently exhibited pages of doublespeak from ti,~ busine!i!i ,~01 Id, fr,,m 
government and the militar}, from medic.ine ,md educ.alion, ,md from 
m,my other sec.tors of soc.iel}. Prominent rec.ipients h,t\e been identi
fied annually for the committee's Doubles 11e,1k A,\,trd, ,~hic.h is re
ported regularly by national media. The&e c.irc..umslanc.es-the 
continuing flm~ of double!ipe,tk ,md the imen!ie n,1lion,1l wnu:1 n ,tbuul 
ethics-raise !!Orne fund,unental ttue:.tions. Wh,tt'!i ,,rung ,,ith u:.ing 
doublespeak? HO\~ seriom ,t problem is it? Is it ,m ethic.,11 u1 ,t mur ,11 
issue? 

An earlier \ cr5iun of ilus c~~"} \\dS pr c~t.111< d ,11 1ht. ,1111111.il 111u1111~ uf llit. :--: .. 1iu11<1I 
Council of Teachers of English in Los Angele~ 1987. 
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Perhaps because English teac,hers generall} seem reluctant to be 
moralistic, the words "unethic,al" ,md "immor,11" h<1,e not been promi
nent in the literature of the committee. However, in its first book, 
Language a11d Public Policy, Hugh Rank as editor included the NCTE 
resolutions on which the committee· .1s founded, resolutions focusing 
or_ "dishonest" and "inhumane" m,es of language and 011 "semantic 
distortion" (vii). In describing the committee's functions in its 1988 
Directory, NCTE used the expressions "irrespon5ible" and "misusing 
the language" to describe the committee's concerns. And William Lutz, 
chair of the committee, stated "hen announcing the 1987 winners of 
the Doublespeak Award that the award was restricted "to misuses of 
langu,1ge with pernicious social or political cons-.::quences" (Lutz 1988, 
l). The official language about doublespe<1k has been strong, even if 
the question of ethics has bee1, somewl1al elusive. With the official 
language in mind, as well as e, ents ,1nd concerns of the 1980s, it seems . 
reasonable to bring the question into sharp focus. 

Some valuable beginnings were made in the earl} work of the 
committee, most notably in their book Language and Pu/Jlic Polic)', 
published in 1974. At that time Wate1 gate \\dS fresh in our minds and 
much of that ... olume ,vas devoted to anal}ses and indictments of 
Water~ale language. However, Robert C. Jeff re> 's contribution, "Eth
ics in Public Discourse," carried a stirring appeal for increased atten
tion lo ethics in speech criticism, rese,1rch, and theor} ( 177-79), while 
Hugh Rank's essay, "The Teac,her-Heal-Thyself Myth," argued for 
making moraljudgmenti, a.bout l<1ngua.ge i,itu<1tion<1lly-in the c,ontext 
of "who is sa}ing ,vhdt to ,vhom, under wh,ll wnditions and circum
stances, with what intent, and with what results" (219). In 1988 the 
Quarterly Rei•iew of Doublespeak c.uried D. G. Kehl's article entitled 
"Doublespeak; Its Meaning ,.md It'- ~k.,<1<-e." Writing ,1g<1inst the back
ground of langu<1ge such <1s tL1t of the Iran-f.,ontra scandal, Kehl 
consider ~d the deslru<-ti, e Loni,equenc,es ,v hic,h duublespe<1l,. <-dn ha\.e. 
He concluded that "doublespe,1k b so pc1 nic,iom bec,,mi,e it is ,1 form of 
psychological violence" (9). 

Those \<1lu,1ble wntributiuni, might be e}l.lended by .isl,.ing the b<1sic 
question'. h doublespe.1k unethic,,11? Rel,lled questiom n,llur<1ll} fol
low: If or ,vhen cloublei,pe.tk ii, reg,1rded <1s unethi<-<11, ,vhdl is being 
aclversel} critic,i,.ed-encls, me,rns, 01 both? And b} ,vh.tl uiteri,1 is the 
ach erse judgment m.tde? Befo1 e I ,1pp1 u.1d1 these yuestiom, I "ould 
like to define the terms "doublespeak" and "ethics." 
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The Concept of Doublespeak 

William Lutz has identified se, er,,I J..inds ·1f duublei.pe,,J.. (euphemii.m, 
jargon, gobbledygook or bure,mt.r.itese, ,md inflated 1.ingu.,ge), ,m<l 
he offers thi~ tentative definition: 

Double:.peak is language \vhich pretends lo wmmunic.ile but re,11-
ly does nol. It is language which makes the ~.1cl seem good, some
thing negative appear posit he, and something unple,1s.illl ,1ppe,11 
auractive, or at least tolerable. It is langu,1ge whilh .ivoids or shifts 
responsibility, language which is al variance with its re.ii me.ming. 
ll is language which conce..ils or prevems thought. Doublespeak is 
language which does ,,ot extend thought but limits it. (I 987, 
I 0-11) 

Building on Lutz's article, D. G. Kehl has suggested this definition: 

Doublespeak, constituting the linguistic m,mifeslation of dou
blethink and involving mcongruil} between word and referent, is 
language used lo c1,_1fuse or deceive, sening less lo express th,m lo 
impress, less lo communicate than lo manipulate. and \vhich, by 
means of elevation, obfuscation, inundation, c:rcumambulation, 
dissipation, equivocation, and pre,arica-tion, violati;s both lan
guage, the purpose of which is lo communicate, and p<>Jple, \\ hose 
human dignity demands truth, honest), and a degr,..e of autono
my. (I 988, 9) 

Kehl's suggested definition is partiwl,trl} interei.ting in th,tt it .,ttempts 
to identify the inherent sem,mtic. qu,tlit) of duuble!ipe,tl, ("inc.ungruit) 
between word ,rnd referent"), the intent of the doublespe.tJ..er ("to 
confuse or deceive," etc.), various functions of doublespeak ("eleht· 
tion," etc.), and its consequences t,iul.ttion of l,mgu,tge .md people). 
Doublespeak can be quite c.omplex, but I thinJ.. ,,e t.,m dra,v on the 
central elements in the suggei.tions of Lutl ,md Kehl to formul,tte ,1 
rather simple, yet serviceable, definition. 

One element, a distint.tion bct\\ten <loublcspe,,J.. ,md l)ing, is uni) 
implicit in the essays of Lutl ,m<l Kehl. Th.it distinc.rion \\els i.tatecl 
explicitly by Metta Winter in the Christian Science Alo11ito1. 

Doublespeak is not lym0, nor is it merel} slopp} langu.ige, il is the 
in lelllional ui.c of euphemisms, S} no11) mi.,j.11 gon, ,incl , .igueness 
which pretends lo communicate but reall} does not, or \,hid1 
implies the opposite of,, h,tl it \,ould ,1ppe,11 lo be c.ommunil,tl
ing. (18) 

I think it is useful to define ,t lie ,ts ,t c.le,11, unec1ui, oc.,11, intentional 
statement of ,t falsehood, ,md to <lii.tinguii.h l)ing from othe1 ,e1 b,tl 
deception. Keeping the distint.tion in mind, ,m<l hoping nut to 01,er-
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simplify, I believe Lhe cemral elemenls in Lhose suggeslions can be 
condensed LenLaLively imo Lhis definiLion: Double:.peak 1s deliberately 
deceptive language other than lying. Thal is Lhe definiLion which I will 
assume in Lhis discussion. 

The Concept of Ethics 

The second key concepl in Lhis essay is eLhics. By "eLhics" I simply mean 
principles of moraliLy. ELhics is Lhe philosophy of human acls, 2nd it 
supplies rules of human conducl, or princ.iples of righL and wrong. 
Those rules and principles are more fundamemal and rr.'Jce broadly 
applicable Lhan eiLher professional codes of eLhics or legal codes; 
hence, Lhey can be used LO evaluate such codes, while Lhe reverse 
generally is nol Lrue. People sil down periodically Lo revise professional 
or legal codes, bUL a moral ct-je is nol so readily alLerable. 

If moral codes are relaLively slable, however, Lhey are not uniform. 
There is no !:ingle, u11iversal moraliLy Lo which we can appeal in 
discussing ethics and doublespeak. In his book Elhir.s and Persua.,ion, 
Richard Johannesen asks, "Should Lhe eLhics of persuasion be abso
luLisLic, relaLivisLic --~~blend ofboLh?'' (xii) We are faced wilh Lhe same 
queslion in auempt.icg Lo evaluale doubbpeak by ethical prmciples. 

AbsoluLisL eLhical philosophies identify cerlain human acls as imrin
sically evil, regardless of Lhe circumsLances in which Lhey occur. Re
garding language elhics, Sissela Bok, in l)'ing: Moral Choice in Public 
and Private Life, describes Lhe absoluLisL posiLion as "prohibiLing all 
lies, even Lhose Lold for Lhe best of purposes or Lo avoid Lhe most hor
rible of faLes" (40). 

RelativisL philosophies hold Lhal Lhe moraliLy of human acls is nol 
intrinsic bul relaLive Lo someLhing ouLside Lhe ac.L, perhaps Lo Lhe values 
of a given socieLy or LO Lhe specific elemenLs of a given siLuaLion. 
Richard L. Johannesen, in EthicJ in Human Commuuiwtzon, describes 
some relaLivisL posi1ions, particularly those of !iome siLuaLionisLs, who 
"focus primarily on Lhe elemenls of Lhe spec.ific. c.ommunicaLion silua
Lion al hand Lo make eLhicaljudgmems" (57). 

But ~he lines beLween absolULisL and rel,nivisL posiLions are nol 
always so sharp and consisLenL as Lhe Lwo Lenm suggesl. Many abso
luList~, for example, have modified Lheir presc.ripLiveness by defining 
various degrees of culpabil;L} or by offering olher, less convincing 
moral disLincLions (Bok 41, 48). And siLuaLionisL!i mighL appeal to some 
absoluLe principle such as Lhe gener,tl ,velfare or Lhe sacredness of 
human life in evaluaLing specific. c.irc.um!il,tnc.es (Johannesen 61). 
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Is Deceptive Language Unethical? 

Ethics and doublespeak are not simple con<.eplS, but I ha, e .ittempted 
to define them sufficiently for the present discussion. Now I turn to the 
principle question-Is doublcspea!, unethi<.al?-and to related ques
ti0ns. Although I have defined Joublespeak as "deceptive language 
other than lying," I submit that et~icaljudgments about lying arc also 
applicable to doublespeak. Because both are deceptive language, I 
believe both are properly judged by the same principles. Th us, the 
essential question here is wnether or nut deceptive language is un
ethical. The best answer, I believe, will attempt to draw on the insights 
both of absolutist ethics and of relativist ethics. My tentative answer is 
that doublespeak, like all deceptive language, is unethical, or immor
al-u~:ially. In an attempt to validate that view, I will offer son:e 
considerations which I think might qualif} as principles for making 
ethical or ro.oraljudgmcnts about doublespeak. The !>uggested princi
ples are meant merely as exploratiom, ~ut hopefully the} can rnntrib
ute to some forward movement on tris important topic. 

Nine Principles For Evaluating Doublespeak 

l. Usi11g language is not 11eulral but is au inhereutl) good lwmau act, e.xcept 
in destructive circumsta11ces. Some other inhcrentl} good hum,m acts, it 
seems, are eating, using any of the five senses, scxu,11 i11tcrcourse, and 
thinking. Shouting or pi<.king something up and moving it around 
seem neutral. Attributing posit:•;e value to acts which sustain and 
enrich human life seems reasonable, ,md sexual intercourse is usu.ill} 
accorded special re,.erence be<..iuse of its assu<.iation with the begin
ning of human life and with the strengthening of human bonds. Yet 
sex, like eating and using the five senses, is experienced by lower 
animals as well as by humans. The attribution of special value to 
language appea1 seven more rcasur. 1Jle because language, the instru
ment and vehic.1~ of thought, elc,.ates hum.ms abO\c lm~er "nimal 
forms. Language is at the center of our full humanness, which it 
(perhaps more than anything else) sustains and cnrichei-. 

, 2. Truthfulness is a moral virtue. Aristotle said th,1t virtue is a mean 
between extremes, and that truthfulm.ss is the me,m between the 
extremes of exaggeration ,md undc1-stc1temcnt (343). (The extreme!> of 
overstatement and undentatcmcnt ,11 e reflcLted in Hugh R,mk"s Iuten
sify/Downplay s<.hema for c1nal}zing wmmunic.atiun, persuasion and 
propaganda.) Sisscla Bok, while allowing thc1t "thct e are at lcc1st some 
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circumstances which w:rranl a lie" (48), ,1u:cpls Aristotle's view lhal 
falsehood "is in itself mc,111 ,md t.ulp,1blc .. (2·1). She ,1sscrls ,1 "print.iple 
of vcrac.il) ," lhc prc:.umplion lh,1l u uthfulnc:.:. h,11, pm,ili\e \\ orlh ,md 
is to be preferred 0\ c1 I) ing "in the ,1b1>c11t.c of :.p(·t.i,11 wnsideralions" 
(32). O.1e reason Bok ,1ll.lt.hc1> imporl,mt.e lo lruthfulnc:.s is lh,1l she 
believes de<.:eplion undermines lrusl (19-20). Bok \\·riles lh,1l "trusl in 
some degree of\ cr,1cil) funt.lion1, ,1:, ,1 found,1lion of I cl,1lions ,unong 
human beings; \\·hen this lnH.L shallcr:. m we,1H ,l\\il}, inslilulions 
coll,1psc" (33). Thinking ,1boul Li _ JCt.cplion of doublespeak, we can 
add lo this Keh l's id~.1 lh,ll it ", iol,1lcs the dignil} of lhc ,rndience/ 
reader, for lrulh, honC!>l}, ,md indh idu,11 ,llllonolll> ,ire b.1sic. human 
rights" (9). 

3. The ethilJ of hutlifulueJJ a11d deaptiu11 a/>/l(l tu duubb/>eahjuJt CIJ they 
,iu tu !yi11g, eve/I tlwugh duubil'J/u:ak might bi 1hf11u·d aJ Jumet/111,g uthe1 tha11 
lying. Bok cxpl,1ins lh,1l ethicists in some .ibsoluli:.l lr,1ditions have 
,1llemplcd lo jmlif} f mm:. of det.cplion b} defining them ,IS :.omelhing 
othc1 than lies (37-38). A not.Ible cx,unple i1> the "mcnl,11 reservation," 
b} \\ hic.h one M1ppo1>edl) \,ilid,1lcs misle,1ding ,unbiguil} ,md int.om
plele sl,1lemenl1> b) mcnl,111) M1ppl} ing d,11 ifit.,1lion m missing cle
ments. Bok doe1> nol objct.l lo defining 1>ut.h 1>lr,ucgic1> ,is 1,omclhing 
other than lies "so long ,is one rcl,1ins the prerogative of morally 
cvalu,1ling lhe imenlion,111} mi1>le.1ding sl,1lcmenls" ( 15). Th,ll view 
,1pplics lo doul- 11:1>pe,1k, ,md :.ut.h 1>ll ,1lcgie1> ,1:, the mcnl,11 resen ,1lio11 
should be t.0n1>idered fo1 m1, of doublc1>pc,1l-. Pcrh,1p1> P1 esidenl Rea 
gan cmplo)ed mental rescl\,1Liun in a 1981 !>l,Hcmemquotcd b} Lutz 
in "Noles": "I \\•ill nol :.l,md b) ,md :.cc those of }0ll \\ ho ,ire depcndl:nl 
on Soc.i,11 Sewril} depri\ed of the bcncfil1, )oti\c \~orkcd :.o h,1rd lo 
e,1rn." Lull writes th,1l ,1 While Hou1,c 1>pol-c1>pcr:.on l,1lcr said the 
Pre:.idenl "\~,11> rc1>cn ing lhc right lo dct.idc \\ ho \~,is 'dt jJendem' on 
those bcncfil1>, \\ ho h,1d 'c,11 ncd' them, ,md \\ hu, thc1 ef m c, \\ ,1s 'due' 
them" (11). 

4. Du11bleJpcult IIIUlt alwa)J be jaJtijiul, wlu:11:aJ it., u/Jj,uliti, h utl,fub,cJJ, 
usually need be. This does nol mc,m th.il doublespc,1k is never 
jrn,lified, m C\ en lh,1l u ulhful11c:.1> i1> ,lh\,I):, ju1>tificd. I l doc1> me,111 lh,u 
there :.hould be, in Bok 01> \\01 (b, ,Ill "inili.il iml,.il,mt.c in ou1 \\eiglning 
of n-uthfulnes1," ,md ill> oppo1>ilc-,11, imb,11,mt.c in f,I\ m of u Ulh
fulness (32). She contends thal 

in an) situation I\ here ,I lie i:. ,I possible t.hoiLe, one must first seek 
truthful alternatives .... [O)nl} \\'here ,I lie is ,1 I.1st resort Lan o,,c 
e\•en begin to wnsiclc1 \\hethe1 01 nut it i:. 111ur,1II) jmtifiecl. (:{3) 

In hc1 vie,~, if thc1 c ,11 c 110 ,1pp,1rcnl ,1llcm,1Li\c1>, l}ing (,md I \\Otild 
l>Ub~lilUlC "<luublc1,pc,1l,.

00

) Ullll>l be fu1 llac1 jlll>lified b) \\t:ighing benefit 
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against. harm, and b) ,1ski11g hm\ ",1 publk of I c,111011,1blc person:.'· 
might evaluate the deception (59, 112). 

5. ,\ .sour - cthiwl cval11utiu11 ,if du11Mc:1/J£11k .1/,u11/d b« a M 11«/ uf 11b.1ul11t,:1111 
a11d relatitiis111. Th.1t blend is desir,1blc bct.,1mc c.1d1 ,1pp1u,1t.h h,1:, it:, 
strengths and its wcaknt.. ,es. A pure ,1b:.ulutisl \ ic\\ of dct.cpli\'c 
language-the vie\\ lh,1l it i:. IIC\ c1 111u1 .111} pc1 mi:.:.iblc, 1 cg,11 die:.:, uf 
the cirwmst,mt.cs-h,1:. b,;cn t,1l-c11 b) :.omc philo:.ophc1:, ,md theo
logians. A strength of th,1l position i11 th,1l il implit.itl) ,1sscrL~ the 
fundamental positive \i1luc of truthfulnc:.:.. A \\C,1l-11c:.:., hm\C\CI, is 
that it seems to impl} th.it 11uthi11g t.,111 C\ c1 be 11101 c import.ml th,m 
telling the truth. Prob.1bl) fc\•. \\atild .1grce \\ilh lh,1l position. Quite 
likely few of us would u4jct.l t<J rlct.ci\ ing ,I\\ uuld-bc 111111 dc1 c1 in u1 dt.'1 
tu Sa\C the intended\ it.Lim. A.id lh,1l ub:.c1 \,lliun :.uggc:.t:, the :.ll cnglh 
of the relati\ ist ,1pp1 t,,lt.h, \\ hit.Ii ,11lu\\ s u:. tu\\ cigh wntc11di11g \ ,1lue:. 
and, when ,1 sot.ict.11 \ .1luc m ,1 pc1:.m1.1l p1 int.iplc \\ cigh:. mm c hc,1\ ii) 
than truthfulness, lO ju.-,tif) dcc.cption. The \\ c,11,.nei,i, in the rel,1li\ ist 
approach, however, is prct.iselj :~ it'> l,1t.l-uf dcfiniti\ enc:.:.. The det.cp
live mind t.,111 find cndlcs:. ju:.tifit.,1liu11:, f,1\ l '. ing it:. U\\ 11 dc:.i1 c:. u\ c1 
truthfulness. A blend of ,1bsulutiMn ,md rcl,1li\ i:.111, i,cni,iti\ cl) ,md 
coni,t.irntiuusl} ,1pplicd, \'vuuld fm c:.t,111 the dc:.l1 ut.ti\ enc:,:, of both 
simplistic truthfulness and of self-serving deception. 

6. DoublelJ,cak, lilw (1·i11g, um be w,u11g 111 1·<11)i11g tit'gw·.1, di:Jm1di11g t.•11 

the circ111n.1ta11ce.1 a11d the w11.1cq11r11u:.1. A u:.cful t.011t.cpt might be bu1 -
rowed from the lr.1ditiu11 in mur,11 thculug} tl1.1l 111,11,.c:, ,1 di:.li11t.tiu11 
between murt,11 ,md \Clli,11 :.ini,, Dii,ti11t.liu11:, ,11nu11g dcg1cc:. uf M:· 

riousncss in \Hongduing ,1ppc,1l lu wmmun :.cn:.c, ,1ml the) ,11 c cm· 
bodied in t.h ii ,md t.1 imi1i.il l,m. Sut.h ,1 di:.tint.lion Ill.I) be implied in 
the "Guidelines for The Duublci,pc,1l-. \ \\ ,1rd," \\ hit.Ii indit.,1tc th.it it i:. 
gi\ en fo1 mi:.u:.c:. uf l.111gu,1gc belie\ cd tu be "mu1 c \\UI lh) uf t.cn:.111 c 
th,m the kind of g.11dcn-\,11icl) j.11gu11, gubblcd>goul-, u1 :.ulct.i:.111:, 
cmph,1si.£cd b) Ill.Ill) t.UI I cul t.1 itit.:. of l,111gu.1g~" ( 1). I \\uukl :.uggc:.l 
lh,ll mi1101 dct.eptiun:., :.ut.h ,1:, "unlc,1lhc1 h,111db,1g:.,'' \\ hik nut dc:.c1 \ -
ing the A,\,11 d, :.huuld nut be ,u1lom,1tit.,11l) di:.mi~~cd ,1:, h,11 mlc:,:,. 
llct.,lll:.c uf the fu11d,11m;11t,1l i111pu1 t,mt.c uf l1 ulhfulnc:.:., it :.ci.;111:, 111u1 c.: 
s,1h1t,II") lu idcntif) ,It lc,1:.t :.umc mi11u1 dct.cptium, ,1:, liuk \\ 1 u11g:., u1 
vcni,tl sins, r,1thc1 lh,m nu\\ iung:. ,ll ,111. Thi uugh 1 cpclitiun, ,1:, in the 
case of lhcfl, ll1c} t.,m bcwmc h,1bilu,1l ,md g1 U\\ into mut.h mu1 c 
serious \'v rungs, int.hading, ,1:. llul- :,,1):., h,11 m tu 011c:.clf-lo:,:, of integ
rity (25-27). Rcg,uding duublc:.pc,1l-, Kehl .1g.1i11 i:. helpful, he \\ 1 ilc:. 
lh,1t "dou blcspe,11,. \ iul,1lc:, the mc1:, ,mu thci1 lhuught p1 ut.c:.~n. fo1 ,1:, 
Orwell expressed the Whu1 fi.111 p1 int.iplc, 'If thuught t.u11 upt:. l,111-
guage, language can also corrupt thought'" (9). 
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7. The sj,ealwr's 01 the write, 's 111tcnt, although sig11ifica11t, may 1101 be 
definitive in clctc11ni11i11g whct/1c1 or 1wt i11au,11rate u1 11mlcacli11g la11g11age il 
tmethical. Aristotle considered intent a l-c} dctcrmin,mt in di!,tinguish
ing right from wrong (350), and dclibcr,1tcncs1> is p.irt of the definition 
of doublespeak which I havol! sugp-cstcd. \Ye can say that deceptive 
language is not ethically wrong if tnc deception is not intended, b11t 
there is another dimension to be considered. If one docs intend lo 
deceive, but for a worth} purpose, the intended desirable outcome 
does not alwaysjustify the deception. In othc1 \\ords, the end docs not 
alwaysjustify the means. Ordinaril), it ,,,ould not bcjustifi,1blc lo burn 
down a neighbor's house in order lo beaut:•} the environment. Like
wise, the goal of harmon} within ,Ill orga11ization or the goal of pa
triotism hardly seems to justif> the use of doublespeak. Another 
important consideration i1> the unc.crt,1int} of moth cl>, or iment. Lead
ers may cominc.c thc1u:.t.h cs, ,111d/or others, th,1t the, arc dee.ch ing the 
public out of cone.cm fo1 n,1tional seturit} when in f.tc.t their motive is 
lo promote a party cause. It c.iln be diffic.ult to determine one's own 
motives, and c\'en more diffic.ult to determine those of someone else. 

8. The semantic q11a 1ity of one·~ language is, itself, of ce11tral imj>ortm1ce in 
detenniniiig whethe, 01 not it rs ethical. Language ,, hic.h is lriJthful and 
ac.c.uralc, corrcspo11ding c.loscl} with the f.ic.ts, 1,eems c.on1>istc. ·.1t with its 
nature and generally good. On the other hand, langL:age which is 
inacc.uralc ,md ac.tu,111> (01 polcnliall>) dec.eplh c 1,ccms inconsistent 
with its nature ,ind gencrall> suspcc.t. Referring lo doublespeak, Kehl 
writes that it "violates 1.mguagc, wh:.;.h is intended to c.ommunicale 
rather than to manipu!;uc'~ (9). Ccrt.iinl) ac. .. mac.} is onl> one impc.,r
l,mt c.onsider,1tion in m,1l-ing ,1 mo•·,11 judgment ,1bout l,!;,gu,1gc. The 
total context of a 1>lalcmcnt must be c.onsidered, inc.luding intent, 
,mdicnc.e, and effec.ts. But if i11t.....1t b somctinu:1, clu1,h c, the mind of.m 
audience seems eicn more unc.ert,1in. Comcqucml), it c.an be \ er> 
diffic.ult to prcdic.t the cff ew, uf in.ic.c.u1 .ile l.rngu,1ge before the f.tc.t 01 
lo assess the cff ects afterwards. 

Ailhuugh ,di !1e \ ,u ;,,blcs in ,1 l,mgu.ige sil11,1tion ,ire important in 
m,1J..ing ,1judgment .ibout cthic.1>, the, ari,1blc u, .:1 "hic.h the !>pc,1!.e1 01 
writer has most control, it seems, is the l,111gu,1gc itself. Langua~~ is 
what Aristotle \\ould c.,111 the ubjcc.t of the hum,111 ,1c.l. L.l\\renc.c Fl)nn, 
interpreting Aristotle, has c>:plamed: 

The ol,J.:ct, considerc>cl as the act in the abstratt ,md strippe,: of 
intent ,llld c.irc.umst<1nc.es, bcc.umes the prim.ir} mur,11 .ispec.t ofth, 
net iti,df because it is the core of e,•ery act. ( 119) 
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9. Ethical emluati,,.is of double.!>peak .!>lwzdd J>lau a.!> mud1 empha:.i.!> a.!> 
possible on meam toward an e11d, while al.!>u gzvmg du:-atte11tz,111 tu the eud, ur 
pu:pose. Words, with a fe,v possible exc.eptiuns in im,tginati,e literature 
and word pla}, seem only to be 1. ::ans to ,c1.riom, human end1> be)ond 
language, and thm m,t} s<!em I el,tti, el) insignific.,rnt in themsehes. :l,ut 
the importance of the means, of the \\·ords themseh es, should not be 
underestimated. Eac.h use of language, if undert,tken \\ith knowledge 
and free choice, is a fully human ad and therefore should be given full 
moral attention in itself. Coarse references to sexual functions or to 
specific ethnic groups, without context, would probabl} be objection
able to most of us. They might be redeemed b) some contexts or 
purposes, but most of us would insist on that kind of justification. It 
seems that inaccurate a11d misleading statemelits should be 110 less 
seriously received anJ evaluated. 

Doublespeak is Usually Unethical 

These suggested principles, then, furnish a tentative anS\Ver to the 
central question posed earlier in this exploratory discussion. Dou
blespeak is usuall} unethical. In e,aluc1.ting doublespeak we should 
focus on it undesirable qualities as meam-e,en when it seems used 
for a gouu end-because doublespeak, unlike truthf.ilness, is pre
sumed to be harmful unless fully justified. Some c.riteric1. by ,vhich 
doublespeak would be judged adversely are these: 

l. It is deceptive 

2. There are alternative means in the situation at hand 
3. A public of reasonable persons would not judge the ends as 

justifying the deception in this particular case. 

Langt ; indeed a means toward many ends, Lut it appears that 
its capacit. ror sening c.onstrm.ti\e ends is diminished as its nc1.tural 
c.ommunic.c1.tive func.tio.1 is sub\erted, either for hc1.rmful purpm,es or 
for good or.es. Deception, inc.ludin5 doublespeak, seems too dan
gerous to be emplo}e<l light!} or often. Truthfulnes1> seems so life
em iching, in ill>elf, th,1t it can seldom fail us or often be overdone. 
Certainly it seems that more o: it ,vould signific.antl} imprme the 
, ,uality of ottr national life, ,ts e\ents of the 1980s h,we dramc1.tic.all} 
uemonstrated. 
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8 Post-Or1vellian Refinements 
of Doublethink: 
Will the Real Big Brother 
Please Stand U pr 

Donald Lazere 
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Everything s pirit.ual and\ aluable 11.1~ a gross ,md re\Olting p,1rod}, 
\el) similar to it,\\ ith the same name. Onl} u11remittingjuclgmem 
can distinguish between them. 

-Jonathan Swift (paraphrased 
by William Empson) 

In mid-197I, as ,·ariow, imestigations h,l\e subsequent!} re\e .:d, the 
White House Plumbers l: nit h,1.d alredd} been formed dnd \\ ,1.s plan
ning the burglar} of Daniel Ellsberg'& ps}c.hidtrist's offic.e dnd other 
illegal ad\ entures. The J ustic.e Department, the FBl's Co;ntelpro oper
ation, the CIA's Operation CHAOS, the Defense Department, and the 
Internal Revenue Sen ice hdd all been <..On tributing in \di iow, \\ a}S to d 
program of illegal sun·eillanc.e, sec.rel dossiers, pro\Oc.ation, forger}, 
assault, slander, and other forms of harassment ,1.g,1.inst tens of thou
sands of American citizens ranging from militant acti\ists, to non
violent civil rights \vvrkers, to liber.ils mildl} <..ritic.,11 of go\ernment 
policy. The CIA w;is also eng,1.ged in ,·arious wvert actions ,tbroad, 
such as disseminating false inform,1.tiun about (,rnd other,· 'se sub\ert
ing) the democratic,1.II} elected Allende go\ernment in Chile, l,t}ing 
the way for the coup b} a junta the1e in 1973, and the subsequent 
installation of a brutal dic.t.iturship under Generc1l Augusto Pinoc.het. 

At thi:; time Attorne} General john Mitchell made d ~peec.h ,1<..c.using 
the liberal press ofl}ing, first, in its reports th.it the :-.:i>-.011 ,1dministr,1-
tion was attempting to suppress the c.hil libertie& of iti. politic.,tl oppo
nents, and second, in its suggestions that Mitc.hell's "no-knod," l,w, 
,which was later repedled as un<..unstitution,11) \ht& one sud1 re~tric.tion 
on civil liberties. UPI gme the folluwing ,1c<..0unt ot Mitc.hell's speed1. 
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"Actually, the no-knock provision ghes mor citilen protection, 
not less," he said, "bec,iuse the dee.is ion to enter ,ind Sl',trc.h is t,1l..e11 
from police and give11 to ,1juclge, who must ,1ppr0\e a 'no-knock' 
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entry." [As though police pre, iousl} had the ,mthorit} to enter md 
search without a warrant.] 

"These arc only two public issues that arose om of a shocking 
contempt for truth and a cheap surrender to instinct," Mitchell 
said. "Nor do I blame the public, so much as the sharp erosion of 
professionalism among many who ha\'e the public's ear." 

"Whether parents or students, the people are no better in
formed than the qua lit} of their information sources. Can we 110\\ 

allow oursel\'es, in our national decision~, to ,1bandon fact in farnr 
of emotion?" 

_ Mitchell said some news media reporting reminds him of 
George Orwell's novel 1984 and its language of "Newsp~ak," in 
which words assume opposite meanings-wrong becomes right, 
and fiction becomes truth. "I belie,·e that we Americans are not 
now, and never will be, ready to speak that language," Mitchell 
said. 

Not even Orwell could foresee that the mm,texquisite refinement of 
doublethink would be for Big Brother to imuke ,\.11eteenE1ghty-Four, 
thus reversing his role with that of Winsto':1 Smith b} ponraying 
hi.:nself as the victim rather than the perpetrator of doublethink and 
Newspeak. Toda} those in power ila,e learned not simpl} to commit 
misdeeds and lie about them, but to ,1ecuse those ,vho would expose 
them of being Orwellian confounders of the truth. The Nixon admin
istration, which ,, rought this rhetorital plo} to perfe<.tion, shou:d be 
memorialized in a permanent title for it: Agnewspeak. 

Agnewspeak-Lessons in Intentional Doublethink 

In a speech ghen injam:ar} 1972, fi,e months be1ore the Plumbers 
were flushed in Watergate, Vi<.e-President Agnew <.ited a column by 
Norman Podhoretz in the previous month's Commentary: 

The editor of Commentary magali:1c recent!} exammed the cha, ge 
that we are Ii, ing in a repressive society and cuncludcd, as others 
have, that the <.harge is totall} absurd. In ,m,1lyzing this rhetorical 
auacl,. on <\merica, he wrote, "Ne,·e1 has there been so mucl, talk of 
repression, but never has there been so L --:zt a degree of civil 
freedom, probably in the history of the world, as exists in the 
United States today." (Nobile 1971, 6) 

In earlier speeches, Agne,v h,1d ,tttributcd these .11legedl} fraudu
lent criticisms of the Nixon .idmini~tratiun tu the <.clebr,1ted "effete 
corps of impudent snubs ,~ ho dur,1<.te1 ize thcm~eh cs .is i11telle<.tu,1ls" 
(Porter I 976, 43). He further charged that 
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The elite consists of the raised-eyebrow C} niu., the anti-intellec.tual 
intellectuals, the par.1pered egotists \\ho sneer at honest}', thrift, 
hard work, prudence, common decency, and self-denial. (Nobile 
1974, 5) 
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In 1973 Agnew was indicted for taking bribes and C\ ading income 
taxes as Governor of Maq land and as \'i<.e-President. He pleaded no 
con test and resigned the\ i<..e-presidenq, afte1 \\ hi<..h :-=ixon appointed 
as his replacement Gerald Ford, ,~ho in turn pardoned ;\,;ixon after the 
latter resigned under impeachment. 

One coulci continue ad infinitum to retell Orwellian tales from the 
Watergate archives-and it is necessar} to retell them periodicall}, 
considering the recent tendenq to let the histor} of\\'aterg,lle disap
pear down the memor} hole under the pretext that it's stale old stuff
and besides, ,1 .. ~~students(\\ hose ignorance of this chapter of histor} 
is staggering) are .always saying, "Nixon ma} have pulled one dumb 
stunt, but he dido t desP.ne to be crucified for it." However, two more 
recent revelati•;us from the Agnewtonian Age \\ill suffice for present 
purposes. One: is the information revealed b} the Columbia journalism 
Review that the FBI in the earl} seventies ,1ttempted to dis<..redit the 
left-wing Liberation News Service (LNS) b)· circulating c1'lonymoc.1s 
letters to leftist newspapers and organizations \\hic.h falsel} accused 
LN S of being an FBI front (Mackenzie 1981 ). The other is a confiden
tial memo, reprinted in AlSatdt on the A,Jedia. The .\'ixun Years, by William 
E. Porter, from Nixon aide Jeo Magruder to White House Chief-of
Staff H.R. Haldeman and Communications Director Herbert Klein, 
datedjuly 17, 1970, and titled "Tentative Plan: Press Objectivity."The 
following were some of Magruder's propo. ·s to counter what was 
perceived to be anti-Nixon bias in the news m,!dia: 
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Plant a column with a syndicated columnist which raises the ques
tion of objectivity and ethics in the news media. Kevin Phillips 
could be a good choice. (271) 

Arrange for an article on the subject in a major consu"ler 
magazine authored by Stewart Alsop, Buckley, or Kilpatrick. Also, 
request Hobe Lewis to ,·un a major article. (271) [Lewis was editor
in-chief of i," , 1er's Digl'st.] 

Arrange tor m "expose" [sic] to be written by an author such as 
Earl Mazo or Victor Llsky. Publish in hardcover and paperback. 
(272) [In 1977, Lasky published a book defending Nixon, titled It 
Didn't Start With Waterbate.] 

Generate a massive outpouring n• letters-to-the-editor. (273) 
Uonalhan Schell's The Time of Jll115w11 1 ·• ..:sen ts evidence th,,t Nixon 
and Haldeman's method for gener;,.mg such letter~, not onl}' to 
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the press but to members of Congress ,md the White House itself, 
was to forge them and send them out O\'er the sign,1tur<:s of 
ordinary citizens around the country.] 

· Unintentional Doublethink
Lessons in (Self-)Deceit 

In the previous example!>, doublethink re!>ulted from delibc,·ate m,t· 
nipulations of the truth. Often, ho" e,e,, it i!> unintentional, im oh ing 
the process of rationalization that Orwell described in Si11etew E•i;:hty
Four as leading into "the lab}l'inthine \\Orld of dvublethink" (0r ,,•ell 
1949, 25). The Communists, for example, are Orwellian twisters of 
truth and threats to demc-:rac}, who belie-.e that the end justifies the 
means; the onl) \\a} to th,, ut them is to fight fire \\ith fire, so ow end 
justifies the same means ,,s theirs, including l)ing. "To repudiate 
moralit) while la}ing daim to it, to belie,e that dcmot.raq wa!> impossi
ble and that the Party •✓as the guardian of demolracy .... " (25) 

Furthermore, what is and what is not doublethink is often a sub
jective judgment upon which ratiClnal people disa)!ree. In current 
American discourse, the most dizz}ing confusions bctneen BiJ Broth
er and Winston Smith are found not arr.ong the profes!>ional politicians 
and paid disinformers, but among some of our most respected jour-
nalists and ~d10lars. Even more than the contempordries of Orwell _•i_'I 
whom he berated for this trait, the present intel11:Llual left and right 
mimic one another's language unLannil}, and nu,\ p,irtofthatmimicr} 
is regularly citing Orwell against each other. 

Oro,ell vs. Orwell-Enter the flail of Min-ors 

Orwell's own ke} \\Ords and ideas ha-.e bewme \iLtims of the corrup
tion oflanguage and thought he deplored. As ,\al> almu!>l ine-.itable in 
this age when an} rhetorir:al ethos quiLkl} gets didaed, wopted, and 
tra\estied, the great On, di texts are becoming suc.h a c.!ebased curren
cy, by being cited on .111 sides of ever}' issue, that they may soon no 
longer be usable toward an} legitimate pu;po!>e. The appeal to Orwell 
as an authority has simpl) been added to the "mass of lies, evasions, 
folly, hatred, and schilOphrenia" th,tl he sa" as the es!>ence of n,odern 
politics (Orwell 1952, 4:137). 

Midge Deeter, director of the neownsen,1ti\e Committee tor the 
Free World, said in support of the.; Commiu,:c's founding in 198~ to 
combat the • ieas of American left;~l ;,,Lelle,.l'.,als: "Anti-democratic 
ideas have eped into the LUlture Jl c-.cr} pL,int, wrrupting thought 
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and debasing language almost ell.c1ctl)' term fo1 term, c1s George Orn tll 
predicted" (Goldstein 1982, 1). Leftists promptl) responde<l ,\ith ob
servations about the On\ellian O\ertones in the d1oic.e of the wmmit
tee's first major effort, with an ad in the ,\'ew York Times in April 1981 
which defended the Reagan administr,llion'1, support of thejuntc1 in El 
Salvador, widely regarded as one of the \\Orld"s bloodiest regimes 
(B-7). The previous vear, Bertram Gross·s book Friend!)' Fascism 
claimed that neoconsen ,1th es and other member1, of the Ne,~ Right 
establishment like Deeter had surpas1,ed.Vi11eteenEigiity-Fo111 in propa
gating "triplespeak" (Gross 1980, 19). On the other side, Arnold 
Beichman 's book .Vme Lies about America cited th_ fac.ile application to 
America of the word "fascism"' b} Gross tin c1.n earlier article) and other 
leftists of that period as a classic <,1se of Orwellian corruption of 
language (Beichman 1972, 36-38). 

Ur. vs. Them-Different Sides, Similar Argum!'n/s 

Nol only in their citations of Orwell against e,1eh other, but on e\el) 
issue, each side attributes tot.1111ghteou1,ness to its 0\\ n c.au1,es and total 
iniquity to its vpponents. To be a regular reader of journals like The 
Nation, The rillage Voice, and In These Times on the left, and Commentmy, 
National R, view, and Amenwn Spella/01 on the right, is to be constant!} 
reminded of the inelegant but profound foll,. S<l} ing, "£\er} bod} shits, 
but your own doesn't stink." 

Each side constantly accuses the other of a double standard in 
judging the left and the right, worldwide and domesticall)'- Jeane 
Kirkpatrick's famous 1979 Commentary c1rtic.le, "Dic.tatorship and Dou
bl, -:tandards," which prompted President Reagan to appoint her 
Amt,assador to the United Nations, charged that the United States 
under the Carter administration·s human rigl.ts policies exacted a 
stricter standard from friendl)', right-\\ing dict.itorships thc1.n from 
Communist ones or from terroristic. insurgents. Leftists countered b} 
accusing Kirkpatric.I,. of Orn elli,m 1,em,mtiL g} mn.istic.s in distinguish
ing merely "authc.ritarian .. right-\\ ing dic.tc1.torships from "totalitarian·• 
Communist ones and in euphem1stiL.tll)' describing the former as 
"moderately repressive" and ruled b) "moderate c1utocr,1ts.'' Noam 
Chomsky and Edward Herman (1979) pointed to the Ame•ic.c1.n right's 
double '-tandard in using the word "terrorism·· onl} in referenc.e to 
leftil>t insurgents. Herman (1982) wrote in The Rec1l Terra, .\'etwod,. 
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We have be•:n lh<ing not on I} in an age of es<:alating "terrorism'" bm 
in an age of Orwell, where words are mdndged and propagand,1 
and scholarship are organi.ted so th<1L terro1 111N111.1 the lesser ter-
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ror-the greater terror is defined out of ei..istence and ghen linle 
allention. With the accession to power of Reagan, Haig, and 
Kirkpatrick we have entered the post-Orwellian era. Claiming a 
new dedication to fighting "terrorism," this administration has 
rushed to the support of the \,oriel's lead:.1g terrorists, including 
the rulers of the most torture-prime NSSs [National : 0 c:urity 
States] and assorted other right-wing governments with a pro
clivity to violence. (13) 

The game on both sides is not just tu quuque but tu solus. Each 
portrays the other sicle"s forces-the domestic. ones, not simply their 
foreign connectiom.-.is the impl,tc.able, exc.lusive enemie;, uf freedom 
and democracy, and its own forces as their pristine, ~ole defenders. 
Each views its own side as feeble, dispersed, and persecuted by the 
Other, which is alwa)s porlra}ed as all-powerful, lavishly financed; 
intricately coordinated (if nut c.onspiralorial), in t) rannical control of 
the government, mass media, schools, universities, and think tanks. 
The other side's personalities and ideas are alwa)s "trendy" and "fash
ionable," and alwa)S get circulate,' al cockt.iil parties. (No one on Our 
side ever, ever goes to a cocktail p,irl), or ,vould be caugl:t dead having 
a fashionable idea.) Our journalists are pillars of integ•·it} and inde
pendence who write "exposes" and "make revelations"-Theirs are 
propagandists and secret agen~s \\hvse writings are made up of 
"smears" and "innuendo:· Each ,tc.c.mes the other .ilterndtel) of elitism 
and of debasing elite stand.irds, uf eff ele intellec.lualism and of anti
intellectmdism. 

Each side also co11siders itself the exc.lusive guardian uf im'!llectual, 
moral and aesthetic. stand.irds -\\ hid1 ,ue lll1llcr cum,lant siege frum 
the other guys. Robert Moss, co-author uf The Spike, .i trash) right-wing 
propaganda novel, became arbiter of literar) taste in re'viewing As
sassination o:. Embassy Row, b) John Dinges a~~d Saul L.mdau, for 
National Review. (The book under revie\, ,vas .in ,tc.wunl of the killing 
of Chilean politici;tn Orlando Letelier, a c.,tse in \vhich neither tlte 
book's autllors nor Moss were impartial .inal)sls, as \\e wtll see.) Un
doubtedly taking his c.ues front left revie\,s ufThe Spike, l\fo.,~ desc.ribed 
the book as "sloppil) \Hillen,jargon-lu,tded, ,md ,ts \\dl-urg,miz,:d as a 
mangrove swamp ... [T)his awesome!) bad buok ... (uses) the vocab
ulary of the politic.al guun·· (Moss 1980, 1147-48). ~ac.h side is equally 
quick lo drop its standarJs and jump into the g1. ,er t0 sav.ige any 
opposition work or lo uncritiL .. 11) l,md ,tn) lr,tc.l th,tl fa\Urs its 0\\11 
causes. The unc.:ritic.al praise b} muc.h (though not .ill) uf the left pres~, 
for the Costa-G.i .as film .\fo~i11g, \\ hic.h pt esented ,t lefti~l bi,t~ un the 
coup in Chile, mirrored the right pres~·~ ,tdul,ttm) 1espon .. e lo Tle 
SJ,ike. 
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Each side's journalists and scholarll are predillpolled to ctLLept, ,vith
out challenge, assertions llupporting their llide "hose <loLUment.ttion ill 
dubious or lac.king altogether-while llimult,meoulll) questioning \\ith 
scrupulous care, the other side"s e,idenLe. Dowment,1tion \\ithin e,Kh 
side's networks tends to be "symbiotic'· (,ls Ronald Reagan, in a I are 
lucid insight, once phrased this phenomenon) ,mcl ,mthors frequent!) 
cite as proof asllertions that ha\.e pre, iousl} appe,ned in ,tllied publiLct
tions, even if they were unsupported in that sourLe. Thus Ed,,,ud Jct} 
Epstein revealed how in the late llixties the fabe d,1im that twent)-eight 
Blac.k Panthers had been killed b) the police Lirculated throughout 
liberal journalistic circles without an}one bothering to check it out 
(Beichman 1973, 47-51). Ami Hillel Levin pointed out in 1i,e Nati'J11 
(Dec. 6, 1980) that Rael Jean Isaac, author of an article in lvli<IJ. eam 
earlier that year which attac.ked the leftist Institute for Poli9 Studies, 
cited an article b} Joseph Sh,lllan in Commentary fo1 , erification of the 
contents of an alleged IPS internal memo. Le\.in cheLked Shattan·s 
footnote, to find that /m source \\as an earlier ,11tide on the same 
subject-by Isaac (Levin 1980, 609). 

Each side delights in Lcttd1ing oppo',ition reprellentati\.ell in wnflicts 
of interests, while covering up its O\\ n. \Vhen either ill ,Kl.Used of such 
conflicts, the first response is to den} them, theu ,, hen presented with 
irrefutabk proof, to r.1tionaliLe tliem. Similar!}, ,,ith re\.elationll of 
allies· \.Cilllll> upponentll' ctslloLicttiom ,\ith foreign gmernmentll or ,vith 
U.S. inteli, 0 "'nLe agenLies, eac.h side presumell that sud1 associ,llions b} 
its friendi:. (when the} can no longer be !>Uppreslled or denied) are 
aboveboard, altruistiL, ,md julltificd in the defemt' of f1eedom ,md 
democrac.y-while those on the other side rcprellent llinister wnllpir
Jcies and personal opportu1.im1 . .-\II ot the fullmving m,1ter:,.1 ill b.tsed 
on secondar} sou re.es w hollt U\\ n c.redibilit}, of Lourse, reite1 c1tes the 
same questions subject to this article. 

Left vs. Right-Different Sides, Similar Behavior 

Robert Moss·s re\.ie1\ in .\'at1u11al Rev,c,i of ,\jj(l,.1ji11atiun unEmba.H) Row 
by J0hn Dinges and Saul Lmd,m ,ILLUSCll the ,1uth01ll ,mcl othe1 medi,1 
friends of the Institute for Policy Studies (IPS) of "spiking" (i.e., 
supprel,sir.g) mention of doumu.n,ll fuun<l in the briefL,tlle of allsassi
nated Chilean politician Orl,mclo Letelier (Molls 1980, 1148). These 
documents c1llege!c.!l) linked Letelie1 ,mcl IPS ,\ith Rulllli,11t ,,ud Cub,111 
intelligence c1genc.ies. tLctelier ,md Lmd,m \\et e both fellm, s in the 
Washington h.::a<lquarterll of IPS ,md in Moss'll The Spike d thinl} 
fictionalized IPS is ,1 KGB front.) Mollll poinll> out th.it, ,, bile Dinges 
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and Landau do discuss a leller in lhe brief<.,1se from Sah,1dor Allende's 
daughler, Bcalriz, in which she menlions lo Lelelier lhc1l he ,vas being 
p2id $1,000 a monlh b} lhe remn,mts of lhe Allende governmenl 
~xiled in Cuba, lhe aulhors describe Be.1lriz's husband only as "a 
Cuban govcrnmenl official" (Dinges and Lc1ndau 1980, 15), whereas 
Moss idenlifies him as "one of lhe top officers in Caslro's secrel service" 
(Moss 1980, l 148). Moss furlher notes lhat Dinges and Landau make 
no menlion of:! leller in lhe briefcase lhal Ltlelier was lo deliver by 
hand from Landau lo a friencl in Cuba,\\ hich slaled Landau's commit
menl lo "making propaganda for American socialism" (Moss 1980, 
l 148). Landau laler acknowledged (pers. corresp.) lhal his teller was 
only a frie.1dly greeling, and lhal Moi,s took lhe quole aboul propagan
da oul of ils jocular conlexl. Meanwhile, Moss fails w menlion a 
passage in lhe Dinges-Landau book which sa}S of lhe charge lhal 
Lelelier was a Cuban agenl, "The FBI found no evidence ~elelic, was 
working for any governmenl, eilher Cuban, Chilean or r,lher." (Dinge1, 
and Landau 1980, 371). 

Aryah Neier respond1.:d lo Moss's review wilh an article cnlilled 
"The IPS and lls Enemies" in The }\}atwu, Decer.1ber 6, 1980, refuling 
Moss's inlerprelalion of lh·: Lelelit::, dc ... ume;,t: as evidence of a 
Cuban-I PS conspiraq. Bul r :eier docs nol ;nention Mo:;:;'s idenlifica
lion ofBealriz Allende's husL.~'."' :i.s a Cul.Mn inlelligen<.,'! officer, and 
he rej>ealS Dinges and Landau's cha,-J.' crizalion of hi•11 a. only "a 
Cuban government official" Nor does l'.eic1 !·cpl} lo M~ss's reference 
lO the Landau leller. 

On lhe olher hand, Moss s review menlions nolhing of his own 
vested inlereslS in Chile. According lo.~ 1980 arlicle b} Fred Landis in 
lhe liberlarianjournal biquiry, ,d1e,1 ".,h.1dor Allende ,v.1!> President of 
Chile in the early sevenlies, M05s worked for a Chilean lhink lank, lhe 
Instilule of General Sludies, .1 CIA fronl lhal fahric.aled disinforma
lion based on fvrged documenls linking Allend1.. lo C0.,mmnisl plots, 
and lhal olherwise conspired lo O\erlhro,\ him. Aud Lmdis reports 
evidence lhat Moss'i, pro-Pinochcl book Chile~ Marxlll Expem11ml was 
secretly financed b} lhe CIA, ,vhich chose him lo wrilc il, provided lhe 
lille and oulline, and paid for his lrip lo Chit.:. Mos!, l,1lt::, moved on lo 
work for the SomoLa regime in Ni<.,1r,1gu.i, ,vhic.h paid him $40,000 a 
year as edi.ur of a pro-gO\-ernmcnl ncws\vcckl}. Landis nolcs lhe 
Orwellia:i lwisl lhal lhc consen.1lh e 01 g.miL,1liun <..1llcd Acuiraq in 
Medb has designaled Moss "lhe fi11c1>l imei,lig,1lh,e repurlcr of our 
era" (Landis 19r.o, 23). 

Moss's National Fevieu1 ,1rlidc ,1li,o s,1p, nolhing ,1buul ,1 p«ss,1ge in lhe 
Dinges-Landau book alleging lh,1l ,1 \\Cck bc::fo1e hill ,15s.ii,1,in"'t" ·,11, lwo 
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of Letelier's murderers ,·isited the offic.e uf Scn,1tm J11ncl> :Jud.le) 
(brother of William F. Buckle}, editor uf Xatw,wl Review) tu see a 
cousin of one of them \\ho \\Urkcd fur the ~c11,1tm (Dinge!i ,me! Lmd,1u 
1980, 21-22). Another book on Letelie1 publil>hcd in 1980, Death in 
Washington, by Donald Freed and Freel Lmclis, ,1c.c.usecl Wil!iam Buc.k
ley of being an acc\Jssory in Letelic:r'l> m11rdc1, ,is \\ ell ,ll> h,I\ ing ,1 lung 
history of complicity with the CIA and the Chilean ,rncl Cub,m right 
wings in both his publications ,rnd hi!> C.U\ ert ,1c.th itiel>. It i~ ,1 m,1ttcr uf 
public record, not disputed b} Buc.kle), that he and other .Vatio11a/ 
Review associates helped form the .-\meric.,m-C:hile,m Cuunc.il in 197-1, 
against whic.h the Justice Dep,11-tment filed ,1 suit (in 1979) th,1t forced it 
to register as an agent of the right-\\ ing Pinuc.het gO\ crnment. Be
tween 1974 and 1979, ,\'ational Review published se,eral ,irtides b} 
William Buckley, Rubert Moss ,me! other!! dcn}ing ,Ill} im uhement of 
the Pinochet government, pl,I} ing up the briefc.,~e lette1 !i tu im plic.Jte 
Letelier in !ipy intrigues, and suggesting, as one ,irtide put 1t, th,1t 
Letelier ma} ha\e been killed b} ,1 "left-,,ing Chile,m group intent on 
disrupting Chile's relations with the United St,1tes" (Judil> 31). Agents 
of the Pinochet Government's sec.rel pulic.e, hmvc\er, ,,e1e c,entuall} 
convicted for the murder of Letelier and an IPS ,1ssociate, on the 
confession of one of them--,\ hu \\ al> ,,bu um: uf the , il>itu1 l> tu Scnatur 
Buckley's office. 

The Freed-Landis book, in turn, provoked a libel suit b} the CIA 
officers it accus"d of c.umplic.it} in the Lctelier killingl>. Suppo1 ted b} 
the Bucklers, the CIA men denuunc.ed the book's "absurd c.h,irges." A 
subsequent ad in The Nation (October 3, 1981) fur the Donald Freed 
Defense League attributed this suit to part of ,1 c.,11np,1ign, pt sl·ed b} 
the Re-.igan administration, tu !itiAe further ,uic.es thJt di!isent to 

police state organi..:ations ,tnd their ,Kth itiel>. ::'\incteen eight}-une 
counts down to 198·1" (311). The libel suit ,1g,1inl>t F1ec<l ,,,ll> e\ entu,,11} 
dismissed in court. 

Will the real Big Brother please stand up? 

Any Escape from the Hall of Mirrors? 

Is there any way out of this Orn ellian h,111 uf mi1 WI l>t It \\ould 
apparently be too muc.h to expec.t eithc1 !iiclc tu m,1kc the modest 
concession that its U\\n shit docs on oc.c.,1l>ion l>tink, tu ,1clmit that it is 
predisposed to the equ,il ,me! opp~ -,itc p,tllCt nl> uf bi,1:. it ,ll.tuses the 
:>ther side of. And }Cl, ,v hat sensiLle IJl.l l>Un c.uul<l den} the ,1pplic.a-
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bilily lo all polilical polemics Loda) of E.P. Thompse,n's observalions 
aboul lhe opposing sides in lhe nuclear arms race? 

Each bloc is at pains to den} and conceal its own areas of greatest 
military strength, aud to ad\'ertisc a pretense to strength in areas 
where it is weak. The intelligence agencies that report on each 
other's resources arc thcmscl\'CS <1n interest group, Mth high ideo
logical motivation, and on occasion tllC) delibcr,ncl) manufacture 
alarmist reports ... The name of the game, on both sides, is 
mendacity (I!;) 

One possible form of semanlic depollulanl mighl be a journal or 
regular TV or radio program eilhcr based on .i debale formal (~uch as 
lhe magazine Skeptic, which unforlm .. tlel}' did nol g.iin enough c.ircula
lion lo survive) or serving a simil,tr function lo Alberl Camus's idea, 
never realized, for a "conlrol n..:wspaper" regul,u·ly invesligalin~ lhe 
accuracy of reports in olher media of all political persuasions. Such a 
journal would lake as its poinl of deparlure lhe ass,tmplion lhal all 
polilical factions are subject to Lheir distincl paue, .. ., of bias and con
flicls of inleresl, «nd woulds :rve as a referee, ime:.lig,ning and weigh
ing lhe opposing claims of .:ach ,1ccordingl}', perhaps with an edilorial 
slaff drawn equally fror. Lhe various sides. Anolher possible anlidolc 
would be for lhe public lo demand l:1,tl govt: nmenl official!--from 
lhe President on down-and olher polilicians, as well as journalisls, 
scholars and ll.'c1,:hers, be regular!) reqmred to debale opponenls face 
lo face, ralher lhan being allowed lo make unchallenged edicls. 

Pending lhe eslablishm :nl of such a referee journal, Lhe templalion 
musl be resisled to lapse inlo lhe C)nical a.ssumplion lhal all sides lie 
equally and that lhe trulh is entirely a matter of subjeclive percep
lion-precisely lhe doclrine of The Parly in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Even 
if no one side has lhe lolal or c.onst,ml c.l,1im LO lhe Lr ulh eac.h habilually 
assumes il has, and even when lhe rhelorical pauerns of lwo sides 
mirror each olher, one ma) slill be righl and lhe olher wrong on any 
given issue and, on balance, in generctl. Vnremiuingjudgmen~ must 
be made, according to our besl lighls, if we ,1re to save our s,mity and 
keep from being pulled fal,tll} inlo the lab}'rinlh of doublelhink. 
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Richan! Ohmann 
Wesleyan Univel'sity 

Mainstream reprcscnt,llium, of the \\otld-m) 1,ubjct.t in thb c1>1>,l)
are rich in icleologic.,,I wurd1>, t.unt.CJ'll>, ,incl im,1gcs ti· •, .1 g1 ad u,11 
histol'ical process has familiarilcd for most pcupJ,: in thi1, sut.ict}, 
Reagan's gladiators wulcl send up n,'\\ cxu·,l\,1g,mt.ics of \\•ord ,md 
thought ifrerdomfightm ,is .1 term fu1 1:ght-,\i11g mu1dc1er1> ,md mc1• 
c,'.nal'ics), but they .. iid so within a scjn,mtit. field ,1lrcad} bent and 
smeared, over decades of in,perial rh.!i.:;rit.. In Ill) , ic,\, the ,1ct.cptcd 
language of U.S. foreign pulit.} is c,cn morc,t.urrupt ,md d,111gcruu1> 
than the crass jingoism of the particular Reagan moment. 

Not thut it's unimportant le expose ,md ridiwle the bl,1t,mt distu•· 
tions, euphemisms, .1ncl lies. Critic.,11 intcllct.t11.1h,, \\ Im du h,nc ,it lc.11,t ,1 
small public voit.c, h,1\C thcreb} ,1 rc1>pu111>ibilit) tu I c1>bt C\>Cr) nC\\ .it.t 
of linguistic cynicism or lcgcrdcmai11. . o fix on 1,umc 11udca1 t. .... .!111-
plcs: we should make a dis1.a, r~•;ul 111..11sc when the Emperor of the 
Free World decides tu c.all the ~IX mi1>1,ilc ~)l>lem the Peacelwe/m, nu 
question. But the world doesn't need us to keep \\.ltt.h u, c1 such 
murderous tumfoulcr}, ,1 humhcdjuu111,1li1,tl. ,md pulitit.i,1111> \\ill t.l} 
halt, and the nen us,1gc \\ ill go the \\,I} of t;1c l,1tc fifties '-uin,1gc, clean 
bomb, with its radi,1tion me,1surcd in Sw1.1hi11c: L'11i/.1-l,rnghcd ul,L of the 
lexicon. In front of me as I \\-rite is Nic.ulc Hull,mder'1, c.umic. strip, 
"Sylvia," a neat example: 

The !leagan Admini~1r.i1io11 ,11111oum.ccl th.ii :.intc 1hc I c11,1111i11g or 
1he MX missile "Peacckecper" h,1~ prmed ,ll<.ep1,1ble lo 1he Ameri
can public, ii will now refer 10 unemplo) menl figure~ ,is "worker 
\'aca1ion s1a1is1ics," and 10 .he rece~~ion as "doing 1hc hoke)· 
pckey.''I 

A widcl} read book lil-.e .\'11he.1f1eoh,'l ~·:ur'> L) ,11>1>cmbling ,1 t.ollct.tiun of 
these terms, can dist.rcdit them. To 1-...i:'. through the tuugh-c.,1su,1l 

Cop)·right ~ 1987 b) Rid1,1rd 011111,11111. R .. pru,11.J L> IJtlllll)>lull uf \\c~lt).tll Umn:r-
sity Press. • 
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1exicon of megadeath:., ,me/ea, umbrella:., clean swgzcal ltrikes, cities as 
bargaining c/1ips, and so on, is to percei\ e this as a code facilitating the 
zany death games of smartasse~ from Rand and the Pentagon and 
Har\'ard; boys who have somehow gr.iduated from fraternit) pranks 
to a deadly and irresponsible preeminence without growing up. O.- c1 

fine piece of reportage like Robert Scheer's \\'1th Enough Slwvels3 can 
provoke a healthy terror mainl} b} quoting the night thoughts of those 
wi.:> have the power to end all our li\'eS. 

The limit on this remedy is that it promotes a vision of c. ur leaders as 
Dr. Strangcloves, and ht:nce a hope that we might regain sanity in 
public di!>c')urse merel 1 b) turning out of office .1 particul,ff group of 
maniacs. But an} ne\v set of leaders, short of a go..,ernment genuinely 
oriented toward peace, would inherit the death machine and the 
generals and the lobbyists, as well as the accumulated legacy of concept 
and language that has been left us by fort} years of carrying on daily 
life with the bomb in our midst, and of learning not only to think the 
unthinkable but to forget that it is unthinkable. Th<! language of 
military policy is a stn,cture of qui .... , deadly euphemisms beneath the 
veneer of blatant, deadly euphemii.:ns like "Peacekeeper." Conser
vatives and liberals, doves and hawks alike, wear this vocabulary like a 
comfortabie old hat. Getting rid of the Reagan administration, with its 
policies drawn from the lunatic Right, would not purify this deeper 
stratum of language and thought. 

Thus, it is easy to mock a supposedly reassuring term like nuclear 
exchange, and insist on substituting the more blunt nuclear war-}et war 
itself soothes and deceives in this context: A war is a military conflict 
between nations through the engagement of their armed forces, with 
civilians pretty freely· killed along the way, and with territory and 
power to be won or lost. That's bad enough, but in no significant way 
does the definition appl) to the e\·ents that would take place were the 
Soviet Union and the United States to cut loose with their missiles. This 
would not be a conflict, but a technological spasm beyond the control of 
either side. It would not be between 11atw11s, but would annihilate all 
nations, at least in the Northern Hemisphere. fhe am1ed forces of the 
U.S. and U.S.S.R. would ne\•er ·11gage with eat.h other. The ,•ery 
distinction between cwzlzaus and • .rmed fore.es" \vould ,anish, except 
that some of the higher rankin 6 military men, ten stories under
ground, would probabl) sunive for a ,..,hile longer than an} ci,ilians. 
No nation could retain its identit} as a societ}, much less win, none 
would be able to ocrnp} the uninhabitable territory of another, and no 
power of human institutions, including gmernment, \\Ould remain. 
The term war masks all this, ,tnd mc1kes the unprecedented and abom
inable seem routinely horrible. 1 
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Likewise, nuclear weapons are not weapons ()'OU c.,.:. t use them to 
fight, or wage a battle).'> Strategic nude.tr missiles c.oull .mplement no 
strategy, if fired, and in fact would obliterate the \er~ :lationship of 
means to ends that makes strategy a meaningful con ?l. The word 
defe,ise, already a sick joke for other reasons in the I- tse, "Depart
ment of Defense," implies in a nuclear context somet , 1g that cannot 
be the case, for there is no defense against missiles ..:a: 1 \ :ng nuclear 
bombs. (The fond hope that there might be, a ho1•l latent in the 
misused word, has helped make the Strategic Defense 1. iL.ati\e politi
cally viable though almost all scientists thi11k it rechn1 .. a.ly absurd.) 
Security, as in "national security" and "collective secur.tr," refers to a 
condition of mortal danger .. \nd d1Jamwme11t, as used J}' the negotiat
ing "teams,'' refers to a process by which the two superpowers would 
retain enough bombs to destro} each other and e,eryn,1e m between. 

How do the illusions and lies behind terms like these escape serious 
challenge? In part because the) fit easily into a conception of our world 
that is thoroughly familiar. In this conception, good .:i.nd e\'il stand 
opposed across an iron curtain that girdles the globe-two systems of 
belief and two eschatologies that can unstably coexist but never 
change: One orthe other must finally rule. So high are the stakes in this 
transhistorical opposition that it requires weapons an 1 strategies that 
might end history. Our defense is not the defense of people and a 
productive system and a set of human interests, but of an eternal 
principle: A war which almost no ones urvived could still be a\ ictor)·, if 
evil were itself destroyed. !\aturally, in a battle of such proportions 
ordinary citizens ha,e nothing to contribute, they must deed O\ er their 
futures to a handful of leaders grown godlike through the power they 
command. Naturally, too, societies on the margin::; of this confronta
tion have no standing except as they can be deployed in the positional 
jockeying o[ good and e\·il; their people do not exist as beings with their 
own history and needs, but only in relation to the Manichaean struggle. 
To be sure, few see the world in just this way-or see it this way all the 
time-but because the p;cture is there as a ready referent in political 
debate, those \\ho would contest it are forced to begin by examining it 
as if it were a rational construct. 

This picture connects the semantics of nuclear confrontation to 
those of more mundane disc.ourse about foreign polic.y. Take a little 
thing, like the names of countries. When Alexander Haig said (while 
still secretary of state), "more help to El Salvador is needed," what 
could El Safrrzdor possibly have meant? The Junt.-., of course, 6 and its 
military cadres of the right, \\ho had killed 15,000 to 20,000 citiLens of 
the country in the pre,ious two years. And when Haig went on to say, 
"they're going to continue to need sec.urity support" 7 plainly his pro-
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nol.n did nol refer lU the opposition in tl.is<.i, ii ,,.u-, or tu the pe,ts,tnts, 
for whom L'.S. "sec.mil) suppun" me.ms onl) the sec.ure kno\\ ledge 
that there will be more b11dies tu bu1"} lommTm, morning. Yet his use 
of the name "El Sahador" reassures us that ,,e ,ire helping a whole 
people, rather than helping one faction-and a faction, .il that, which 
b} all accounts has set some kind of rec.ore! for viciousness, e,en among 
our authoritarian friends. The deteption is possible onl) becaust il 
accords with a world picmre that wnstiunes El Sah ador and other 
nations as counters in ,1 lranstendem morJI uppusition,l:i so that \\fldl 
goes on inside the wuntr} re.di) duesn'tm,1ller <1slong .is the rulers are 
on "our" side. 

The semamic.s \\Ork the same ,,a) when our go,ernmem wishes lO 

harm, nol help. Haig once referred lo Lib) J ,1s ",1 canter that has lO be 
re:uoved." 9 Docs this riol encourage his he,ucrs lU think be)ond op
posing the QuaJdJfi gO\crnmem, ,ind imagine \\llh e~u,mimil) some 
rather wholesale deslr,tclion of Libyan societ)? (B) \\ ·.1al means could 
one "remove" a whole counlr}? Only, one assumes, by one of those 
"surgical strikes.") And when a country is be)ond both harm and help, 
its name ma} ce,1se lO refer lO i~ gmernmem or lO th·e majorit) of its 
people, as when an unnamed l'.S. official said, "Barring a miracle, 
NicaraguJ i:. a lost cause." 10 Losl lO whom? And did we lose il in the 
same place we lost Vietnam? (These small countries <1re apparently 
easy lo misplace.) The lost cause was nol Nicaragua, but what our 
government tcok as its right lo control the future of that society
though il must be added thal a) ear l,uer our leaders h,1,e nol gi, en up 
on finding N'icaragua again, through support of the same bloody 
killers who used lo run it. 

In each of these instances a L' .S. offic.ial appropri,nes the namt of a 
coumr}, along \\ilh the feeling:; mosl of us hJ,e Jboul \\ hole peoples 
and so,·ereign nations, aU.athing the n,1me ,md the feelings lo some 
construct\~ hich ans\\ ers onl) lo the needs of the C .S. go\ ernmem as its 
policymakers see them." In this lexicon, societies disc1ppear, lo be re
placed by tallies on some glob<1l sc.ure sheet. 11 This imened, 1elesc.opic 
\ iew of other societies, inciden1all}, permits .i dose t0nneuion bel\\ een 
imervenlion and nuclear force. Thus Rithard Perle, Assistam Secre
tar} of Defense for Imern<1tion.il Sec.unt) Polic.>, c.ummemed on the 
"effect that the nucle,u balante hJs on our \\ illingncss 10 t.ike risks in 
local situations." He meam th,uif the Sm iels ,ire more afr,1id ofus than 
\\e are of them,\\ e <.,m more theerfull) mine the h<1rburs or ,1ssassin,ue 
the leaders of small sotielies-indeed, im,1de them outright iflhe war 
of good and e\.il calls for th,tl. The le1·m local silllalw11.s derives its 
me.ming from the globtt! :;u uggle, 11ul f1 um the\\ ishes of lm .. ,11 human 
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beings. Needless to s:-), this c1uitude makes the bomb ,m iuip!~mentof 
routine foreign poliq, in its u:i<! ,ts.! st,rncling thre,tt to ,111) po\\e1 th,tt 
would impede our imperial will b) supporting popul,tr re\Olutions. 

If the humble names of rnumries ser\'e so readily the imperi,d 
outlook of the evangelists, abslractions are underst,mdabl) more pli
able. T.'resident Reagan said to the International Monetary Func.l, "We 
who live in free market societies believe th,tt growth, prosperity, and 
ultimately, human fulfillment, are created from the bottom ur:,, not the 
government down:· One who considers the U.S. a free market society 
will naturally see no coP-:.radiction in going on to say, "L'nless a nation 
puts its own financial house in order, no ,1mount cf c1id will produce 
progress." 12 Just how are nations to do this, unless their governments 
inten•ene in the operations of the market (with the benign aid of the 
International Monetary Fund or the World Bank), to st,lr\'e their 
citizens? Free market is a term without a rderent in the real world, but 
with a heavy freight of \'alue in the S)Stem of pol,1rities that constitutes 
the apocalyptic world image. It may be applied as one ,dshes, usuall) to 
advance the freedom of large corporations in making markets and 
people unfree. 

Again, terrorism used to be a handy word, meaning, roughly, the 
advancement of political aims by the threat or use of indisc.rimin,lle 
violence. I don't know what it means any more: our officials apply it not 
only to IRA or PLO street bombings, but also to a range of events from 
sabotage, to mob rampages, to assassinc1tion of political enemies-but 
not to similar actions by right wing governments or p,tramilitar} death 
squads. And our media accepts without comment Menachtm Begin's 
practice of referring always to the PLO (and indeed the whole Palestin
i,m people) as "terrorists," even at times when his o,vn go\'ernment is 
destroying refugee camps and killing thousands of ch ilians. The word 
floats free, a bundle of affects to be attached where\er those with access 
to the media can slap them. 

Ditto for human 1-ights. The administration h_as found that these do, 
after all, count for something in ci1des like Congre:.s and the c.ourt of 
world opinion. So a State Department memo, apprmed by Sec.retary 
Haig, cieclared that "human rights i:i at the core of our foreign policy 
because it is central to what America is and stands for." 1:1 (America?) 
Whatever human rights are, they must h,ne been flourishing at that 
time in Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, ,md Paragu,1y, bec.,u1seour go..,ern
ment had recently supported lo.ms to the regimes that presided over 
these countries, indic.,tting that they measured up to the human rights 
provisions of the International Financial Institutions Ac.t of 1977. 11 
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Fortunate!}, Haig has giveu us a m,1p to this part of the semantic 
field by defining the one word in terms of the other. "Intern,ttional 
let rorism ... is the ultimate abuse of human rigi1ts."13 Nothing re
mains of meaning here, other :than a mor.,I polarit} which ma} be 
applied in whichever· \\'a} the purposes of the great '-lemand. And 
indeed, the main administrati,e use uf all these terms in foreign poliq 
discourse is to destro} their referential meaning, sc1ving the moral 
feeling that used to acwmpan} it for opportunistic purposes of the 
moment. Of course ,rn} ,ocabula,·} is ,1 battleground. The opposition 
can always contest or tq to rehabilitate the he.nil} freighted \\ords,as I 
am doing now. But ,irtuall} the whole public debate is carried on in 
this debased verbal coinage, while a fe" intellectuals buzz awa} in 
books or journals with at most a few thousand readers. 

This is the crux. For if the world picture behind V.S. foreign policy 
were the sudden, Machia,ellian imention of a fe" leaders, the} would 
have little chauce of establishing it. Instead, it h,ts e\Ohed through a 
complex process of interaction among leaders, intellectuals, media 
professionals, and millions of ordinaq citizens. One can see the power 
dynamics of the process more nakedl} b) looking back at an earlier 
stage, when the image of the United States as be,trer of righteousness 
amor,5 nations ,\as not broadl) acc.epted, and" hen leaders like Theo
dore Roosevelt had to argue for it openly: 

The simple truth is thal there is nothing e,·en remote!} resembling 
"imperialism" or "militarism" invoh ed in the developmem of that 
policy of expansion which has been ?an of the history of America 
from the day she became a nation. The word mec<ns absolute!}' 
nothing as applied to our presem poliq in the Philippines; for this 
policy is only imperialistic in the sense that Jefferson's polic} in 
Louisiana was imperialistic; onl} milital) in the sense that Jack
son's policy toward the Seminoles or Custer's toward the Sioux 
embodied miljtarism.16 

Plain expression of sentiments liJ..e these, tod,t), would stamp the 
writer as a racist and a h)poc.rite. Yet the discourse of wor!J politics 
that 1 have_ been disc.ussing l1.1s slmd} n,tturalile<l and neutralized 
these same premises-except that e."pausion no longer e.1tai!s the for
mal annexation of territor} b} our go,ernment. The terms and mean
ings of that discourse gain wide circ.ul,ttion, of c.ourse, ~hrough the 
media, and I now return to that subject. 

The boundar} between Pentagon-t,tlk and nc,\S repo1·t,1ge is natu
rall} permeable. journ,1lists must report what impurtant offic.ials sa}. 
But in what Wa}S do the} mediate its tr,msmission? The} ma} hold a 
new usage up for ,mal}sis, e,en objec.t to it. The} m,t} bl,mJ..I} c.omc} it 
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within quotation marks. Or they ma}, as it \\ere>, remO\e the quotation 
marks and ease the term frJm nO\el speed1 into routine language.Ju~t 
as the mainslream journalists refused to sw,11lmv "Peacekeeper" for the 
MX missile, most of them kt>pt a critical distance bet\\'een themsel\'es 
and the Reagan us, .ge of "freedom fighters." Yet tht!re is a tendency 
for Pentagon-talk to become media language o,·er a period of time. 

A personal experience will illustrate the point. Sometime arollnd 
1968 i complained in writing to the New York Tw,es about that paper's 
repeated use of the word e11emy, in news reporting, lo refer to the 
Vietnamese National Liberation Front. A staff member actually trou
bled to write back, explaining that the Times llsed this \\Ord onl} in a 
descriptive, not in a pejorative, sense. I suggested lo i1im that the 
nonpejorative use of "enemy," like that of hike or wop, was difficllll lo 
achieve. That terminated our brief correspondence. The point is that 
somehow, between peil1aps 1964 and 1968, go\ernmenl officials' con
ception oflhe South Vietnamese opposition as enem} oflhe American 
people had slid comfortabl} into the standard lexicon of 0llr news
paper of record. Thlls did the Times help naturalize the war, even 
while becoming more critical of it on the editorial page. 

Jcurnalists' habit of depending on inside sources tends lo align their 
basic conceptions with those of high officials, and make their langt.age 
porous lo official words. The professional doctrine of journalistic 
objectivity offers no defense against such leak.age 0\ er time. And other 
journalistic routines and auitlldes abet the distortion of international 
r.ews as they do that of domestic politics. For instance, television's 
requiremen l that each news segment take the shape of a "story" urges 
correspondents toward narrative closure. In CO\erai;e of international 
events, this drive le ward resolution, e\en when no .i<.lu.tl resolution is 
in sight, lends to return a star} al its end lo the perspective of American 
roliq, makers, whose plans and ideas serve as a bulwark against disor
der. Again, the demand for exciting visual images to hold viewers' 
attention increases the like~ihood th.tl ,vhen foreigners turn up on the 
screen they will appear marching or demonstrating or conducting 
guerilla attacks or enduring them or being bombed or holding hos-

. tages. Foreigners, b} pictorial definit:on, are violent and irrational, 
quite different from us. 

It is worth mentioning three other wa}S in which th:: ... xigericies of 
TV journalism foster worldthink. Whatever else it is, the news must be 
habit-forming entertainment, to keep ratings and re\enues up. Pro
ducers of the news, as of other shows, ,vork toward this end partly b} 
staying with dependabl} popular subjects. Happenings in other c.oun
tries are not normall} among those subjects. Dail} CO\ er age of Brazil or 
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India does not appec1l tu mass ,1udienLe1>, so nt.\\l> dh i1>iun1> hold foreign 
coverage down tu ,1 bc1rcl) respeLt,1ble minimum-exLept ,~hen e\ents 
abroad impinge on the stability of the \\orld order ,is percei\ed by U.S. 
leaders. News is, by definition, that whid1 disturbs the status quo. For 
that reason, and becat.se network:, dun"t h,l\e the :.t,1ff or the c1ir time to 
cover the slow unfolding of the social pruce~s in other parts of the 
world, Iranians, Palestinians, Filipinos, and so on appear on our 
screens mainly when the} become unruly, when the) threaten "colleL
tive security," when they ~o something um~ekome to the authorities. 
After the disruption ends, they recede back into nonexistence. 

Second, because TV news sells itself as "right up to the minute," it 
feeds on what is happening 110w, and tries to hold its ,.ud1encc by 
presenting brief, dramatic segments of event. Thus, it virtually ex
clude~, history, which appears only as hastily assembled "backg1ound" 
for a c.u rrent outrage. (Perhaps the most egregious example in recent 
years was the pathetic attempt of newspeuple to remedy their igno
rance about Grenada when it sudden!y became news in the Fall of 
1983.) Wedo not see on our screens the lung infusion of multinational 
capital into third world wuntries, the gradual de .. clupment of expecta
tions and grie .. ances, the rise of indigenous mmements, or the evolu
tion of local politics-nothing that would humanize the moi> on the 
screen and make its actions predictable or comprehensible. 

Finally, like other shows, the news organizes reality around famous 
persons. Consider how the image of domestiL politics is mostly nar
rowed to the doings of a few candidates and officeholders. Likewise, 
the news tends to present a handful of leaders-Arafat, Khomeini, 
Castro, Walesa, Aquino-as synechdoches for their entire societies. 
History, cconomic.s, puliti<.s, the wmplex 1>truggle1> of ,1 peuµle, all 
dissolve into personality and celebrity. 

In all of these ways the institutions and people who picture the 
world for television watchers create a systematic ignorance of Latin 
America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. These parts 'Jf the rest of 
the world are supposed to stay out of sight, and in fa<.t nut exist, other 
than as a field for the normal wltivation of U.S. projects and a stable 
weight in the balance of good and evil. Think of the way Latin Amer:
can societies appear and disappe,1r. Nic,1ragu,1 exist!> on the s<.reen at 
the moment for ob\ ious reasun1>, though it1> realities run a pour second 
to talking heads from our government fitti.ig Nicaragua into their 
reality. El Salvador has receded into the shadO\vs, no,v that things are 
going ''well" there. Honduras is only a place where Contras hang out 
and where U.S. forces maneuver. P,mc1ma is just one name in the list uf 
"Contadora nations." Belize is a total blank. And so on.17 In addition, 
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the homogenizing process I have described blends these societies tJ
gether, and indeed tends to make them indistinguishable from Arab 
societies, African societies (South Africa excepted), and the rest. All 
merge into a general type of the other. 

If that is correct, it helps explain why public rage o,·er the taking of 
hostages in Iran was so undifferentiated. I remember, h idl) the sight 
( on TV) of as pontaneous demonstration on the streets of Washington, 
soon after the hostages were taken. A man was shouting repeatedly, 
"We're tired of other countries telling us what to do," and then he led 
the crowd in a wholehearted rendition of"God Bless America." (Give,: 
the last thirty years of U.S.-Iranian relations, I wonder how Iranian 
viewers would have responded to this scene, and what in particular 
they would have thought to sec a bl<1ck m<1n ,enting such :;entimenb.) 
The United Stales is the only society that really exists as a society
howeverdistorted-on tele,·ision. The way Americ,ms experience it, of 
course, depends in good part on subordin<1tion of other societies, but 
we can't see that process and the dominated are not a\'ailable to be 
perceived, except as people who suddenly, incomprehensibly, and 
irrationally appear on the sc1·een, cam,e some trouble, are e,·entually 
taken care of, and recede back into non being. This is one of the forms 
hegemony takes, mediated by the peculiarly complex soc.i.tl relations of 
the consciousness industry. 

Capitalism is indeed the most opaque of all social forms, and far 
more opaque today than when Marx made this observation. In it, 
human beings and whole societies vanish behind market relations and 
market culture. We cannot know our interdependence. Exploitation 
appears as freedum; conflict, as an abnormality rathe1 than as the 
engine ofhisto1 y. The<liswu1 se uf fo1eigo ,,ffairs t,,k"s place in a near
vacuum of knowledge and understanding, where other peoples, thei1 
histories, and their aspirations are momentary distractions. 

To sum up these reflections, I suggest that the deeper and more 
dangerous lies implicit in this discourse derive from and support a 
picture of the world as organized around i,vo great moral fore.es. This 
picture expresses in a broad way the interests of those with power. 
When it is generally accepted or only weakly challenged, it gives 
legitimacy to their projects by making their interei,ts i,eem the intere~t:. 
of "us" all. The words, concepts, and images rve discussed can ~~1.111 

valid only from a perspective of power, from whic.h mo~t people and 
their needs appear as problems to be soh-ed. And this perspective is 
inseparable from a flagrantly undemocratic. struc.ture of ~(.-mmunic,l
tion 18 which endows a few with the power to speak, and casts the 
others as masses to be spoken about and to. rn Yet the structure of 
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domination pen,ists not bec.ause our ruling c.lass m,es the media th.---t 
some of its members own as organs of propaganda, but because its 
hegemony saturates the practices and beliefs and feeling~ of most 
Americans, including those who staff the media. 

If I am generally right in this analysis, the world picture and the 
language that accompanies it will change significant!} onl} when the 
power of the rulers is challenged by broad social movements, when 
new voices arc admitted to the central arena of discourse, and when the 
majorit; of the people become leading actors in the historical proc.css. 
Until that happens, hmvever-and to help make it happen-critical 
intellectuals ha\e a resporn,ibilit} to expose and attc1c.k the underl}ing 
concepts and images of foreign policy discourse. 
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10 "Bullets Hurt, Corpses Stink": 
George Orwell 
and the Language of Warfare 

Harry Brent 
Baruch College 
City University of New York 

Although must cdm.,1tcd people in the l'nitcd St,1lc1> c..,m c..l.iim M,mc 
familiaril) with George Orncll's,\'i11e/ee11 Eight) Fuw, m,lll) ufthcm ,nc 
probably unaware that Big Brothc1, The l\linisll") of Truth, ,rnd Ne,\ s
peak arc not ,1bstractions chiefl} ,1ssuc..iatcd, ,is the Left \\ould h,l\c it, 
with Hider or, as the Right would h,1vc it, ,dth St,ilin. More impurt,,nt 
in Orwell's expcricm.c th,m either the Gcnn,m m the Gcurgi,m \\ ,1s the 
Spaniard, Generalissimo Franc..u. The d) n,1mic..i. of .\'i11dee11 Eight)-Fo111 
have tl1cir roots in Orwell's ,1c..lu,1l cll.pcricnc..c, spcc..ific..all) in hii. i.cn ic..c 
lo the Republican cause during the Spanish Ci\'il War. 

This essay will explore some of the c.u1rnc<.ticm1, th,ll Om ell bcg,111 lo 
make in Spain between langu,1gc ,md w,irf,11 c, c..unncc..tiun1> \\ c sec in 
Homage to Catalo11ia. l believe that Orn ell's Cll.pcricnc..ci. in Sp,1in not 
only helped la) the ground,\m I,. fm .Vi11etce11 Eight_\-Fow, but ,1bu m,1dc 
him especially awm c of the ncc..ci.i.it) fu1 l,111gu,1gc lo rcflnl I c,1lit) .ic..· 
curately, a princ.iplc th.it\\ ,1!. lo guide the rest of his\\ 1 iting ,111d hii. lifc. 

In I 942, in his essay entitled "Looking Bac.k on the Spanish \V,11'," 
Orwell asked 

How will the historr of the Spanish war be written? If Franc;o 
remains in power his nominees will write the hhtory books .... 

. . . If the Leader says of such and such an c,·cnt, "It ne\'cr 
happcncd"-wcll, it nc\'cr happened. If he says th,1t two ,llld two 
arc five-well, two and two arc five. This prospect frightens me 
much more than bombs. (2:258-5H) 

Herc we see some of the roots of .\'meteen Eight_)-Fo1a in Om ell's fc,irs 
for the cmcrgcnc..c of ,1 !>) Mcm of politic...il cngincc1 ing m \\ hic..h hbto1} 
would become what,.vc1· the rulc1· wanted it to be. 

Th c Spanish Civil War was signific..,mt fu1 On\ ell bcc..,lllM.: he p,irtic..i
patcd in the frontlinc fighting ,1g,1ini.t the F,1M.il>l!>. IL '"'sin Sp.iin th.it 
Orwell c,1mc dose to death (he \\,IS \\utmdc<l in the 1,c<.k b) ,1 bullet) 
an<l where he cxpcricnc..ed d,1} •tu-d,t) lw cbhip1, \\ hic..h, unlil,c thui.e 
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rc.•rordecl in DoM1 and Out i11 Paris""'/ Lom/1111, he wuld nut lc.1\ c ,ll will. 
Thc daily cxperi~ncc of being ,.:ose to immccli,He d-!,tlh prompted_ 
Orwell to use language ,, ith grc,tl prelision. In Sp.tin he le.1rned the 
truth Gf war firsthand, tii.,i ".1 louse is ,1 louse .ind .1 bomb,: bomb,'" and 
that "bullets hurl, corpses stink" (2:250). 

Orwell recorded his expcrien .. 1:s in Spain in 1/omagr to Catalo11ia. 
The book is l l1e slot) of his militar>· sen ice "ith the Republican ca use 
in 1937 on the Z,1ragul,t front in C.1t,1luni,1 (the nurthe,1Mern region of 
Spain) and his unlm.1-.) adventm·es in Barc.elon,1. where he ~ound 
himself enlisted b) sheer accident a:, part of the minoril) in tllc i:t
ternecine strife that characterized life on the Republican side. 

Let us begin ,tl the end of l/11111agt to Catalo11ia. Orn ell has just left 
Sp:-iin by W:t} of the Frenc.11 borde1 .111cl h,1s i-e,1c.hed th(· sc,1!>ide tm, n of 
8:111yuls. 

Banyt•ls is not a particularl) fricndl) town. Loc.,1tccl in the extreme 
south of France, it is the last place of ,my importance before the 
Spanish border. Hunted h) the leadc1ship ufhh, m, 11 Republican side, 
Orwell stopped there, glad tu he uut of the fighting ,111d ,, anting a rest. 
In I/ omage to Catalonia he rc111,11 ks th,ll "the liule tu,, n l>Cemed solidi) 
pro-Fr:111co," that the ,,.1iter ii~ ,ilc local c.af c, ,l\,·arc of O,·well's Repub
lican associations, glowered .tl him, .111d th,tt he ,ind his ,-.ifc rem.irked 
lo each other that they wished they were back in Sp:1in (229). 

What is striking about the pas~agc is ,111 C\ idem noM,1lgi.1 for danger. 
Wltat may not be as evident is th,tl Banyuls, for Orwell, is much less 
sharply defined than the Barcelona he has just left. Orn ell Sil) s of his 
entry imo France that "With c\'el'y mile that you ,,·enl northward 
France grew greener and softer." !,le comrasts F1-:111cc with Spain, 
'"'!!?larking th:-!t in Sp;1tn things :,Ci.:tni.d "':"'.11 \.:I. 111u1 c; \\'cH-Jcii11cJ. The: 
softness of the Frenc.h J,111dsc..1pc le,tdl> him to wmmcnl on the n.uure 
of perception itself. •·1t is diffic.uh tu be c.crl,1in of ,mything c:-.c.cpl ,, hat 
you have seen with )·our 0\\ n eyes .. (230-31 ). Orwell warned his rcad
C'fS to "be\\'arc or 111) p.irtisanship. 111) l,1i5l,1kes or f.tcl .111d t!u: distor
tion inevitabl) caused b) 111) h,t\ ing seen uni) one wt 11er of cvt:nts'" 
(211). It is as if his lcadng Spain,\\ here "mountain ,md \·inc" clearly 
defined the landsc,tpe, g,1\C Ornell <.,Htlle lo tJue~lion his u,,n \isiun, 
The c;oft focus of the French l,mdsc.,q>e m,1de him ,, under .1buut the 
accuracy of his perccptio:1s ,111d the pu~sibilitie~ for pt cc.isi.m in lan
guage. It is almost ,ts if Om ell b telling ttl> th.it one mulll gu tu Sp.tin, or 
al least have an e>.pcricnc.e lil-.c "Sp,1in" tu talk ,tbuut life in a sh.1rply 
defined way. 

Om•cll \\':ts fore\ c,· going pl.1c.c~. to Bu, 111.1 in his fnM ,lllcm pl ,ll a 
profession, to Pari~ tu,, rite .1buut being "elm, 11 ,111d uut,00 ,111d lt> Sp.tin 
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lo fight for a cause he believed in. Part of his motive for lhesejourneys 
was lo see lo the essence of things: the roots of PO\'erly in Paris, lhe 
roots of war in Spain. Orwell's need for direcl experience is reflected in 
his preference for direcl language. Though possessed of greal :ronic 
perception, he was nol a man of much verbal iron}, a characteristic lhal 
c0st him a greater literary repulalion. This point is illuslraled by one of 
his encounters with Henry Miller. 

Miller gave Orwell a corJuroy jacket when Orwell, on his way lo 
Spain, visited him in Paris. To push the gift on Orwell, Mil:er jestingly 
told him thal it was a contribution lo the Republican cause. Later, 
however, Miller remarked that he would still have given Orwell lhe 
jacket had he been going lo help the Fascists (Perles 1955, 156-59). 
Orwell refers to this meeting in his essay, "rnside the Whale," whic.h 
indudes a critique of Miller's Tropic of Cancer: 

I first met Miller at the end of 1936, when I was passing through 
Paris on my ,vay to Spain. What most intrigued me about him was 
lo find that he felt no interest in the Spanish war whatever. He 
merely told me in forcible terms that lo go lo Spain at that moment 
was the act of an idiot. He could understand anyone going there 
from purely selfish motives, out of curiosity, for instance, but to 
mix oneself up in such things from a sense of obligallon was sheer 
stupidity. In any case my ideas about c.0mbating Fascism, defend
ing democracy, etc etc were all baloney. (519) 

Orwell's criticism of Henry Miller is very much like his criticism of 
Miller's novel: 

Miller's outlook is deeply akin to that of Whitman, and nearly 
everyone who has read him has remarked on this. Tropic of Cancer 
ends with an especially Whitmanesque passage, in which, after the 
lecherie~, the swindles, the fights, the drinking bouts and the 
imbecili, . ..:s, he simply sits down and watches the Seine flowing 
past, in a mystical acceptance of the thing-as-it-is. Only, what is he 
accepting? In the first place, not America, but the ancient bone
heap of Europe, where every grain of soil ha~ passed through 
innumerable human bodies. Secondly, not an epoch of expansion 
and liberty, but an epoch of fear, tyranny and regimentation. To 
say "I accept" in an age like ours is to say that you accept com.em ra
tion camps, rubber tnmcheons, Hitler, Stalin, bombs, aeroplanes, 
tinned food, machine guns, putsches, purges, slogans. (1968, 
1:499) 

Perhaps those who looked dO\vn on Orwell in the Fifties, whu noted his 
lack of verbal irony, dismissed these words as pseudo-Marxist cant. No 
doubt many of those same people also dismissed Miller for prurient 
opportunism. I suggest, however, that ironically, the auitude Orwell 
exhibits here has something ver} much in common with Miller, and, by 
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extension, with Whitman; i.e., an appreciation of simplicil} and di
rectness in languagecullirnled through ,1 keen eye to see "the lhing-as
il-is" and to call il such. Perhaps Orwell's greal failing was his reluc
tance or inability lo use verbal irony, to gel himself perceived as a 
possessor of "wit." He fails lo comment wilh "wit" about Miller's ges
ture of lhe coal or aboul the language of Tropic of Co11cer. Orwell's 
"failure" resides in either his in,.Jilily or his refusal to use the language 
of indirection. Certainly his greal success (as was lrue of Miller) wa~ lo 
see through obfuscation in language, through the talk lhal covers up. 
Orwell's concern for direcrness and honesty in language cannol be 
easi!y separated from his admiration of these virtues in life. 

Long before Nineteen Eighty-Four or "Politics and the English Lan
guage," Orwell began lo hone a hatred of obfuscation. The language of 
Bunnese Days and Dawn and Out in Paris and London already marked him 
as a writer who cultivated simplicity and directness; however, il Fas in 
Homage to Catalonia lhal tensions between directness and honesty, on 
the one hand. and complexity and unlrulh on the other, received more 
constant attention. Perhaps it was the experience of war, of almost 
being killed, that gave Orwell the extra push thal was to make him the 
twentieth century's champion of stylistic clarity. ll is hard lO sound 
witty and truthful al the same lime w'1en recounlingsuch experiences. 
Whatever the case, Homage to Catalonia shows lhal warfare provided 
him with the arena lo take language to its bones. 

In the opening passage of Homage lo Cataloma, Orwell speaks of his 
encounter with an Italian volunteer who had also come lo aid the 
Republican side: 

He was a tough-looking youth of twenty-five or six, with reddish
yellow hair and powerful shoulder3. His peaked leather cap was 
pulled :-ercely over one e~e. He was standing in profile lo me, his 
chin on his breast, gazing with a puzzled frown al a map which one 
of the officers had open on the table. Something in his face deeply 
moved me. It wa~ the face of a man whowouldcommil murder and 
throw away his life for .i friend-the kind of face you would expect 
inan Anarchist, though as likely as not he was a Communist. There 
were both candor and ferocity in it; also the pathetic reverence that 
illiterate people have for their supposed superiors. Obviously he 
could not make head or tail of the map; obviously he regarded 
map-reading as a stupendous intellectual feat. I hardly know why, 
but I have seldom seen anyone-any man, I mean-to whom I 
have taken such an immediate liking. While they were talking 
round the table some remark brought it out that I was ,t foreigner. 
The Italian raised his head and said quickly: 

"Italiano?" 
I answered in my bad Spanish: 
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"No, Ingles. Y tu?" 
"Italiano.'' 

As \\'e went om he stepped a(. oss the room aud gripped Ill} hand 
very hard. Queer, the affection you can feel for a stranger .... 
One was always making contacts of that kiud in Spain. ( 1-2) 

In the Eighties, this is not the way to start a good book. Orwell's 
sensibility as reflected here lacks the iron} and ambiguit} that literar} 
criticism of our age associates with complexity of thought. As Orn·ell 
chose to be on that "other" side in the Spanish Civil War, he also chose 
that great otherness of a writer who uses the language of direction at 
the expense of irony and ambiguit)•: he speaks with simplicity and 
truth. This is why Orn·ell is generally seen as a sort of second-rate 
novelist by the critics of our time. It is also wh} we instinctivel} regard 
him as the great critic of language in our age. 

Orwell was aware of his place in the twentieth century literary 
tradition, and if he was able to endure condescension, he was also 
capable of meting out his own rather harsh literary judgments. In 
"Inside the Whale" Orwell has some unkind words for the intellectuals 
of his day who, in his frame of reference, had abandoned their hde
pendence for the security of larger movements, such as the Corr mu
nist Party and the Roman Catholic Church. His few good wordsar,· for 
T.S. Eliot, whose acceptance of Anglo as opposed to Roman Catholi
cism, "embraced the ecclesiastical equivalent of T rotsk yism ·• (515 ). An 
ardent internationalist, Orwell was nonetheless wed in his heart to his 
native land. Perhaps this is why he could spare the Anglican Eliot. He 
showed no such mercy to W. H. Auden. 

As the subject of"Inside the Whale,·• Auden \\"as initially selected for 
praise. On,·ell quotes an extract from his poem, "Spain,·• calling it "one 
of the few decent things that have been written about the Spanish 
War": 

0 
EfilC 

Tomorrow for the young, the poets exploding 
like bombs, 

The walks by the lake, the weeks of perfect 
communion; 

Tomorrow the bicycle races 
Through the suburbs 011 summer e,·enings. But 

today the struggle. 

Today the deliberate increase in the chances 
of death, 

The conscious acceptance of guilt in the 
necessary murder; 

Today the expending or powers 
On the flat ephemeral pamphlet and the boring 

meeting. (516) 
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Halfway through his e\'alu<>.(!On of Auden's poem, l:owe\'er, praise 
suddenly changes to invec.ti\e, as if c1 sudden truth had caught Orwell 
and spun him om. >undred-e:ghty degrees in midsentence: 

Tne second stanza is intended .ts a sort of thumbnail sketch ofa day 
in the life of a "good party man." In the morning a couple of 
poli:·ical murders, a ten-minutes' interlude to stifle 'bourgeois'' 
rer.1orse, and the,i a h1.1nied luncheon and a busy afterne,()n and 
evening chalking walls and distributing leaflets. All very edifying. 
But notice the phrase "necessary murder." It could only be wntten 
by a person to whom murder is at most a word. (516) 

Onvell goes on at some length to castigate "Mr. Auden's brand of 
amoralism." 

Although Orwell is being unfair to Auden (there is sufficient ambi
guity in the poem to lead to man} supportable conclusions about the 
meaning of "necessary murder"; indeed, Auden revised the poem 
several times), what is most remarkable is that Orwell begins by using 
Auden's poem to buttress his own criticism of the political timidity of 
twentieth-century writers and then-in the prc,-:ess of making that 
argument--he changes it into an attack on Aude.1's use of language. 
Onve II seems comfortable enough with Auden s ideas until Auden uses 
hmguage to misr~present reali~y, horrible reality. What Orwell objects 
to is the phrasing. He has a mind directed to language. 

But there is more to it than that. Through language, Orwell is abl:: to 
sense that Auden, in the very act of criticizing the same people as does 
Onvell himself, obliquely identifies with murderers and thereby apolo
gizes for murder itself. Orwell is not one to talk about ambiguity, but 
about truth:;, central truths, even where they exist in ambiguous con
texts. And Orwell. always one to speak in plain terms, has no patience 
with abs,ract ambiguities that predicate a necessity for murder. It is a 
strange line that Orwell treads, between the tunnel vision of "party 
men·• and the "multiple perspectives" of new critics. Orwell, it seems, is 
too much interested in truth and it is his contempt for language mis
used, for "necessary· murder, that prods him toward the allegorical 
truth of Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

Perhaps Orwell's attack upon Auden was prompted by Auden's use 
of Spain as the background metaphor in his poem. There is a certain 
universal distaste for those who write about real tragedy from the 
vantage of comfort, and this is felt most acutely by those who have seen 
or experienced the same traged} firsthand. Orwell was no stranger to 
the things Auden was writing about, and it must have galled him that 
this young, intellec.tu.11 poet and sometime poli,ic.al c1c.ti\ist would dare 
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to write in such a judgmental ,ia) about something that Orwell had 
actually experienced. 

Homage to Catalonia is the antithesis of Auden's "Spain." A record of 
Orwell's experiences in the Spanish Civil War, its perspective and tone 
show Orn·ell's deep regard for the direct, the immediate and the real. 
There is virtually no hypothesizing in his book. From time to time, 
Orwell gives brief explanations of the political background that turned 
cne Republican faction against another, l,ut for the most part the book 
is a narrative of his day-to-day experiences as a volunteer-experiences 
that included several brushes with death, and that threw into high 
relief the orc:!inary things of life; experiences that helped Onvell to 
develop that darity of style which marks his later writings. It is a book 
with little ! peculation c1nd much direct talk. 

Homage to Catalo11ia is not a good book to read to get an idea of the 
history of the Spanish Civil War. Omell was somewhat confused about 
the general political divisions of e\en the Republ; .an side. His enlist
ment on the side of the vaguely Trotskyist but mostly anarchist 
P.0.U.M. (Partido Obrera L'nijicaci6n Marxista-Party of Marxist Uni
fication) happened by chance, Om-ell having brought to the Spanish 
front a ietter of introduction from an English friend with connections 
to it. Indeed, when the. P.O.U.M. was suppressed by the Communists 
and Om-ell found himself fired upon by former comrades, he was 
somewhat at a loss to understand why. 

From the very beginning of Homage to Catalonia, On~ell concen
trates on those details of daily life in the barracks and trenches that 
evoke our response to the humanity, or lack of it, inherent in the 
situation of war. His attention to detail in the reality he saw, his horror 
in the little things and his recognition that humans can put up with 
such horror, paved the way for similar details in the world of .Vi11etee11 
Eighty-Four. 

From the very first chapter of Homage to Catalonia Orwell seems to 
assume that his readers will know what the Civil War is about. He gives 
no introduction to the politics of the situation; no general O\erview of 
the military positions of the two sides. What interests Om ell is that the 
post he reports to had once been a riding school, that the parade field is 
covered with gravel, and that "the whole place still smelt of horse-piss 
and rotten oats" (7). Orwell is concerned with the changing position of 
women in the revolution, but instead of discussing the issue abstractly, 
he tells us that on his arrhal the militiamen laughed at women at drill, 
while "a few months earlier no one \\ould hc1,e seen an)thing comic in 
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a woman handling ,t gun" (i). He ,11\\,l)l> <.huoses the illuslralion 0\'er 
the abstraction. 

Orwell's allenlion lo the lrulh of detail forms ,1 \\Cb of c.oheren<.e for 
the entire narrative. Early in the story, he comments aboul lice: 

The human louse somewhat resembles a tin} lobster, and he lives 
chiefly in your trousers. Short of burning all your clothes there is 
no known way of gelling rid of him. Down the seams of your 
trousers he lays his glillering white eggs, like tiny grains of rice, 
which hatch out and breed families of their own at horrible speed. I 
think the pacifists might find it helpful to illustrate their pamphlets 
with enlarged photographs of lice. Glory of war, indeed! In war all 
soldiers are lousy, at least when it is warm enough. The_ men who 
fought at Verdun, at Waterloo, at Flodden, at Senlac, at Ther
moprlae-eveq one of them had lice crawling over his testicles. 
(i6) 

Onvell mistakenly auribules ovaries to male lice, but in all other re
Sf :cts his description is essentially accurate; an accuracy lhal mosl 
people \\'rilir.g about war lend lo nuss. ,.:JI through the book, his focus 
is on the small details that tell us the truth of war as accurately as the 
photographs of Cappa, or (as with the lice) with greater accuracy than 
any photograph is capable. faen ,~hen rewunling the very complex 
factional warfare in Barcelona, Or\\ell not1.·s that he was glad to buy 
some goat's cheese and that behind the bar.-icades "men were frying 
eggs" (127). 

Orwell writes with much the same allitude as Robert Graves in Good
bye to All That, an autobiography centered on the First World War in 
which it is assumed that the reader knows the essence of the conflict, at 
least from the Allied side. Both authors also focus on one-lo-one 
encounters with the enemy. Gravei., while on duty as<! sniper, tells us 
that he just could not pull the trigger on a Gt.rman soldier laking a bath 
(164). Orwell, however, seems the harder man, at least the language he 
uses and the picture he paints\\ ilh it has harder edges. After he and his 
comrades breac.hed the Sp,mish line, Orn ell found himself c.hasing one 
of the defenders through a communications trench: 

He was bareheaded and seemed 10 have nothing on except a 
blanket which he was ch11ching round his shoulders .... [M]y 
mind leapt backwards twemy years, to our boxing instructor at 
school, showing me in , ivid pantomime how he had bayoneted a 
Turk at the Dardanelles. I gri!)ped my rifle by the small of the bull 
and lunged at the man's back. He wasjustom of my reach. And for 
a lillle distance we proceedec! like this, he rushing up the trench 
and I after him on the ground above, prodding at his shoulder
~lades and never quite gelling there-a comic memory for me 10 
look back upon, though I suppose it seemed less comic 10 him. (92) 
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If the retrospective irony here is uncharacteristic of Orwell, his atten
tion to detail is not. For Orwell, the language of warfare eschews an}' 
specifically military terminology, or even any abstract terminology. It is 
simple and direct, the language of everyday life. What makes the 
foregoing passage so eerie is that Orwell describes his trying to bayonet 
a man to death with the same kind of tone he might use to describe an 
athletic exercise like trying to row a boat. The man who called Auden 
out for abstractly predicating a necessit}' for murder now speaks with a 
strangely detacherl enthusiasm about almost having committed a "nec
essary murder" himself. Orwell reports the facts even when they are 
inconsistent with his vision of himself. 

Later in the novel, when fighting has broken out among various 
factions in Barcelona, Orwell finds himself confronting one of his 
former comrades (erroneously identified by Orwell as a Civil Guard) 
across the rooftops. Orwell trains his rifle on the man he thinks is about 
to begin shooting at him. They exchange words. The "civil guard" 
explains that he was not going to shoot at Orwell but at a third 
individual who had fired on him first. Orwell then asks, "Have }'CU got 
any more beer left?" His tentative comrade answers: "No, it's all gone" 
(133). Even in life-threatening situations, Orwell focuses on the little 
things. Ironies in his works come not from his imagination, but from 
his eyes and his ears. Orwell does not usuall}' write like Hemingway. It 
is only when he is faced with life and death situations that "the ordi
nary" takes over, in his syntax and in his reports. In Homage lo Cata
lonia, we see the ordinar}' as special because death is alwa}'sjust at hand. 

Even the passage in which Orwell is shot through the neck is simple 
and direct. Without the speculation on ulti,uate matters one might 
expect in a description of such a moment, Orwell speaks of the event 
almost as if he is recounting a minor skiing accident: 

Roughly speaking it was the sensation of being at the centre of an 
explosion. There seemed to be a loud bang and a blinding flash of 
light all round me, and I felt a tremendous shock-no pain, only a 
violent shock, such as you get from an electric terminal. ... I fancy 
you would feel the same way if you were hit by lightening. ( 185) 

Warfare is simple, sta1 k, real. The language of warfare a'woids embel
lishment and apology. It is not the language of Auden. 

The starkness and simplicity of his language reflects the simple 
bravery of Onvell's action on the battlefield. Bernard Crick, Orwell's 
biographer, records the reminiscences of Bob Edwards reg.1rding 
Orwell: 

0 1/5 
EfilC 
W#iiflid tffl 



0 
Efil,C 
WI !Ill ilC3 

lOt. Bcyo11<l Niuelecn Eighty-Four 

He was ahsolutely fearless. About seven hundred yards from our 
lines and vtry r!0se to a Fascist machine-gun post was a huge crop 
of potatoes. The war had interfered with the han·esting and there 
were these lovely potatoes. Orwell worked it om that a man, crawl
ing on his stomach, could just not be hit by machine-gunners at that 
distance. With a sack-about three times a week, yes-he'd say, 
"I'm out for potatoes" and I'd say "For goodness sake, you know, 
it's not worth the risk."' He said, "They can't hit me, I've already 
proved it." And they shot at him, you know, every time he went out 
for potatoe5, they were shooting all the time. Bmhe'd worked it out 
that they just couldn't hit a man at this distance. (Crick 1980, 325) 

In Homage to Catalonia, Orwell modestly implies that he was not the 
only one who went for potatoes: 

We discovered another patch farther on, where there was prac
tically no cover and you had to lift the potatoes lying on your 
belly-a fatiguing job. If their machine-gunners spotted you, you 
had to flatten yourself out like a rat when it squirms under a door, 
with the bullets cutting up the clods a few yards behind you. It 
seemed worth it at the time. Potatoes were getting very scarce. If 
you got a sackful you could take them down to the cook-house and 
swap them for a water-bouleful of coffee. (74) 

It .s hard to question the sincerity or the simplicity of a man who risks 
mach inegun fire to gather potatoes. Yet, as with all abstractions, Orwell 
was bey Jnd "sincerity." In a world that talked a lot about action, he 
simply acted. In the world of language, he simply spoke the truth, 
whether about being hit by a Lullet or about tr}ing to bayonet a man to 
death. 

If Orwell could be brave for necessity-to gather potatoes-he 
could also kill for the same reason (his criticism of Auden notwith
standing), as we saw in his account of the bayonet chase. At another 
point in Homage to Catalonia the Fascists launch an earnest attack on the 
P.O.U.M. position. Orwell and his comrades respond with grenades: 

I flung it and threw myselfon my face. By one oflhose strokes of 
luck that happen about once in a year I had managed to drop the 
bomb almost exactly where the rifle had flashed. There was the 
roar of the explosion and then, instantly, a diabolical outcry of 
screams and groans. We had got one of them, anyway; I don't know 
whether he was killed, but certainly he was badly hurt. Poor 
wretch! I felt a vague sorrow as I heard him screaming. (97) 

For Orwell, action and language existed on the same plane of reality. 
His objection to Auden was not so much that Auden countenanced 
political killing, but that he u~ed mere language to apologize for it, or 
to make it seem understandable from the perspec.ti, e of the political 
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activist in the poem. As we have seen in the episodes of the grenade and 
the bayonet, Orwell himself was capable of killing for his own political 
beliefs. The difference bet,\'een him and the character Auden created 
is that Orwell would talk about his actions from experience. 

One should not get the impression that Orwell was some kind of 
cold-blooded killer who tried to justify the taking of life simply by 
O\vning up to the deed in straightforward language. If he was capable 
of killing in battle, he still felt the reluctance and repugnance associ
ated whh such an action. In "Looking Back at the Spanish Civil War," 
he mentions that at one point he had an easy shot at an enemy: 

At this moment a man, presumably carrying a message to an of
ficer,jumped out of the [Fascist] trench and ran along the top of 
the parapet in full view. He was half-dressed and was holding up 
his trousers with both hands as he ran. I refrained from shooting at 
him. It is true that I am a poor shot and unlikely to hit a running 
man at a hundred yards, and also that I was thinking chiefly about 
getting back to our trench while the Fascists had their attention 
fixed on the aeroplanes. Still, I did not sho.>t partly because of that 
detail about the trousers. I had come here to shoot at Fascists; bm a 
man who is holding up his trousers isn't a Fascist, he is visibly a 
fellow creature, similar to yourself, and you don't feel like shooting 
at him. (2:254) 

Details matter to Orwell; details like the trousers. He tells the simple 
truth, whether it be about his attempt to use a bayonet on another 
human being, or about his reluctance to shoot an enem} holding up his 
pants, or about gathering potatoes under fire. The ambiguity for 
Orwell is in the heart, never in the words. The words simply and 
truthfully tell what happened. 

Perhaps the final word on Orwell's experiences in Spain, and on his 
use of language in relation to warfare, is that his concern for simple 
and immediate truth transcended whatever larger political commit
ments he held. We know that Orwell was against Fascism, but what of 
his attitude toward the Fascists themselves? In Homage lo Catalonia he 
says: 

In trench warfare five things are important. firewood, food, tobac
co, candles and the enemy. In winter on the Zaragoza front they 
were important in that order, with the enemy a bad last. ... The 
real preoccupation of both armies was trying to keep warm. (23) 

Slightly later, he explains that the Republicans frequentl} aimed prop
aganda at the Fascist lines by shouting revolutionar} messages. One of 
them was especially interesting to Orwell: 

0 1t7 
EfilC 
➔EiMIB t!CI 

:.,.____ 



~--------------·· -, -----

0 
EfilC 

110 Beyo11d Ni11elem Eiglity-Fo11r 

Sometimes, instead of shouting re\'olutionary slogans he simply 
told the Fascists how much beuer we were fed than they were. His 
account of the Government rations was apt lo be a liule imagina
tive. "Buuered toast!"-you could hear his \'oice echoing across the 
lonely valley-"We'rejust sining down to buttered toast O\'er here! 
Lovely slices of buttered toast!" (43) 

As Orwell himself points out, neither he nor the man shouting had 
tasted butter in weeks. Yet for Orwell this small lie contained one of the 
greatest truths of the war; that Fascist or Communist, men know that 
bullets hurt, that corpses stink, and that in cold, wet trenches buttered 
toast tastes good. 
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11 Political Language: 
The Art of Saying Nothing 

Dan F. Hahn 
Queens College 
City University of New York 

The "hot air" quotient of politi~al 1hetoric. is so high that e,·en casual 
observers of the political scene cannot help but notic.e it. So perh.1ps it is 
relatively unnecessary to prove that the rhetorical clevic.es identified 
here-euphemism, simplification, generaliz.1tion-mean that politi
cians often say nothing. Yet it is necessa1) to demonstr,lle wh> ,md how 
the "art" i:. practiced. 

The electorate hold differing opinions on issues, per .. unalities, gov
ernment-and a politician who advoc.ates any one position alienates 
those who disagree. Yet politicians cannot remain quiet. They must 
make the "rubber chicken" circuit. They must talk. So they rely on the 
technique of saying nothing. 

Everyone wants a New Deal, a Fair Deal, a part in settling the New 
Frontier, a chance to live in a Great Society, a Kinder and Gentler 
Nation. People who have thought about our society know what they 
would do to achieve the promise of these c.atchphr.1ses. Politic.ians who 
enunciate such contentless locutions do the voters the great service of 
allowing them to keep their dreams and, indeed, to vote for them. 

Consider, for instance, the "Grand Vision" for the "flowering of the 
Atlantic civilization" enunciated by Barr} Goldwater as he ac.c.epted the 
Republican presidential 11ominalwn in 1964. This Atlantic. c.h,ilization 
was to be effected by the joining of all Atlantic. Oc.e.1n c.oumries, then
with the United States as the central pillar-linking the Atlantic civi
lization to the Pacific. The entire complex was to be used lo achieve 
peace and guide 1..merging nations. It was, to say the least, a nationally 
egocentric dream not dissimilar to the "March of the Flag" c>..pan
sionist vision proclaimed seventy years e.1rlier by Sen,1tor Albert Bev
eridge. And it was just so much "hot air"; in fact, Goldwater never 
mentioned it again in the remainder of his campaign. 

Regardless of ideology, the politician must be for h,u d wo1·k, God 
and country, a.1d against the "military-industrial c.uu,pl:!x," "lawless 
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crime," and "deceit in high places." The politician who uses this lan
guage of the public thereby demonstrates ,m identific.ation with the 
public which is properly middle-of-the-road. Such mediocrity wins 
elections. The politician hasn 'tsaid ,m > thing, but has demonstrated the 
right altitudes. The electorate can •,ole for this person, who is one of 
them. 

The calming influence of political rhetoric, then, reinforces the 
comfort prnvided by political symbolism as found, for instance. in 
patriotic celebrations. The animals in Orwell's .\11i111al Farm, we recall, 

found it comforting to be reminded that, after all, they were truly 
their own masters and that the ,,·ork they did was for their own 
benefit. So that, what with the songs, the processions, Squealer's list 
of figures, the' huncler of the gun, the crowing of the cockerel, and 
the fiuuering of the flag, they were able to forget that their bellies 
were empty, at least part of the time. (127) 

Why, then, if all these 1·hetorical and symbolic. mechanisms work lo 
SO'>lhc the public. and cncom·agc them to ,tc.c.ept the status quo, is such a 
large portion of that public. discnc.h,mted with the c.onlempor.u) politi
cal world? Why did confidence in government fall lo the 30% level? 
(Etzioni 1978, 17) Why are the indices of political participation
voting, party membership, political club affiliation-at all-time lows? 
(New Yor.: Times A-12) 

I do not mean to sur,gest that all c. f the political ennui can be traced 
to political language. Euphemisms c:id not make inflation intrnctable; 
simpEfications did not c.rcate the u1>cmployment lines; gcncrali1.ations 
did not infuse bewildering complexity into formerly simple social 
systems. But neither do I believe that political language is blameless. 
Specifically, in what follows I will ,u-guc th,ll the l,111gt.,1gc of politicians 
has been of central importance in the following ways: 

l. Euphemisms make situations that are intolerable seem toler
able, thus lessening our inclination lo act to change them. 

2. Problems arc explained too simply, leading us lo adopt ovcr
sim plified solutions. 

3. Euphemistic inaccuracies lead lo inappropriate solutions. 

4. Simplif)ing m,tllers b)· identif)ing solutiuni. \\'ilh leaders leads 
us lo believe that removing the le,tdcrs will solve the problems. 

5. Ge'leralitations lead us to think politicians agree with us when, 
indeed, they have other policies in mind. 
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6. Generalizations allow leaders lo manipulate us through an 
anxiety-reassurance cycle (although we have come to believe 
only one pan of that cyck'-nolhing rcall)' reassures, every
thing creates anxiety). 

The cumulative effect of these "contributions·· is that they under
mine the political decision-making process, short-tircuit the rcasonmg 
process, and contribute lo the adoption of anemic political policies. 

Yet even as I condemn comcmporar} ;"lolitkal language, and the 
politicians who employ il, I realize that they have liulc choice. Our lwo
party, nonideological system forces politicians lo try lo appeal lo all of 
us because a breadth of appeal i:, necessary lo gel elected. Thus, the 
electoral restraints demand a polilital language as broad as the clcclo
rale. Euphemisms, simplifications and gcncralilalions, then, become 
the primary forms of language for politicians. It is, obviou!>ly, a 
chicken-and-egg problem; It makes liu1e sense lo tall for politici,ins lo 
change their language as long ,ts il is working for them. ~1} hc.,pc is that 
the following analysis will help wnvincc both politit.i,uu, ,rnd tililcns 
that the short-lerm advantages of such l,mguagc arc n~t worth the 
kmg-tcm1 dangers. 

Euphemisms 

Euphemisms, words which mask reality by giving it a bcncr face, 
functio 11 lo make things sound bcucr than the) ,trc. There is, of wursc, 
a sense i,1 which all language is necessarily cuphcmislit, because the 
world which we auempt lo depict with words is c.luolic. and ,unbiguous 
while, by comparison, language is S) slcm,tlic. ,md ordcrl> {Gibson 197 4, 
4), How we percei"c the \\orld is determined by the l,mguage used lo 
describe it. We can perceive only what our language allows us lo 
perceive, so we cannot "tell il like il is." The bc1,t we can do is lo tell it 
"like we see it" 

Not only is our language by nature euphemistic, but we arc by 
nature in need of cuphemis1m,; om hum,mncss impels ui. lo mask 
reality. We all desire lo bathe ouneh cs in ,t more glm iom, light lh,m we 
probably dese.-..c. None o~ us likes lo c.onsidcr oursch cs ugl), 01 mean, 
or any of a hundred other thmgi. ,d1ic.h ,ve doubtlci.s ,ire ,tl one lime or 
another. The point, of course, is lhal ,111 of us cng,1gc in euphemisms. 
We do so because we desire lo put our "best face" forward. 

Why, then, be concC!rned about how euphemisms funttion in the 
language of politic.i.? The problem is li..tl euphemisms ,uc inherently 
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inaccurate, but in,1ccura9 is nol inherently dangerous. An inaccuracy 
which leads us lo act more humanely ma}' be bcnc,, .. 1.il, while one that 
leads lo an in.ipproprialc solutii~n is ob\'iously harmful. 

An innocuous example of a euphemism which uplifts humanity 
without creating any obvious ~iangtr is renaming garbage collcclOrs 
sa11itatio11 engineers. While it ma) be rather stra11gc semantics, the re
naming brings with it no moral 01 ideological destructiveness. 

But not all euphemisms arc so innocuous. A clear example of a 
potentially dangerous euphemism relates to the specific brand of kill
ing referred lo by the term "war." The euphemisms of the \ 1~ctnam 
War were particularly disturbing. American Air Force personnel, for 
cxampk, took "suburbia" to Vietnam. 

When they brought a lot of bombers from Guam, 2,500 miles a\,a}', 
and dropped huge supplies of bombs from -10,000 feet, enough 10 

wipe out a whole ,·all er, lhC}' called it a<mpct rnul. Vietmmwse huts 
were barbmml b)' American firepower. To kill people with ma
chine guns from the air was to hose them. With cluster-bomb units, 
a pilot could /aw11-11wwcr an area, tlestro}-i::g C\'er}'one in a long 
path several hundred feet wide. (Gibson l!l7-I, 20) 

Daisy C11ttrrs were bombs used to destroy rice paddies; killing civilians in 
open areas came to be known as rnbbit shootiug (Sl:1tcr 1976, 13). 

Understand, however, that while these euphemisms arc considered 
destructive l•y many, their use allowed the participants to overcome 
moral repulsion co killing and get or wi~h the job at hand. Calling war a 
lawn-mower job makes it easier lo du. When there is a ncccss1t)· for war, 
the euphemisms arc necessary, too. But the Vietnam War was consid
ered by many 10 be unneccss,ir) and the) were able to sec through the 
gcr . idal implic.atiuns of cuphcmism1> like rooti11g out tlie i11JraJ/ruc.t11re, 
used ',o mask tl,c indisLrimin,llc killing of Lh iii.ms ,1long with military 
opponents (Slater 1976, 41). 

But ino1>t euphemisms arc neither Lotall}' dcstnu.;tivc nor totally 
uplifting. For example, it is more hunMnc lo Lall someone c11/turally 
de/1rived than "poor."' However, such a euphemism takes the bluod out 
of the problem; "culturally deprh·ed" takes the hunger out of pov
erty. Euphemisms nM) nMkc prublcmi, mm c 111,m,1gc,1blc (like the Air 
Fo1 cc pilot, we may need euphemisms in order •o act; it i:. difficult 
to deal with the mcmhclming implk,1tions uf hungc1 so we under• 
whelm with "cultu1,1II}' clcprhed") but defining the suffering out of a 
situation ma~ ,dso nuke the problem murc tulcr,1blc, thus lessening 
our inclination to acl. 
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Political Language: The Art of Saying Nothing 

Simplifications 

115 

We Americans like things simple. We like our Bic to light with a flick, 
our lawnmowers to start first time, every time. We want to push a 
button and smell good all day. We want one-step photography and 
instant mashed potatoes. 

We also want our politicians tu talk simply. "With an American, the 
suspicion of the glib talker is almost an act of conscience" (Hall 1973, 
66-67). We do not like big w ,rds-small is beautiful-and the people 
who utter big words are SUf!)e, L 

Politicians play upon this desire for simplicity. "When politicians 
speak, they like to make things as easy as possible, to make things 
understandable for, as they say, 'all men of good will.'They would like 
to be

0

geniuses of simplification" (Heer 1971, 60). And if problems need 
to be simple, then solmions to those problems ha\e to be presented in 
simplified form as well. 

Political Slogans 

The point at which consumers and producers o: political rhetoric most 
clearly demonstrate their preferer.ce for simplifi<.ation-is in the politi
cal slogan. Of all political rhetoric, the slogan is the simplest, emptiest, 
most popular, and most insidious. For slogans do strange things lo us, 
er we do strange things to ourselves through our slogans. We use them 
as shorthand for defining our beliefs. But often the slogans come to 
define us. Consider the process: a group of people want to live peace
fully, undisturbed, naturally. So they select a flower, the simple daisy, 
as their .tnnverbal slogan; one they think captures man} complicated 
thoughts and encapsulates them in simple terms. Havingseletted their 
slogan, they come lo think of themselves as flower children. The slogan 
started out to define their beliefs; it ended defining them. 

While slog.ms bP.gin as simplifications of our beliefs, repeated often 
enough, they come lo be our beliefs. The slogan America-Love It or 
Leave fl originated in reaction lo critkism of the country. But as the 
slogan was repeated again and again, it became a statement with ,vhich 
to taunt the critics. Beliefs about the country were forgotten; what was 
left was a shouted alternative. The slogan ceased lo express an} beliefs 
about the goodness of the country and came, itself, lo be a belief.1 

But slogaHs arc only extreme cases of this ,,elf-reflexive tendency. 
Processes nearly ider.tical are at work in all political simplification. 
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Politicians respond to their public's and the!r own desires for simplicity 
and often ·come to believe their own simplifications. 

Finally, slogans-simplifications of reality-bring varying ideologi
cal positions under one roof. Peace Now was the slogan adopted by 
those who saw war itself as immoral, as well as by those who merely 
believed the Vietnam War was immoral. 

Identifying Problems with Incumbents 

Beyond slogans, the political world is simplified by identifying prob
lems with incumbents, thus saving the public the trouble of attempting 
to understand their policies: "leaders may be displaced as a reaction to 
strong aversion for their policies, as Johnson and Nixon were, but the 
policies themselves need Jt be displaced" (Edelman 1975, 23). Policies 
are sin_i:-lified by being associated with leaders. But the association soon 
becomes a confusion, and the reelection or rejection of the leader 
becomes all-important-the policy be damned. 

Simplifying Issues 

Even when we do not identify problems with politiLians, we still sim
plify the issues. Take, for example, the whole area of "law and order." 

The slogan crystallizes a sense of individual and social disorder, of 
a center that is not holding; yet it allows one to maintain that the 
solution must come from within the eye of the storm rather than 
from the external forces that brewed the storm in the first place. 
(Robertson 1970, 3) 

In other words, when we identify a problem as a law and order issue, 
we are prompted by that label to look for the solution within the legal 
system. Thus we find crime being blamed on "softheadedjudges" or 
"mollycod<lier;,." While such persons might contribute jn some way to 
the problem, it is doubtful that too many criminals eve1· selected a life 
of crime because a searching analysis of society revealed that certain 
judges and "do-gooders" would take pity on them when they got 
caught. Be that as it may, the point is that when we simplify an issue we 
may lead ourselves into an incorrect diagnosis and an unworkable 
solution. 

The problem, of course, is that reality is complex. Politicians select a 
portion of reality they perceive as a problem and give it a name, 
perhaps using a euphemism. Next, they describe the problem in a 
logical language so simplified that almost effortless!}, everyone can 
understand it. So it is easy to become com inced that, indeed, it is a 
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simple problem, solvable by simple solutions. Finally, when the solu
tion to the problem does not work, the fault must be with the person 
who proposed the solution and not with the solution itself. Through
out this process, the demand for simplicity is preeminent and pre
cludes any realistic attempts to solve problems. 

Generalizations 

Both euphemisms and simplifications generalize, but there are addi
tional functions of generalizations: 

I. They complement our all-encompassing two-party system 

2. They endanger the creation of meaningful distinctions 

3. They are dangerous to individualism 

4. They allow leaders to manipulate us through an anxiety
reassurance cycle 

I. The two-party system requires ge11eralizations. V dike rnost countries, 
America has political parties that are nonideological. In order to ap
peal to the broad electorate, party politicians state their positions in 
generalities. Unfortunately, this generalization process is often self
defeating for the official who has achieved office, because policy deci
sions are much more specific than the campaign rhetoric implied. 
Take, as an example, Nixon's 1968 "Plan for Peace" in Vietnam. He 
refused to identify the content of his plan during the campaign. Once 
elected, however, he had to implement specific policies-and those 
specifics could not please as many people as had his rhetorical gener
alizations. Those who had read their own preferred solutions into his 
campaign generalizations felt they had been misled. Thus, the gener
alizations which had helped Nixon gain office made it difficult for him 
to govern. Generalization is required by the necessity for appe.iling to a 
diverse audience; disillusionment is nec.essitated b} the implementing 
of specific policy. 

2. Generalizations endanger the creation of meaningful distinctions. The 
world of advertising offers this example: 

As everything becomes inflated and lre111e11dous, the word loses its 
currency. What is normal becomes tremendous. What used to be 
large is now "giant king size" and we have reached the point of no 
return. (Berger 1974, 240) 

Analogously, when national security is so broaden~d as to enc.om pass 
burglary, wiretapping, surveillance, invasions of privacy, and even 
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assault, "national security" and 11atio11al i11terest become :.ynonymous. 
We are led to believe that national securit} is the totality of "national 
interest," forgetting that one of the most compelling facets of Ameri
can national interest is freedom. "National securit}'' is the "giant econ
omy size" of contemporary politics. 

3. Generalizntio11s are da11gerous to i11divid11alism. To take all of the 
poor and lump them together into the categor) of culturally disadva11-
taged is to generalize away their individuality. 5ome people are poor 
because they are culturall} disadrnntaged. Some ha\'e had home lives 
that denied them cultural values. Some are lazy. Some are frozen out of 
the economic system by racism. Some are stupid. Some are the victims 
of unethical or illegal business practices. But onl) one attribute of their 
lives-their poverty-is used to define them. 

American technology supports the tendenq lO\\·ard sameness. In 
an earlier, more natural existence, differences in nature and individual 
idiosyncracies were taken as positive attrib11tes. "Glory be to God for 
dappled things,"-but Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote in an earlier age 
in his poem "Pied.Beauty." But as technology exerts more and more 
influence, sameness replaces uniqueness as the operant \'alue. There is 
security in the identical blandness of McDonald's hamburgers, assem
bly line educations, and mass-produced politicians. 

4. Genera/izntio11s allow our leaders to engage in a drama of suspense a11d 
solution that ensures our allegiance as it befuddles our minds. 

[E]\·ery regime both em.ourages public anxiety and placates it 
through rhetoric and reassuring gestures. We are constantly told 
that the Russians are ahead of us in this or that weapon system or 
that some trouble spot th:·eatens peace or American interests. At 
the same time we are reassured that American military power is 
massive and leaders are acting with maximal effecti\·eness. The 
cycle of anxiety and reassurance provides a supporthe following. 
(Edelman I9i5, 22) 

Lacking the knowledge to challenge either the extent of the threat or 
the efficacy of the reassuring counter-mec1sures, the public. ;s dangled 
on generalized rhetorical strings manipulated b} its leaders. Bt:ll a}ed 
by generalizations, the public hangs there-washing cars, mowing 
lawns, reelecting leaders. 

While the political Art of Saying Nothing is not a ne,\ phenomenon. 
it does seem reasonable to hypothesize that it is newly dangerous. 
When the crises that face us are increasing!} dangerous, the resullS of 
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miscalculation in a nuclear age are increasingly serious. 'When the need 
for clarity is thus increasingly demanding. continued rcli.m<.e upon 
euphemisms may paralyze our ability and willingness to act. 

When the problems we face increase in complexit}, the continued 
use of simplifications in both problem-description and solution
seeking becomes not just banal, but dishonest and stupid. \\'hen over 
50 percent of those who voted for Proposition 13 in California thought 
it would not mean any di"Uinution in go\'ernme.1t sen-ices, it became 
obvious that over-simplification had become a real enemy. 

Genera/izatio11s Provoke Distrust 

When the population increasingly distrusts politicia!,s to such an ex
tent that the whole governmental system is dist, usted, we know that 
generalizations are creating too many go,-erning liabilities to be con
tinued, despite their positive influence in persuading ,oter decisions at 
the polls. 

Lest I, too, be accused of oversimplifying, I should point out that 
this distrust extendi, beyond gO\•emment to big business and big labor, 
to "bigness" in general. Hence the current popularity of the "smaller is 
better" syndrome. Much of that distrust, I would argue, comes from 
the "biggies" who "talk down" to the citizens, distorting the world to 
make it understandable. But simplified and generalized descriptions 
from the powerful just do not describe the world that people in
habit. 

And despite the complaints of the citizens (requests to "tell it like it 
is," grumbles about how "nobody can be trusted" and "all politicians 
are liars"), all they get is more of the same. So, quite rationally, the 
people have come to expect less. A continuation of the discredited 
rhetoric of big government, big business, and big labor will continue to 
feed this decline in expectations. 

In a less complicated and dangerous age we could afford the politi
cal art of saying nothing, and e\en find an occasional Senatorial wind
bag charming and quaint. But that day h.is p.1ssed. Albeit sophisticated 
and slick rather than quaint, the windbags are still ,~ith us-and will 
stay as long as their rhetorical products can be sold to the consumers. 

Our only hope, it seems, is to educate those com,umers to want a 
better rhetorical product. It may be a long shot, but it may also be the 
only race in town. How that educar;on should proceed I cannot say, but 
I suspect we could do worse thar starting with the truths in this story 
told by an ancient wiseman:2 
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A Chinese sage of the distant pasl was once asked by his disciples 
what he would do first ifhe ,\'ere given power to set right the affairs 
of the country. He answered: "I certainly should see lo il that 
language is used correctly." The disciples looked perplexed. 
"Surely," they said, "this isa trivial maller. Why should you deem il 
so important?" And the Master replied: "If the language is nol 
used correctly, then what is said is not what is meant; if what is said 
is nol what is meanl, then whal ought lo be done remains undone; 
if this remains undone, morals and arl will be corrupted; if morals 
and arl are corrupled,juslice "ill go astray; if justice goes astray, 
the people will stand about in helpless co,~fosion." 

Notes 

I. I trace the preceding two arguments lo Frank D. McConnell, "Toward a 
Lexicon of Slogans," Midwest Quarterly 13, no. I ( 1971): 72-73, especially lo this 
line: "The individual believer, then, in choosing lo lel himself be defined by the 
allitudes of the slogan, recapitulates the collective choice which effectively 
creates the ideological community lo which he belongs." 

2. Thomas S. Szasz, "Language and Humanism,'' The Hummus/ Uanuary
February 1974): 29. 
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12 Fiddle-Faddle, Flapdoodle, 
and Balderdash: 
Some Thoughts aboutJargon 

Frank J. D'Angelo 
Arizona State University 

It goes by various names: medicalese, legalese, businessese, Pen· 
tagonese, bureaucratese, and-officialese. No segment of public Ian· 
guage is immune to its virulent effects. Once contracted, it has a 
tendency to spread, transmitting its harmful and corrupting influence. 
Like any disease, it may be considered from the standpoint of its 
diagnosis, its treatment, prevention, and control. I am, of course, 
talking not about a rare, communicable physical disease, but about 
jargon, that social disease whose effects are no less upsetting to health 
and public order. For in the minds of many critics, characterized 1aore 
by dis-ease than disease, the English language is ailing, and in this 
paper I would like to attempt a diagnosis and offer a remedy. 

Undoubtedly there have always been speakers and writers who have 
resorted to fiddle-faddle, flapdoocH<!, and balderdash-to mean
ingless, incoherent, and nonsensi•.al gibbuish, characterized by ab
stract and pretentious language and doublespeak. But in recent years, 
jargon seems to have spread like an abscess, tainting and infecting the 
health of the language. 

For example, in an article entitled "Telling It Like It Is in the Tower 
of Babel," the prominent literary critic Clean th Brooks exclaims: 

Ours is a time in which cant is spoken and heard everywhere. It is a 
time of inflamed rhetoric. Moreover, it is time in which language 
is systematically manipulated by politicians, .idvertisers, and puti
licity [people] as it has probably never before been manipulated. I 
am concerned with what is happening to our language. But I am, 
of course, even more deeply concerned witr what is happening to 
ourselves. The two concerns cannot, in fact, be separated. If you 
debauch a language, you run a grave risk of debauching the minds 
of the people who use it. (84) 

Douglas Bush, writing in The American Scholar, reinforces Brooks 
claim: "People who have a conscience about language, who see the far-
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reaching consequences of linguistic. wrnaption, have c.ontinued to ex
press concern, because corruption c.ontinues to spread not merely in 
everyday speech and writing but in public utterances on war and peace, 
indeed in all areas and on all levels" (240). The writer Jean Stafford, in 
an article in the Saturda)' Review World, is even more assertive: 

[U]pon its stooped and aching back it [the American L1nguage] 
carries an astounding burden off umber piled on by the sociologists 
and the psychologists and the psychosociologists, the Pentagon, .,... 
the ad[agents] .... The prognosis for the ailing language is not 
good. I predict th.it it will not die in my lifetime, blll I fear that it 
will be assailed by countless cerebral accidents and massi\·e strokes 
and gross insults to the brain and fin.ill) •.-, ill no longer be able to sit 
up in bed and lake nourishment by ,nomh. (14) 

An article in Time magazine titled "Can't Anyone Here Speak Eng
lish?" declares that "it takes no schoolmaster's prissiness to recognize 
that in ,·arious major and minor wa}s, the American language is being 
brutalized" (35). Melvin Maddocks, in "The Limitations of Language," 
puts it more forcefully: "With frightening perversity-the evidence 
mounts daily-words now seem to cut off and isolate, to cause more 
misunderstanding than they prevent" (20). 

Almost no profession or occupation is immune to the bombast, 
babble, jargon, and jabber of modern prose. Incoherent and mean
ingless talk and writing seem to have no boundaries. Even the highly 
respected medical profession has its gibberish. Michael Crichton, au
thor of The Andromeda Strain and other popular novels a_nd a doctor, 
has taken a close look at the writing in medical journals, particularly at 
back issues of the New E11gla11djournal of Mediciue. His finrlings? Too 
many words, too man} abstractions, unnecessary complexity, redun
dancy, repetition, and a poor flm\ of ideas. An anicle in Time magazine 
on "Doctor's Jargon'' quotes Crichton as offering these examples: 

Redundancy: The most common form is paired words, for exam
ple, "interest and concern," when one would sea .; nicely. 

Wrong words: "Purely" for "only." 
Too many abstractions: "Improvement in health care is based to 

a•1 important extent, on the viability of the biomedical research 
enteq>rise, whose success, in rnrn, depends." 

Ambiguity: "Corticosteroids, antimalarial drugs and other agents 
may impede dcgranulation, because of their ability to prevent 
granule membranes from rupturi:1g, to inhibit ingestion or to 
interfere with the degranulation mechanism per se." 

Unnecessary qualifications: "Many, bm not all, of the agents also 
have valuable analgesic effects .... ll is usually wise, tmless there 
is good reason to the co11lra1)'," (35, tny emphasis) 
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In an interview with a reporter for United Press International, 
Crichton stated that the style of most medical prose is 

as dense, impressive and forbidden as possible. Even the simplest 
concepts are restated in unrevealing forms. The stance of the 
authors seems designed to astound and mystify the reader with a 
dazzling display of knowledge and scienufic acumen. (B-11) 

Medical prose is nc,t the only kind of writing that e}\.hibits an impair
ment of language. Legal prose, which in its contaminated form is 
known as "legalese," also at times displays symptoms of disorder and 
decay. According to Richard Falk, in an article entilled "Legal Lan
guage as Semantic Fog": 

Law, as a general system of social control, and the participants in 
the legal decision-making process, such as legislators,juctges, and 
lawyers, manifest a psychopathic alienation from external reality. 
This alienation is masked as a mystique allegedly made necessary 
by the complexity ol the data in the field of law. On closer exam
ination, we discover that leiral technicalities are devices used to 
permit high-level abstractivn and therefore to cloak the manip
ulative and self-manipulative forces imbedded deeply in the lan
guage of law. (227) 

According to an article in The New York Times, lawyers and judges 
"are beginning to worry about how often they have been misun
derstood, and they are discovering that sometimes they cannot even 
understand each other" (B-3). Here are a few examples. In a routine 
dispute between a tenant and a landlord, the controversy is referred to 
in legal terms as being between the petitzoner-la11dlord-appellant and the 
respondent-tenant-respondent. "All the more" is changed to herembefore. 
Legal phrases s ...... h as voi1 dire, res iJJSa loquitur and Rule in Shelley',; Case 
abound. 

"Law schools blame colleges, colleges blame secondary schools 
and secondary schools blame primary schools," said Justin A. Stan
ley, the president of th<> American Bar Association. "I see a lot of 
writing that is at best careless. Rules of grammar are disregarded, 
if in fact they arc known. I'd like to have every young lawyer 
pass a grammar test." (B-3) 

Like medicalese and legalese, businessese is a disease that afflicts 
letters, reports, and articles. Business makes extensive use of the pas
sive voice. ~n ls Anylody Listening? William H. W~yte points out that in 
business, "Nobody ever does anything. Things happen-and the author 
of the action is or1ly barely implied ... while prices may rise, nobody 
raises them" (48). Carl Goeller, in his book on clear writing, says that 
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business makes widespread use of stock phrases: please be a<frised; i11 
reference to your letter of Janua1)' 13; we wish to call )'OUT atte11tio11 to the fact 
:!:at; this letter is i11 reference to; please feel free to co11tacl me al your earliest 
convenience (61). Businessese uses big words, long, involved sentences, 
and stilted expressions. The antidote? A good dose of brevity, clarity, 
and simplicity. 

Pentagonese flourishes en clichc:., eup~emisms, and abstract dic
tion. In the Pentagon, a rifle does not merely fire. That's much too 
simple. Rather it has "the capability of firing." Stefan Kanf er, writing in 
Time magazine, reported that during the Vietnam War a U.S. Air Force 
colonel grumbled to reporters: "You always write it's bombing, bomb
ing, bombing. It's not bombing. It's air support" (35 ). This memorable 
statement would receive the first Doublespeak Award to be given by 
the N CTE Committee on Public Doublespeak. Israel Shenker reported 
other euphemisms that came out of the Vietnam war: ad1;isors for 
troops, wasted for murdeced, and tennination with extreme prejudice for 
assassination (21). 

Almost as unhealthy as the cliches and euphemh,ms in Ptntagonese 
is the use of abstract and Latinate diction to obscure clear communica
tion. There are such memorable exam pies as mfrastructure; defolialio11, 
escalation; roulme, /11nited-tluration, j,rotective-reactzo11 air :;trikes, limited air 
i11terdictio11, and area denial. 

According to the Waslzi11gto11 Post, Defense Departme11t documents 
revealed that a California resectrch company, financed by the Pen
tagc,n, is studying ways to "determine the nuc.iear weapon employment 
strategy that would eliminate the U.S.S.R. as a functioning national 
entity" (A-2). Another consulting firm, also financ~d by the Pentagon, 
is exploring "the viability of employing strategic nuclear weapons to 
achieve regionalization of the Soviet Union" (A-2). Asked to explain 
what this means, a Defense Department official said that this is an 
attack "that would destroy regional areas that support the pn.·sent 
Soviet government" and "unleash forces of separatism" (A-2). This 
same consu!ting firm is also baking at ways to "paraly1I'.', disrupt or 
dismember" the Russian government by wiping out its top officials. 
This process goes by the name of "strategic targeting against Soviet 
leadership" (A-2). Said one official who has been im olved in all of these 
Defense Department projects: "We are trying to see in the ultimate 
nuclear exchange, what should we be trying to do other than just 
flatten their indu~try?" (A-2). 

One last example of Pentagonese comes from ,min ten iew with then 
Secretary of State Alex,mdcr Haig published in T1111e mctgazine. Haig 
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was asked: H ~ El Salvador been overblown as a foreign policy issue? 
He replied: 

I am concerned that with modern communications there is a pen
chant for episodic emphasis. It always includes the 1isk that we will 
lose sight of the forest for preoccupation with the trees. (24) 

Haig was then asked if he favored conducting human rights diplom,tq 
privately rather than through Congress. He responded: 

[W]e must continue to be deeply concerned about ,1buses to human 
rights wherever they occur; but, there are such questions as wheth
t:r amelioration of those abuses is best achieved under the glare of 
public criticism and animosity and confrontation, or whether it is 
best achieved in a quieter dialogue between states with a healthy 
relationship. (24) 

Like the other infirmities of language, Pentagoncse is an attempt to 
control the reactions of the public by avoiding language that creates 
verbal pictures or language that h.ts negative connotations and by 
substituting a more neutral or abstract language. But such language is 
not the sole possession of the Defense Department. Continuous expo
sure to this pestilence of language almost inevitably results in the 
patient's passing along its S)'mptunu, tu others. Even presidents arc not 
immune to the virulent effects of jargon. When President Gerald Ford 
was a guest lecturer at Yale University, he was asked which former 
president he admired the most. According to Donna Woolfolk Cross, 
his reply was: "I identify affirmatively with Harry Truman" (46). 

The language of former President Ford exhibited symptoms of that 
maiady oflanguage known as bureaucratesc. Bureaucratcsc is the kind 
of forbidding prose used by government officials and politicians in 
Washington and in state and city governments. Maury Maverick, a 
former congressman from Tex2s, called this kind of writing "gob
bledygook." (Chase I 954,249) Gobbledygook, M,1verick maintained, is 
that polysyllabic language used by the people in Washington. It uses 
extremely long sentences and pretentious and abstract langu.1ge. In 
the Power of Worm;, Stuart Chase gives a n11:nbcr of amusing cx.1mpics 
of gobbledygook: 
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A New Ze.-:!:mcJ .,[fadal made the following report ,tfter sune}ing ,1 

plot of grov.ad for an athletic field: 
I tis ob1 ious from the difference in elevation with rel.Ilion to the 
short depth of the property that the contour is such as to 
preclude any reasonable developmental potential for active 
recreation. 

Seems the plot was too steep. 
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An office mam,ger sent this memo to his chief: 
Verbal contact with Mr. Blank t"CE,rarding the attached notifica
tion of promotion has elicited the attached rcp1·cscntation inti
mating that he prefers to decline the assignment. 

Seems Mr. Blank didn't want thcjoh. (250) 

My favorite example of gobbledygook is taken from a story told by 
Stuart Chase about the Bur, ·au of Standards in Washington: 

A New York plumbc1· wrote the Bu1·eau that he had found hydro
chloric acid fine for cleaning drains, and was it harmless? Wash
ington 1·eplied: "The efficacy of hydrnchlol"ic acid is indisputable, 
but the chlorine residue is incompatible with metallic perma
nence." 

The plumber wrote back that he was mighty glad the Bureau 
agreed with him. The Bureau replied with a note of alarm: "We 
cannot assume responsibility for the production of toxic and nox
ious residue with hydrnchloric acid, and suggest that you use an 
alternate procedure." The plumber was happy to learn that the 
Bureau still agreed with him. 

Whereupon Washington exploded: "Don't use hydt"Ochloric 
acid; it cats hell out of the pipes!" (259) 

Perhaps it is inaccurate lo create a separate category of jargon for 
officialese, as distinct from bureauc.ralese or J>enl,1goncsc. But what I 
mean by officialcse is the kind of l.mguage used b) public officials other 
than government bureaut..rats lo wvcr up the clums} mishandling of 
pub!ic affairs. For instance, Donna Woolfolk Cross reports thal the 
investigating panel lhal re potted on the c.ollapsc of the Teton Dome in 
Idaho, wlmh killed fourteen people, concluded lh,ll "an unfortunate 
choic.e of design measures logcthe1 with lcs!) lh,111 c.om cnlion,11 precau
tions" caused the calamity (31). The Pub/u; Do11bles/1eak Newlleltcr noted 
ir, its Janua1"} 1979 issue lh.tl an .,irline reported lo its sloc.kholdcrs that 
the airline had picked up more than S 1.5 million in profits after laxes 
in 1978 thanks lo the "rec.em involunwry conversion of ,1 727 .,i,-o-afl" 
(3). The "involuntary conversion·• was the c.rash of a plane in Florida in 
~\·hich three passengers died. the ,1ir!inc rn,1dc rnur:. rnuncJ on insur
ance than the plane .ic.tuall} \\,lS \\'Orlh. An .,irlinc offic.ial defended the 
use of the circumlm:ution, c.ommcnlin3 lh,ll the phr,1sc was ",1 \\·idely 
used accounting term" (3). 

A more humorous, but still ominous, cx,11nple of offic.i,1lcse is lhal of 
Colorado State Rcpr<>scntmivc, A. J. Spano, who is reported in the 
January 1980 is!)uc of the P11b/i, Dcmb/cl/Jeak .\'ewllc1te1 <15 h,l\ ing intro
duced ,t bill in the Colorado legisl,1lure lo do,\ npl,1} Dem er's reputa
tion as the c.il} with the scc.ond dirtiest ,tir in the n,nion. He proposed a 
new rating sc.ale so thc1l the b cl of pollul,mls c.,,llcd "h,1z,1rdous'" b) the 
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Federal government would carr} the more innocuous l.1bcl /1001, "d,111-
gcrous" would become acce/1table, "vcr) unhcalthf ul'· would bLcomc 
fair, "unhealthful" would become good, and "moderate .. wuukl bct.omc 
VCI)' good (2). 

Corpomtions and other large organizations arc cMrcmcly sensitive 
about their relationship with the public. They do not wish to off end 
any group, nor do they wish to make an} publit. pronouncements th.it 
will prejudice their sclf-intcrcsL'i. Consequently, the) de\Telop a lan
guage of doublespeak to issue puliq announcements, a la .. guagc that 
is carefully selected in content and form. Suc.h l,mguagc is used cithc1 
to withhold information or to present it in .1 disguised manner. Seldom 
docs it present a clear statement of facts to the public. 

The danger in using officialcsc is that it oversimplifies or blurs 
complex situations. By calming anxict} and anger, it m,1y lull people 
into a false sense of security, make bureaucratic. bungling seem 
harmless, and seriously interfere with people's pcrt.eptions of rcalil). 
When abstract language and euphemisms arc substituted for more 
accurate terms, people ma} mistaken!) believe th.it publit. uffit.i,1ls h,1, e 
identified a cause and that a rcmcd)· will follow. But their words arc 
often nothing more than meaningless abstrat.tions used tu c,adc re
sponsibility for their actions. 

The examples of jargon from various profci.siorn,, m,wp,1tioni., ,md 
disciplines could go on forever. The essential question is, Why do 
speakers and writers use jargon? Some \\ritcn, llJCj,1rgun tu obswrc 
the truth. Others use it to sound imprcsi.i, c, lo gi\ c the ui.c1 st,1tus. Still 
others use it to conceal a lat.k of idcai.01 to gi, c \\cal,. idcai.,rnthorit). ln 
Death in the Aftemoo11, Ernest I--Icmingw.1y dct.ricd thii. l,1t.l,. of d,1rit} in 
language: 

If a man writes clearly enough ,myone can sec if he fakes. If he 
mystilies 10 avoid a straight statement, \\·hich is ver> di ff erect from 
breaking so-c::llcd rules of syntax or grammar 10 make an effect 
which can be obtained in no other way, the writer takes a longer 
time 10 be known :1s .:i fake .... True mvsticism should not be 
confused with incompetence in writing ,~hkh seeks 10 mystif> 
when there is no lll}'Slcry but is really only the necessity to take to 
cover lack of knowledge or the inability 10 state clearly. (5'1) 

At the beginning of Ill) csS,t), I s,1id th,1t I w,mtcd tu du two things. lo 
attempt a diagnosis of the use of jurgon and to offer ,1 remcd). Al
though in the cou rsc of this css.1), I h,I\ c: gi, en ,1 di,1gnui.ii. of i.ons, h) 
presenting examples of j.irgun from mcdit.inc, l.1w, bui.incsi., ,md 
government, I would 110\\• like lo isol,tlc more i.pct.ifit.,111) the m,1in 
features of jargon, m,11,.c ,1 fc,\ qu,1lif)ing wmmcnti. ,1bout c,1t.h, ,md 
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then conclude with a remedy that may contain effective ,tdvice for the 
novice writer. 

Jargon is characterized by the following: 

l. Using several words when one word will do: 
exhibits a tendency - tends 
in an efficient manner - efficicnll>· 
make inquiry regarding - inquire 
resembling in nature - like 
reach a decision - decide 
a\'ail oneself of - use 
render operative 
causative factor 
a long period of time 

--
fix 
cause 
:ong time 

2. A preference for abstract nouns ending in •lio11, -ity, -mrnl, -11ess, 
-a11ce, -alive, -ate, -011.s, •C')', -isl, and the like: 
utilization 
nullity 
apportionmelll 
creel ulousness 
discou menancc 

demition 
pertinacity 
exigencr 
diplomatist 
parsimonious 

3. Excessive use of words with Latin or Greek prefixes: 
abnegation 
circumspect 
comravene 
no11prefcrential 
intra;r.onal 

•l. The use of stock phrases: 
in the final anaiysis 
other things being equal 
fio;n the f.tOint Df \·ic•;· nf 
within the framework of 
in the evelll that 

debriefing 
upgrade 
antitechnology 
bioclemetric 
dishabituate 

5. The substitution of euphemisms fut le!>!> expli<.it inoffensive 
terms: 

terminal living - dying 
defcnsh·e manem·er - retreat 
mild irregularity - constipation 
bathroom tissue - toilet paper 
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encore telecast -+ 

senior citizens -+ 

underprivileged -+ 

substandard housing -+ 

6. The overabundant use of cliches: 

lock, stock, and barrel 
null and void 
pick and choose 
safe and sound 
fair and square 

rerun 
old people 
delinquent 
slum 

one and all 
as thick as thieves 
a grievous error 
all to the good 
blank amazement 

7. The extensive use of the passive voice, rather than the use of the 
more direct active voice: 

Passive: 

Active: 

Job opportunities may be increased by hir;her education. 
Competitive activities should be avoided. 
The report has been solicited by the committee. 
Unpredictable elements must be anticipated. 

High-!r education may increase job opportunities. 
Avoid competitive activities. 
The committee has solicited the report. 
Anticipate the unpredictable. 

8. The exten~ive use of noun strings: 

human factors engineering support 
host area crisis shelter production 

planning workbook 
management information system plan 
Congress refugee panel visit ban 

Almost all of these characteristics of jargon, of course, need qualify
ing. Occasionally a long phrase such as "along t'1e lines of' might be 
more appropriate than "like." Abstract nouns are not always to be 
avoided, especially if they can take the place of a long phrase. Latin and 
Greek prefixes often add flexibility to the language, enabling us to coin 
new words. Stock phrases such as "inasmuch as" and "with reference 
to" sometimes enable our thoughts to flow more smoothly than single 
words. And surely euphemisms are not always to be avoided. One can 
think of certain social situations, dealing with death or bodily func
tions, for example, when a euphemism might be used to avoid unpleas
ant associations. And like euphemisms, cliches also have a place in the 
language. Is it always more effective ;n speech or writing to say "cold" 
rather than "as cold as ice"? Some cliches add intensity to the language. 
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There are times when the passive voice c.1nnot be avoided, especially 
when we don't always know the agent in our sentences. There are also 
times when the passive voice 111ay be preferred, as in the description of 
a scientific process, when the writer wants to put the emphasis on the 
process and not on the agent. Finall}, noun strings can sometimes add 
flexibility to the language. Short noun strings abound in the written 
and spoken language-e.g., pressure cooker, life style, case study. 

So much for the diagnosis. Now for some remedies: 

l. Punctuate long sentences so that they gi,·e the effect of a 
series of shorter sentences and so that they are more 
easily read. 

2. Prefer the single word to the circumlocution. 

3. Replace abstract and general words with concrete and 
specific words. 

4. Avoid using too many·.vords with Latin or Greek prefixes 
and suffixes. 

5. Avoid euphemisms. 

6. A void cliches and stock phrases. 

7. Prefer the active voice to the passive. 

8. Rewrite noun strings as prepositional phrases or relative 
clauses. 

Clearly, all of these guidelines must be modified in relation to the 
writer's purpose, his or her audience, .1nd the occasion. The kind of 
style I am advocating is the so-called plain st}le, a st}le that emphasizes 
economy oflanguage, useful for much public. discourse, but there are 
other styles that might be more appropriate for particular situations. 

I began this paper by using medical metaphors of sickness and 
remedy, disease and cure, talking about language as if it were an 
organism like the human bod}, which over the years has become 
corrupted and defiled. But these analogies, like all analogies, must be 
accepted with reservations, for as Ronald Gross sa}S in his article "On 
Language Pollution": 

The job of the critic of language today calls for diligence as well as 
intelligence. Wholesale denunciations of the state of the tongue ar.! 
of limited usefulness. It is more courageous lo call one prominent 
[person] a liar than lo proclaim that the elllire language is become 
debased. Not language, but this {person's] words: not the whole 
tongue, but this party's evasions and obfuscations must become 
targets. This is unremiuing, unpretentious work, to be undertaken 
by many hands whose impact will only be collective. (58-59) 
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13 How to Read an Ad: 
Learning to Read 
between the Lies 

D. G. Kehl 
Arizona State University 

"Why do you spend money for that which is not bread, and the fruit of 
your labor for that which does not meet your needs?" This question, as 
timely as one's latest trip to the supermarket or political rally, is also 
timeless, for it was posed not by Vance Packard or David Horowitz or 
Joe McGinnis but by the prophet Isaiah over 2,600 years ago. The 
implicit answer in the eighth century B.C. may have been: "Because 
you are dim of sight, dull of hearing, and slow of wit." For the modern 
buyer the answer might simply be: "Because a fool and his money are 
soon parted." Or it might be phrased as follows: "You spend your 
h.1rd-earned money on illusory commercial promises just as you 'buy' 
deceptive political propaganda because you are functionally illiterate, 
never having learned to 'read' an ad." 

"The public buys it,; opinions as it buys its meat or takes its milk, on 
the principle that it is cheaper to do this ti..an to keep a rnw," Samuel 
Butler wrote. "So it is," he concluded, "but the milk is more likely to be 
watered" (Keynes and Hill 1951, 221-22). In order to avoid getting 

-watered milk or unwholesome bread substitutes, it may be impossible 
to keep a cow or flour mill and bakery. The solution lies rather in 
learning to read and discern so as to cot 'lter the ma111pulafr,-e effects 
of Reali,y Control auJ Newspeak. 

l.A. Ric:hards purported to teach us "how to read a page," John 
Ciardi "how to read a poem," Mor! mer Adler "how to read a book," 
Car\,li.1e Gordon ·'how to read a novel," Ronald Hayman "how to read 
a play," and Ezra Pound simply "how to read"-but who has taught us 
how to read an advertisement? 

But ,1,ho ever reads an ad? Who needs to be told how to read what 
we never bother to read? Those who respond in this way should be 

Reprintt'r!, with .:hanges from Englulijoumal 72 (O~tober 1983) b} perm1ssmn of the 
author and the publisher. 

133 

0 
EfilC 
W#iiflid tffl 

140 



1: 
I 

I 

0 
EfilC 
W#iiflid tffl 

134 Beyond Nineteen Eighty-Four 

reminded of Daniel Boorstin's wndusion that "ad,ertisemcnt is our 
most popular reading, listening, and watching matter" ( 1962, 223), 
and of the recent estimate that "average" lJ.S. adults are exposed to 
over five hundred advertising messages dail}, of,, hi<.h the} conscious
ly perceive perhaps around sever.ty-fi\·e (Key 197-1, 80). Malcolm r-.lug
geridgc has coined the term 11ewsak "to characterile this ad,ertisement 
bombardment that harries one e,en ,, hen one seeks blessed tranquility 
in the car or bathroom" (1969, 69). The total ,,olume of this propagan
da blitz has been estimated consenathely b} Ah in Toffler to be ten to 
twenty thousand words in print and twent) thousand words of radio 
and lelevision "ingested" dail) by the "average" l'.S. adult (197 I, 166). 
Wilson Bryan Key has se~ the total at more than "I 00,000 carefully 
edited, slanted, .wd skillfully composed nords-words which sell, 
propose, and plead for [our] attention, [our] S}mpath}, [our] loyalty, 
and most of all, [our] money'' (1974, 81). 

And yet despite the further estimate that by the age of eighteen the 
modern American youth has watched 350,000 TV commercials, these 
young people, as Aldous Huxley pointed out in the late 50s, "are 
nowhere taught, in any systematic way, to distinguish true from false, 
or meaningful from meaningless, statemen ti,· (I 958, 106). Surely one 
of the great inadvertences of our educational system has been our 
willingness to subject young people to the onslaughts of advertise
ment-both wmmercial and politkal-,,ithout <::quipping them ,~ith 
the abilities of advertence, that is, the keen awareness of words as 
symbols, and their persuasive and pervasive power. 

In the late 19th century, Samuel Butler noted that "the most impor
tant service rendered b} the press and maga£ines is that of edu<.ating 
people to approach printed matter with distrust" (Keynes and Hill 
221). Today, nearly a centur} later, in the lengthening shadow of 1984, 
the need for such ed·ication is even more pronounced, but the prL 
and magazines, apprehensh e about loss of subs<.1 iptions and ad\ertis
ing revenue, are surely not interested in arousing any distrust in 
printed matter. The task oftea<.hing hm~ to read an ad, though it is the 
English teacher's by default, is close!} rcl,1ted to our job of te.1ching 
how to read a poem, a story, a play, or a no\el-and it's about time we 
got down to the business of getting the job dune. All th,tt patron saint of 
Romantic poetry, William Blake, expressed it in two poems, 

They ever must believe a lie 
Who see with, not through, the eye.I 

Blake's notion of seejng through the e}e, of inten!iel} eng,tging the 
imagination, is ob, iousl} different from Butler's notion of <.asting a 
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jaundiced eye, of regarding all printed m,ttter skepticalh. Yet the t,,o 
share common ground in their attempts to get through illusion to 
reality. Similarly, the effective reader of ad, ertisement will not only see 
through the eye but see through the propaganda, he will become less 
gullible but not at the cost of becoming totall} cynic.al. It may be true, as 
someone has said, that perceptive reading is "e}e and ass power,",but 
not merely in the sense of training the former and taxing the latter. 
Reading is eye and ass power also in the sense of sharpening the focus 
of the eye in order to avoid being made an ass. 

Just as there ,ire different kinds of levels of reading, so there :i.re 
different ways of 1:eading an ad. Charles Walcutt has specified four 
kinds of reading: 

l. guessing, that is, making assumptions about meaning of words 
by looking at pictures; 

2. stumbling, getting fragmented understanding here and there; 

3. skipping, getting the gist of meaning only; and 

4. skimming, making one;s way through the material swiftly and 
getting a general understanding of its meaning. ( 1962, x) 

It seems fa· r to say that advertisers and thei1 c.lient!i benefit most,~ hen 
our reading consists of guessing, stumbling, ,md skipping, for ,v hen ,ve 
simply make assumptions on the basis of pictures, fragmented under
standing, and general "gists" of meanings, the door is wide open for 
the subtleties of associalions, diversion, and subliminal seduction. 

Mortimer Adler's four ievels of reading are perhaps even more 
apropos of adverti!iements (1967, 16ff.). The first level is eleme11/ary, 
rudimentary, basic, or .nitial reading, perhaps ,t c.ombination of W alcutt"s 
"guessing" and "stumbling." Even otherwise highl} lucated, !iophisti
cated individuab may read ads in this wa} simpl} because of lack of 
time or refusal to devote time to careful reading uf .ids as one peruses a 
magazine or i'lewspaper. This kind of rudiment.tr} reading sui~ the 
advertiser's purpose of communicating false generalizati01.~, half 
truths, and appeals to the subconscious mind. 

Adler's second level, iuspectio11al reading, is generall} the equihtlent 
of Walcutt's "stumbling" and "skimming.'' The reader, conscious of 
limited time, seeks to answer questic,ns i:1rompted largd} b} c.urio!iit}, 
questions which are typic,1lly gene1?l and !iuperficial, suc.h ,ts "Wh,1t is 
this ad about?" or "Why is that seJucti,e girl staring ,ll me from this 
page?'' 

The third le,el of reading ac.c.ording tu Adler, the a11al)tual, im ol,es 
a careful, system.itic ~nal} sis of the entire book ( or ,td) ,md its S} mbols, 
with the reader asking many pertinent questions. 
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The fourth and highest level of reading Adler calls syntopical or 
wmparative reading, which, when applied to advertisements, would 
involve not only an analysis of the ad and its parts, but also a com
parison-contrast of the ad and its symbols with other ads and their use 
of symbols. 

At this point there can undoubtedly be heard a round of demurrers 
expressing something like this: "Surely you don't think anybody actu
ally reads ads analytically or syn topically or even inspectionally, except 
maybe ad writers or people who write papers about ads. And surely 
you aren't suggesting anything so preposterous and .impracticable as 
the n'Jtion that we should take time to read ads in such a sophisticated 
way and teach students to do so, are you?" 

A suitable respCl;1se might be: "Yes, we have no bananas today, but, 
no, we do have some very nice carrots." They are electric carrots 
dangling out there in front of us on sticks, for as J.B. Priestley put it, 
"Admass is a tonsumer's race with donkeys chasing an electric carrot" 
(1957, 21£•). 

It is obviv11s that most people read ads only on Walcutt's elementary, 
cursory levels of guc:.sing and stumbling, as evidenced by the fact that 
advertising in North America is a flourishing $27 billion a year busi
ness. The ad writer wants us to "read" the ad, but only on a superficial 
level. Sometimes the writer even admonishes us to "Read This," as an 
ad for Korbel brandy does,just as one friendly hometown :nortuary 
urges us to "Read this and a very difficult thing may become a little less 
difficult." It is unlikely, however, that read in such cases is intended in 
the sense of the Old English source of the term-raeden: to consider 
carefully; to discern, per .1se, inspect, deliberate, interpret. (Few people 
realize that one of the ob:.'llete denotations of "read" was the fourth 
stomach of ruminant.) In ti,;:: ~0n11ection, it may be pertinent to 
para phrase Francis Bacon's famous statement abuut tasting some 
books, swallowing others, and chewing and digesting some few others. 
All ads are to be tested, none to be simply swallowed, some to be 
chewed and spit out, and some few to be ruminated. 

Meticulous reading of any material demands time and effort, but 
onr..! a workable strategy is developed, both time and effort can be 
minimized. Such a strategy must be based on certain deliberate as
sumptions, whether on.: is reading commercial, social, or political 
propaganda. (Hitler in Mein Kampf, we sh mid remember, defined 
propaganda as "political advertising" (1942, 193). The methodology of 
the two is strikingly similar.) 

The first basic assumption takes the form of a prerequisite condition 
to be met hy the reader. Just as the reading of literature requires a 
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willing suspension of disbelief, so a perceptive rtading of advertise
ment requires a willed suspension of belief. Both the belletrist and the 
ad writer are fabricators; the significant difference is that whereas the 
former presents heightened truth through the openly acknowledged 
illusion of art, the latter often misrepresents as truth what is subtly 
concealed illusion-for nakedly commercial purposes. Readers must 
therefore devise what someone has called a "system of discounts"-not 
a blanket cynicism but a discriminating analysis that enables one to 
discount half-truths, innuendoes, and blatant falsehoods. 

Other basic assumptions essential to the perceptive reading of ads 
involve the recognition of certain dichotomies almost always present in 
advertisement ipso facto. One set of dichotomi~s is that of the project
ed voice and the real one, the ostensible purpose and the real one. 
Perhaps the most common pseudovoice in advertisement is that of the 
avuncular public servant personally concerned about the welfare of 
each one of us. Such a voice conveys the common ostensible purpose of 
improving our lives, meeting all our needs, assuring our comfort and 
security, and making us perfectly happy and content. How could one 
possibly question such honorific motivation when we hear from "The 
Good Guys at Kalil Bottling Company," or from "Farmer's Insurance 
Group-with good guys to look after" us or when we're told that 
"Metropolitan really stands by" us and that we're "in good hands with 
Allstate"; that United States Steel is "helping to rebuild the American 
Dream," that Buick Opel is "dedicated to the free spirit" in all of us and 
Oldsmobile Omega wants to build one 'just for us" while Jack Daniels 
in the homey hills of Tennessee lovingly, patiently charcoal-mellows 
whiskey "drop by drop" and Juan Valdez ·111 Colombia picks out the 
very finest wffee beans just for us? Lane Furniture tells m,, "We're 
made with love"; a commercial for a dental clinic assures us in song, 
"The difference, my friend-we care about you"; Gerber products 
come to us with "fifty years of caring" and Pampers are made with 
"tender, loving care." Failure to resist this avuncular voice may result in 
our forgetting that the real motivation is, after all, Mammon. 

Another common pseudovoice in advertisement is that of eternal 
youth, either in the form of seductive femininit} or male machismo. 
Such archetypes are widely used for purposes of adverting, that is, 
drawing or turning the reader's attention from the real business at 
hand (a sale) by associating the product with an illusion. Man} <1ds for 
healu spas and automobiles, for example, advert(isc) the illusion; not 
the product. At other times, the pseudovoice takes the form of a 
testimonial from a popular entertainment figure or sports idol. The 
disparity lies, of course, in the fact that success and popularity in one 
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field do not necessarily qualif} one as ,tn expert in ,moth~r; moreo,er, 
many celebrities very likely have never even used the products that 
they are paid so handsomely to endorse. 

Besides pseudopurpose and pseudo\'oice, there is pseudologic: the 
dichotom, between specious reasoning and valid, sound logic, or be
tween irraiior.al propaganda ,tnd the pseudorational guise in which it 
is presented. Consider the fabulous, the iensatio11al .\fork Eden A1ark II 
Bust Developer with IVR, an ad which appeared in a recent issue of 
Mademoiselle. 

Now with IVR, no matter what your bust problem-whether you 
are flat-chested and want to quickly acid 3, 4, 5, 6, or more shapely 
inches--or whether you want to firm up, fill nut your cup size and 
develop rounded shape and glorious high clea,,agc-only Mark II 
does it all-the world's most totally effective bust developer! ... 
Now a woman can actually see her bust become rounder and fuller 
before her very eyes, Firstagemle flush across the bosom and then, 
incredibly enough, inches actually added to the bust from the very 
first day .... The ultimate bustline with IVR. 

The reader might well imagine that "IVR" is an amazing new scientific 
elixir, perhaps resembling that which Hawthorne's Aylmer concocted 
to remove a birthmark from his wife's c.heek. But in smdll print at the 
bottom we are told that IVR-"exclusive with Mark Eden Mark II," 
stands for Infinitely Vanable Rmsta11,c. The discerning reader might 
well.~ay, "What a bust!"-and turn the page, richer by at least $10.95 
and considerably wiser, 

Perhaps the greatest dichotom} in ad,ertisement is that between 
language and reality. In his book The Thealle of the .1brnrd, Martin Esslin 
alludes to the "trend of the times in the \\Ork.lda} \\Orld of the man in 
the street." Esslin writes: 

Exposed to the inccssam, and inexor,1bly loquacious, onslaught of 
the mass media, the press, and achertising, the man in the street 
becomes more and more skeptical toward the language he is ex• 
posed to. The citizens of totalitarian coumrics know full well that 
most of what they are told is doubletalk, de,,oid of real meaning. 
They become adept at reading between the lint"· that is,-at guess• 
ing at the reality the language conceals rather tuan reveals. In the 
West, euphemisms and circumlocutions fill the press or resound 
from the pulpits. And advertising, by its constant use of super• 
latives, has succeeded in devaluing language to a point where it is a 
generally accepted axiom that most of the word~ one secs displayed 
on billboards or in the colored pages of mag,ttinc ach ertising arc ,ts 
meaningless as the jingles of television commercials. A yawning 
gulf has opened between language and reality. (359) 

Similarly, Leo Spitzer, in an essay entitled "America!' Advertise
ment Explained as Popular Art," notes that "the puulic accepts 
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willingly the hypocrisy" of the commercial allisl (l 962, 253). And in 
regard lo political adverti,scmenl, poet John Berryman said: "From 
publir. officials we expect lies, and we get them in profusion" 
(Kostelanetz 344). The evidence surely indicates that Esslin, Spitzer, 
and Berryman arc correct about the disparity between the language of 
propaganda and reality, between words and refel'enls. 

But perhaps they overestimate the perception and sophistication of 
the "average" U.S. reader of ads. Wasn't it H. L. Mencken who said 
somewhere t1lat nobody ever went broke underestimating the intel
ligence of the American public? It may be true, as Spitzer says, that "the 
advertiser does not ask that his words be taken completely al face 
value" (253). But it is also true that he knows full well that the success of 
his ad depends upon its being readjust superficially enough to permit 
its seductive, associative archetypes lo lodge in the subconscious and its 
illusory promises to appeal sufficien,ly to one or more of the Seven 
Deadly Sins to bear the desired fruit of Mammon. As Aldous Huxley 
noted in his essay "The Arts of Selling," advertisement "depends for its 
effectiveness on a general failure to understand the n,llurc of symbols" 
(1958, 50). 

It is necessary, then, for the reader to approach an ad with the basic 
assumption that the copywriter uses language less to express than lo 
impress, less to illuminate than to ma zipulate, less to win with 1wson than 
to baffle with bull. Like the perceptive reader ofbelles!ettres, the reader 
must read not only the declarations but also the implications; not only 
the denotations but also the connotations. The reader must be alert not 
only to what the "voice" means to say but also lo what the voice says 
without meaning to-and lo what is left unsaid. The reader must 
assume that more often than not the voice, the pcrsonc1, the narrator is 
unreliable. To echo Will Rogers, the copywriter is, in a f.cnse, arche
typal con artist persuading readers lu buy something the) don't need 
with money they don't have. 

Perhaps the most effective countr:rstratcgy-which, in a sense, is 
what reading an ad entails-is to pose a series of pointed questions, c1s 
Adler has for evaluating books, and then attempt lo answer them.2 Fur 
advertisements, think VAPID-an a<.ronym formed by the follmving 
questions about the voice, audience, purpose, idea ,md de\iccs of ,my 
ad we read: 

Voice 

What voice is speaking in this ad? !s it an authentic, (,redible and 
creditable one? 
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Audience 

What audience is the ad directed toward? And ,, hy? 
Does the ad writer take unfair advantage of the reader or viewer, as 

in the case of print ads and commercials, especiall} those for cereals, 
directed toward children? Anntl,cr kind of ad with special appeal to a 
particular audience-and b} reverse ps}cholog} m,tking an appeal to 
those not in the category explicitly ,tdd1 esi,ed-is the cigarette or liquor 
ad which assures smokers and drinke, s th,tt it is perf el.ti} acceptable to 
indulge, as long as it's their product. An ad for Vantage cigarettes is 
addressed 

to the 56,000,000 people who smoke cigarettes. A lot of people 
have been telling you not to smoke, espedally cigarettes with high 
"tar" and nicotine. But smoking provides you with a pleasure you 
don't want to give up .... But there is one overriding fact that 
transcends whether you should or shoulcln 't smoke and that fact is 
that you do smoke, and what are they going to do about that? 

Purpose 

What is the purj,ole of the .td-both the ostem,ible one ,111d the re.ti one? 
The question is espel.iall}' pertinent, for cx,unple, in relation to ads 

that purport to have great hum,mit,tri,111 c.unc.ern, ,t c.onc.ern that is 
undercut by the product itself or b} the c.ompan} 's unscrupulous 
activity. What really is the purpose of this Jd from the Distilled Spirits 
Council of the U.S.? 

It's all right to offer someone a drink. It's all wrong to insist. If you 
choose to drink, drink responsibly. 

Or wh,,t about the so-called "pl1blic sen ice" ,tels b} gas c.ompanies in 
relation to th,'! energ} c.risis, or th.: prup,tg,md,t fur nuc.le.ir energy, or 
an ad fre,.n the American Electric. Po\\-er Compan} assuring us that 
America's coal resources "won't wme ne,11 i.hort suppl} fur over 500 
years"? 

Idea 

What is tht' central zdea of the ,td, iti. thesis or h} po thesis, its focus
both ostensible and real? 

Ordinaril} the c.entral fuu1s l.,111 be ,111,1l}L.ed in terms of the ,tppeal 
to one or more of the Seven De,tdl} Sins. p1 ide, c.ovetuv:.nt:ss, lust, 
anger, glutton}, envy, and sloth. If we ,vere not motivated b} silly 
vanity, vainglor}, ,md c.unc.eit, "ould su(,h ,tdi. ,u, thii. one fur Volvo be 
effective? Drive a ca, that imJneHel people wlw a1C1t'l cmily impmml. 
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Further understanding of advertisement's central appeal is con
veyed in: 

The Advertiser's Decalogue 

I. Thou shall indulge thyself and never feel guilty. 
2. Thou slialt take unto thee graven images of standard brands 

and be taken in by their promises of gratification and glory. 
3. In the name of independence thou shalt do thine own thing, 

eschewing all authority and restriction. 
4. Remember populai· opinion, taste.-. and currem fads to serve 

them wholly. 
5. Seven days a week shalt thou demand instant case, relief, 

satisfacuon and luxury, eschewing any discomfort a. C\'il. 
6. Honor Scicntism as Sa\'ior, that th}' days may be long and 

prosperous in the land which ad\'ertising hath made the 
wealthiest on earth. 

7. Thou shall pursue happiness, pleasure, and thrills as the 
ultimate end of life. 

8. Thou shalt seek to li\'c by bread alone, for man's life consistcth 
in the abundance of Mammon. 

9. Thou shalt live wholly for the here and now. 
IO. Thou shalt covcl thy neighbor's possessions and satisfy thy 

aninml urges al any cost. 

And the common appc,11s of ,lCh·erti!icment t.,m be sumn1.1ri1.cd in. 
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The Adv~rtiser's 23rd 

The Adman is my Shepherd, 
I shall ever wam. 
He :nakcth me to walk a mile for a Camel; 
He lcadcth me beside Crystal Waters in the 

High Country of Coors. 
He rcslorcth my soul with Perrier. 
He guideth me in Marlboro Country 
For Mammon's sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the Valle}' of the 

Jolly Green Giant, 
In the sha,low of B.O., halitosis, 

indigestion, headache pain, and 
hcmorrhoidal tissue, 

I will fear no evil, 
For I am in Good Hand~ with Allstate; 
Thy Arid, Scope, Tums, Tylenol, and 

Preparation H
Thcy comfort me. 
Stouffer's prcparcst a table before the TV 
In the presence of all mr Appetites; 
Thou anointcsl my head with Brylcream; 

148 



0 
EfilC 
U#iifil#b ttffi, I 

142 Br;ro11cl Ni11rtre11 EighlJ•Fo11r 

l\fy Decaffeinated Cup ruunelh o,·er. 
Surcl>• surfcil and security shall follow me 
All the days of l\felropolitan Life, 
And l shall dwell in a Co111inental Home 
With a lllortgag<· for e\'er :ind C\'cr. 

Devices 

Having asked and ans,, crcd questions ,1buut, uilc, ,1udic11le, pm pose, 
and ke)' idea or appeal, one is then re.id) Lo pose ,, h,tl is pcrh,1ps the 
most important question uf ,111; Wh.1t ,ire the spccifil clet.'ice.s or tclh
niques used? This question can, in turn, be broken down into the 
following categories. 

• What is the overall design or structure of the ad? 

• What "adverting" or auention-g,.:tting ploys arc used? 

• What place do nonverbal symbols play? 

• What information is provided and sup,,ort given? 

• What dues the language wmc} <h.·nut,1thcl): Cunnut,llhcl}? 
Objective!)'? Subjcctil'cly? 

• What kind of rhetoric docs the ad cmplo)'? 

The Rhetoric of Cow and Bull 

The rheturil uf ,t<h c1 tiscmcut l,111 be ,tn,11) 1.cd ,llWI ding tu L\\ u gener
al categories; tht. rhetoric. uf cou· ,md the rhcturil of b11ll:1 Ads that 
present "w,," ,11 c tlmi.c "hilh lbt imp1 c1>sh c-i.oundiug <l,tl,1, i.dcntific. 
or p~ct.dosc.icntifil f.tlt!\, ,md ,111 the l,1tcl>l "tci.t c, idcnlc "-hut,, ith nu 
ii1dilatiun uf wntc:-..ti., ft ,llllCS uf I cfc1 ClllC, ,md point:. ur obi.en .1tiun 
,,·hid1 ncless,11il} dctc1mi11c lhc u1igi11, 11,1tu1c, 111c,111i11g, ,mcl 1elc
\ ancc of the f.tltl>. There j1, nu i11dil,1tiu11 uf wnll ul f.tltu1 i., ,1pplil,1bili
ty, or relevance. 

Ads that present "bull," on the othe1 h,md, ,trc those ,,,hich dis
course ge11erally but with no factual data. 

The copywriters uf Cow ,u·e the sh)sters, .1uempting to ww the 
1 c,tder, tu u, c1,1,,c ut intimi<l,tlc "ith lcdmil,11-suuu<ling d,tl,1 f1u111 the 
s,tc.red ww uf Slielllism. The} p,1r,1de thci1 advmuecl, new, i111J11oi0ed 
breal/lluough.), thei1 11/trn-aclvc111u·d, 11m, cluublc Jnu/nliutt fu111111/a, ,md 
thei1 unprunut1nle,1blc, u }plil ",1lti-.c ing1cdic11t1," lil,,c .)ucli111111110110-

Jl1101oplwlp/wlc ,m<l t11u11u~udi11111 g/,,/,111111/t, 11u11u.\_),11d 9 ,111<l S11J11:101b 7. 01 
the) prmide i11 elc,·,lllt pc• 1,un,11 d,ll,1 ,11, in thii. .1<l fu1 Dc\\,11 's Swtd1. 
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1 i1c details arc apparent!} intended to c.un\ inu: us, b} ,1s!\0Lialio11, 1o 

buy Dewar's because such a wholesome, ,111-Ameritan, c.lean-Lul, ad
\'Cnturcsome wonmn 1;kc Sharon Miller prefers White Label. 

The copywri1er of Bull is the bullster, allcmpting to persuade 
through bluster, bluff, and blather. The c.ommon method is uversl,1lc
mcnt; the popular form, the superlative. One of the gr ,1test bt:llstc•s 
in the Southwest is "Tex" Earnhardt, "Ariwna's Largest Ford Dealer," 
whose print ads annou11~c "No bull since 1951" and whose TV com
mercials, featuring Tex straddling ,l Brahm,1 bull, c.onc.lude \\ ith the 
statement, "And that ain't no bull." llullstcrs, it seems, typically feel :i,c 
need lo insist that they arc not bulling us. 

The shysters of Cow have recently adopted ne\\' strategics using 
"health fears," misinfo,m.1liun, ,mcl innuendoes lo c.onf11!\e ,md mis
lead the public by claiming that one product is "i,,,1f er" than ,mot I .er. 
For example, one popul,1r soft drink is achenh,ed ,ts being L,tffcinc
frce with the strong :.uggcstion that the substanc.e is unhealthful, ,1 
condusion th,1t has nut been borne ot1l b) sLientifk studies, ,ILLor:ling 
lo tht. American Council .>n Science and Health. Similar fear lactic.s 
intended ~o c.ow us ,\re used in ,td\ cnising dcL,1ff ci•1,1ted wff ec despite 
the fact thatil ha~ bwn p1men th,1t!\l1t.h wffcei. Lont.1in uni) .1 liulc less 
caffeine than du regul.11 wff ces. Simil,11 It, ,1di,, fo1 fill~-• Lig.11 cues h,I\ e 
engaged in cowing,, ith their daimi. of lo\\ l,11 .ind niwtine, but,, hat 
they do not say-,1nd wh,1t studies prei,,entcd ,it the 55th Sc.iemific. 
Session of the Amcrit,111 Heart As!loLi,uion h,n c sho\, n-is dut filtc1 
cigarcues a,·c no belle: r1t r:'duc.ing L,irbon monu:-..ide, ,1 st1bi.t,111LC 
linked lo heart dl<:P.a,c;"' than nonfihcr ciJr.1r<>t'cs. 

Still other cowmg (fear) lactic..,; cone.em the use of ,1rtifiti,1l sweet
eners despite the f.tc.t th,1l nc\, rei.1.,ird1 h,1s shm, n th.it nurm.11 use of 
the sweeteners docs nut Lause L,111c.e1 ,is p1 C\ iousl} 1 epm tcd. Further, 
some food c.omp,111} ,td\ erlii.ers l,111.. out of both sides of thei1 ,11011lhs, 
in true doublespeak fashion, in d,1iming th.it some of the prodm,ls 
contain no prcsen.1th cs 01 uthc1 d1emiL,1ls \\ hile, ,it the s,une time, 
advertising other prod ULls th,1t du w1ll,1i11 .hem. Simil,u I), ,td\ c1 tbcri. 
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for one bra~d of mayonnaise w,trn prospeuive purLhasers not lo buy 
any products "with ingredients you can't pronounce" but fail to men
tion that their brand of llld}Onnaise wntains pho~phat:dyl clwlines and 
glycerol esters of linoleic acid. That nic.ens little boy named Bab} Tuc.koo 
had better watch out for the moocow coming down the road! 

Occasionally the LOW and the bull get together in the same ad and 
produce either a variant of the all-too-familiar cock-and-bull or yet 
another Golden Calf venerated in modern America no less fervently 
than was its ancient prototype. If the Israelites needed to learn lo read 
and heed what was written on those tablets of stone, modern Ameri
cans need lo learn lo read not onl) those ancient precepts but also what 
is written in ubiquitous ads. For if we fail lo master the eye and ass 
power of discriminating reading, \\e ,tre likely to be cO\ved and bulled 
until we find ourselves asses chasing electric carrots. 

Notes 

I. The two poems are "Auguries of Innocence" and "The Everlasting 
Gospel." Perhaps Blake was 111fiue11ced b} Plato's T.'1eaelelID, ;n which Socrates 
asks the question, "Which is more c.orrect, to Sa} that we see or hear with the 
eyes or the ears, or //,rough the e}es or ears? .. ,md to which Plato responded: "I 
should say t/11ough, Socrates, rather than with." 

2. Adler has suggested these four questions one must ask about any book: 
(1) What is the boukabout asa \vhole? (2) What is beingsa1d, m detail, and how? 
(3) Is the book true, in whole or part? ( 4) Wh:it of it? 

3. The terminology is borrowed from William G. Perry's essay "Exams
manship and the Liberal Arts. A Stud} in Ec!ucational Epistemology." In 
Examining in Ha111ard College . • 1 Colleclw11 of faJays by Membm of the Harvard 
Faculty. Cambridge. Faculty of Ans and Sciences, 1963. 125- 135. Seem} essay 
"The Rhetoric of Cow and the Rher ,ric_ of Lull .. Rhetoric Society Quarterly 14 
(Summer-Fall 1984): 129-38. 
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14 Subliminal Chainin~s: 
Metonymical Doublespeak 
in Advertising 

Don L. F. Nilsen 
Arizona State Uni\•ersity 

A numb1...-of years ago, George Lakoff delivered ,1 series of lectures 
proposing a linguistic model which he called "Gestalt Linguistics." This 
model investigated the cultural facts we need to know in order llJ 

interpret a sentence. As an example, he asked us to make belie\e we 
had come to America from a foreign countr} and came across the 
phrase "topless legislation.'" This expression would be totall} mean
ingless to the foreigner who did not share something of American 
culture, for the legislation is indeed not topless. In fact, anyone at
tern pting to intei pret this sentence is required to go through a series of 
metonymical chainings in order to arrive at a cultural g..:stalt that 
makes the phrase understandable: 

Gestalt 

Lexicalization 

Topless legislation 

Topless districts 
Topless bars 
Toplet dancers 
Topless dres!.es 

~ Nature of Chain 

Legislation which 
concerns 
Districts which have 
Bars which ha,·e 
Dancers which ha\·e 
Dresses which do 
not have a top 

This chain provides our English language with fi,-e expressions, 
none of which can be unden,tood "ithout sublimi11.1ll} de\eloping the 
chain. "Topless legislation" is not topless. A "topless district" is not 
topless. A "topless bar" is not topless. And a "topless dancer" is cer
tainly not topless. In this entire chain, it is onl} the dress which is 
topless. The chaining is so significant in our wlture th.it ne ,ire nor 
even allowed to call a bar with no roof a "topless bar," since th,t. 
expn~ssion would be very misleading. 

This chaining process in language is the rule r,1ther th,m the excep
tion; for c::\ef} expression ,ve he,u, om minds ,ire tr,1ined tu imestigate 
the vc1rious c.ultur.111} wmp,1tiblc c.h,1inings ,.md settle on the p,irtiwl,ir 
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chaining that is most appropriate and sensible for the context in 
questio-: •. T~us a "cement truck" is not a truck made out of cement, but 
a truck for hau:ing cement; and a "greenhouse" is not a house which is 
green bu: rather a house that c.ontains green things; and a "slam dank" 
is something which happens on a basketball court rather than in a 
coffee shop. 

Effective ad,·erlisers must know th:-ee things. The} must know their 
product; they must know the culture; .md they must know their poten
tial customer. Furthermore, they must know enough about languc1ge lo 
use their knowledge about the product, the culture, and t!1e customer 
to persuade the customer to buy the product. 

But there is an added complication: customers don't necessarily 
want to buy the product, and at an} rate the)' don't trust the advertiser, 
who doesn't necessarily have the customer's best interest at heart. 
Customers realize that it is the function of the advertiser to sell the 
product (get the money ~o change hands), and it is therefore the 
function of customers to resist buying the product (get the money lo 
stay put). If customers realize they are being advertised at, they will 
quickly build their defenses, and the ad will thereby be rendered 
ineffective. Advertisers must therefore communicate, "Buy my prod
uct" al a level where customers don't realize they are being affected. 
This is called subliminal advertising. 

In his books Subliminal Seduction, Medza Sexploitatio,1, anJ Clam Plate 
Orgy, Wilson Bryan Key has investigated son:~ of the techniques of 
subliminal communication \\hic:.h advertisers use lo sell their products. 
They airbrush barely detectable words and symbols into clouds, ice 
cubes, smoke, flowing hair, and other free forms. If you point out lo ad 
readers that these messages are there, and ask them if they saw or ,...-ere 
affected by these messages, they will respond, "Certainly not." And 
that's exactl} what the ad,ertising people want them to say and think, 
but the advertising people h,l\e dune numerous studies (the results of 
which are not gt>nerally a\ailable to the:: public:.) whic:.h provide strong 
evidenc.e thc1l !>uc:.h sublimin,il mess,1ges c1re indeed underslOod c:tl some 
subliminal level, c1nd c1re indeed c1ffec:.ting the buying behc1v·ior of the 
customers. 

The subliminal message!> ,vhich 1r\-'ilson Br}an Ke; is studyin~ are 
typically o.,c ,~ord or one-s}mbol rr.essc1ges. The} ,ire mc:tde subliminal 
by being c1irbrushed or otht:rni!>e b1ended into the em irunmentso that 
they are hardy visible. On the vlher h,md, the sublimin.il messages of 
the present artic:.le ahv,l)S imohe more th.m one \\01d, beuus: here it 
is not the word itself \\hic:.h i!> sublimin.il, but r.1ther the relationship 
L-0 tween one word ,md .inother. The problem \Hlh t.alking about this 
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relationship is that the audience will first see no relationship at ,tll, and 
then, once they see the relationship they will sa)', "But that's obvious." 
The only way to make them a\vare of the subliminal effects of the word 
associations is to give the1 .. just the two associated words ,,nd force 
them to attempt to develop the relationship by themselves. 

I once gave another linguist the expression ,Widas .'vlufflm and asked 
,tim to try to figure out the nature of the relations! • between the two 
words. He immediately saw the alliteration of the M's, but then he said, 
"Let's see, Midas was a King." 

I agreed and told him that the Midas 1\foffler company had even 
dotted their i with a crown to help ad readers make that association. 

fie said, "King Midas had the golden touch." 
I agreed, but asked, "What does a kingha,eto do \\ith muffl<!rs,.~nd 

what is the relevance of the golden touch?" 
He said, "Well, mufflers don't make any noise." 
I said, "That's right, they're sHent." And then but only then could he 

make the connectic1t: Silence is golde11. 
At this point I got a reaction similar to what I get when I tell a joke 

involving a pun-a sort of smiling groan. He thought a\\· hile and said, 
"But maybe 'silence is golden' is not the bridge; n1aybe the bridge is 
simply that gold is valuable and Miaas Mufflers are equall} ,aluable." 

I responded, "Well, yes, that too." 
This linguist is the first person I've talked with ,vho has been able.Jo 

develop the complete chain on a conscious le,el. But we are all able to 
understand more than we are able to communicate. We are like the 
child who asked if a certain building was made out of "alunimum." 
When his father responded, "Yes, it i.s made out of aluminum," the 
child angrily retorted, "not aluminum, alunimum. "The child could hear 
but could not reproduce the difference. 

Somehow, we all sort-of but not-quite make the connec.tion of Midas 
and mufflers across the proverb, "Silence is golden." Some people 
make the connection more than others, and nobod} mal,.es it all the 
way-at least on a consc.ious level. We are <1 great deal smarte1 than we 
think we are about making these ch.iinings bec.ause this is nec.esi,arily a 
well-developed skill oflanguage-possesi,ing hum.ins. At th1.. s,um: time 
we are a great deal more naive than we thin!,. ,ve .ire about the effects 
that these chainings ha\e on our li\es, because they happen sub
liminally. 

There used to be a tele,ision commerc.ial for i·anquish (a headache 
medicine) where a person holds up t\\O fingers .ind singi, three short 
notes and one long note. This simple c.ommerc.i.il h.id i,e,en different 
meanings: 
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1. The V stands for Vanquish, 

2. the fingers are held in ,t sign of V for Victory-,-ictor}' over 
pain, 

3. this V sign is also used a::. a Peace S}'mbol-peace and quiet, 

4. the V symbol is linked tv the Roman Number V standing for 
five, 

5. this linking is reinforced b} the fact that the per!>on is singing 
the first four notes of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, 

6. which is reinforced by the fact tha~ the Morse Code fo1• V is 
three dots and a dash, 

7. and since the music is pla}ed upbe.tt, ,,e are reminded not onl} 
of Beethoven's Fifth, but also of its modern counterpart, "A 
Fifth of Beethoven" which 

8. provides a whole new set of chainings. 

Now you might say, "But I studied Morse Code thirt}•fivt.. years 
ago." 

I would respond, "Aha, that shows you how subliminal it is." 
You might say, "But I never studied Morse Cocie at all." 
I would respond, "Well, six out of seven ain't all that bad." 
This ad is like any good examination; ever}bOd} gets some of it 

right, and nobody gets all of it right. 
Suppose a new product comes onto the m.irket and the company 

decides to call it Air. Pibh. Is it merely coincidence that this product is 
the same color as Dr. Pepper, and that it has a similar offbeat taste? Is it 
coincidence that Afr. and Dr. are both titles of people (i.e., personifica
tion), and that their pronunciation is iimil,u? Or th.tt their letter 
configuration-going from a capital letter to ,m r to a period-are both 
like goingdm\n a mount.tin? hit c.oinc.idenc.e th.it both p1 oduc.ts begin 
with P, follm~ed b) a I.ix front unrounded \-0\\el, full,med b} a bilabial 
stop?.• .1d is it c.oinc.idenc.e that both use .t double letter .it the end of the 
first S}liable (bb and /1/J), or th.it a bb is simpl} ctn upside down pp? I 
suggest that there ,u e too m,tn} simil.trities here fur them all to be the 
result of coincidence. 

At one time I was so nahe as to think that Arb/.1 restaurants were 
named a .. f'r a person by the name of ".\rby." Then my daughter, 
Nicolette, told me th.it.-\rb} is merel} the pronunciation of the lettersR 
and B, which ::.tand for "Roast Beef.'' Arb} ·s l.iter unsublimated their 
ad with ajingle ihat refers to "America's Roast Beef, Yes Sir." 

There are a number of interesting c.h.iinings rcl.iting tu p,tnt} hose. 
l'gly Dudding pant}huse is .in Jllu::.iun tu c1 II.ins Christian Andersen 
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fairy tale; Turtles pantyhose are called that because "Turtles never 
run." Another pantyhose name is Shenamgam be<..iuse 'Girls \\ho get 
into Shenanigans have more fun." Then there is Sheer E11ergy Pa11t)'lw:.e 
"with all-day massage." Think of the associations of "sheer," of "ener
gy" of "pantyhose" and of "massage." Contrast this with an equally 
descriptive phrase like "Old Ladies' Support Stockings." 

But none of these chainings are ai. effective as those of the product 
l 'Eggs. This product is chained to the package (egg), ,md to its location 
(leg). The "L" plus apostrophe plu!' "Egi;s" is very French in appear
ance-glamorous. "L'eggs" seems to have the same French mor
pholo~ical structure as does the actual French word, L'oeuf. And that 
may beth'! end of this particular chain; howe\·er, there is another chain 
based on the same French wore!, "l'oeuf." It relates to a score in 
tennis-love which is derived from the French l'oeuf-the egg. The 
metaphor is exactly the same as '1e other metaphor meaning zero
goose egg, and is based on shap-. 'semblance. Notice here that I did 
not attempt to relate the tennis metaphor to the pantyhose metaphor. 
The chain from L'Eggs to L'Oeuf to Love is an unconscious and 
non reinforcing chain. If the chaining does affect the product, it affects 
it in a negative way, similar to the way the Spanish No va affects the 
American car name, "Nova." I suspeLt that these unconscious and 
pc;.entially damaging chain in gs form an .uea of needed researd1 in the 
advertising industry. • 

A final type of chaining is frcm product to product. If a particular 
product has waged an expensi\t: and su<.<.essful ad\ertising Lampaign 
then another product may attempt to take ad\antage of the first 
product's advertising by somehU\~ disguising itself ai. the first product. 
We saw this with Mr. Pibband Dr. Pepper. We see it \~hene\er the\~o,d 
"Cola" is written in exactly the same style as the Cola of Cuca-Cola. We 
see it when a vegetable drink with eightjuiLes triei. tu take ad\antage of 
the advertising campaign of Ford Motor Compan} by calling it V-8 
Vf..getable Juice. (Here, the shape-metaphor of the \'-8 engine is 
changed to the initialism of the V-8 juice.) We see it when ,l wmpany 
that sells ca. stereo systems tells you to "Midasize your Stereo." We see 
it when Wheaties establishes the slogan "Breakfast ofCh,unpions," and 
then Quaker Oats comes ale,ng \,irh a diet product and c.ills it "Break
fast of Losers." We see it when Greyhound advertises "Leave the 
Driving to Us," and then a hotel c.ham ad\ertises "Let Greyhound do 
the Driving, and leave the Rest to us.'' 

These subtle and soph1stic..ited d1c1iningi., and the resultant gestalts 
which they develop, are powerful influen<.es in uu1 li\ei.. The f,tLt that 
we have to d~velop the gestalt by uursehel> pruduLei- a gre,tt deal of 
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tension that we fight desperately to resolve. To convince you of the 
amount of tension developed in chainings and the resultant incom
plete gestalts, I'm going to quote from Charles Hackett's The View from 
Language, Selected Essays: 1948-1974: 

Edward Lear, the Victorian poet 
·wrote lim'ricks, though not so's you'd know it. 
His plots were so terse 
As to need no fiftll verse. 
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15 Doublespeak 
and the Polemics 
of Technology 

Scott Buechler 
Martin Mariella Energy Systems 

One of the most critical issues facing problem-solvers and decision
makers is whom to trust. 

-Edward E. David,Jr. 

Deceptive language is common throughout our society: we see it in 
business, industry, sports, and even the university. One would not, 
therefore, expect the polemics of technology to be free ofit either. My 
purpose in this essay is to analyze the language of the engineer and 
author Samuel Florman specifically for examples of doublespeak. Both 
of his books, The Existential Pleasures of Engi.neering and Blaming Tech
nology: The Irrational Search for Sca,pegoat,s, discuss the philosophy of 
technology for the benefit of a general audience. 

The Complexities of Technology 

Etymologically, technology means the S}Slematic stud} of an art or craft. 
However, while .ve still discuss the technology of various crafts such as 
weaving, wood stove construction, carving, and so forth, the word has 
assumed a more specific meaning. Currently, "technology" is an abbre
viated form of high technology, the application of advanced scientific 
knowledge lo the creation of such complex products as airplanes, 
spacecraft, computers, and advanced weapons systems. Some scholars, 
however, provide a broader definition of the terrn: 

In brief, technology can be charauerized as that form of cultural 
activity devoted to the production or transformation of material 
objects, or the creation of procedural systems, in order to expand 
the realm of practical human possibility. (Hannay and McGinn 27) 

Such a definition rec.ognizes not only the ph}sical but also the social 
aspects of technolog}, and indica~es the range and complexity of the 
subject. Writing as he was for a general audienc.e, Florman tna} ha\-e 
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fallen initial!; into error by .rying to oversimplif} it, for technology is 
not easily understood, even in a society which is, for all practical 
purposes, based on it. 

In the early 1970s, Samuel Florman noticed that technology was 
receiving a bad press. To combat this problem, he wrote The Exzsle11lial 
Pleasures of Engineering, in which' he defended the role of the tech
nologist par excellence-the engineer-against the attacks cf a 
number of writers. 

Florman's highly readable book was timely, for it addressed an issue 
that had become heatedly discussed, the philosophical aspects of the 
technological pursuit. As a result, hP and other spokespeople have 
been invited to speak at conferences and to write for such periodicals as 
Harpers. 

The style ofFlorman's book is admirable. Its wor, 'ing is clear, direct 
and sometimes even moving. The purpose behind his book is also 
commendable; to reaffirm technologists' pride in their work. Unfortu
nately, the rhetorical means to which Florman resorts invalidates many 
of his arguments, for they often rely on one form or another of 
doublespeak. Occasionally the problem is a semantic distortion, occa
sionally it is a complex logical contortion, and occasionally it is a 
combination of the two. Some of the logical or semantic slips are more 
serious than others, but each illustrates doublespeak at work. 

I point out these various forms of doublespeak for two reasons. 
First, they illustrate its various disguises, its camouflage that enables 
such deceptions to lurk in seemingly clear language. Second, we are 
part of a higbly technological culture; therefore, discussions of tech
nology are discussions of ourselves. It follows, then, that if we wish to 
discuss ourselves accurate!}, we need to discuss technology with equal 
accuracy. In my essay I hope to show where such discussions can go 
astray. 

The Language of "Existential Pleasures" 

Defending the engineer against the attacks of Jacques Ellul, Rene 
Dubas, Louis Mumford, Theodore Roszak, and Charles A. Reich, 
Samuel Florman categorized these writers as ''cmtitechnologists." 
While admitting that they are "masters of prose and intellectual 
finesse" (58), he attempted singleh,1--icledly (and singlemindedly) to 
play St. George to the antitechnological dr,tgons and to slay them with 
his words. However, the weapon Florman used-the written word
harms his own arguments at least as much as it harms those of his 
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opponents. Within the compass of this little book we find nJ.me-calling 
(the antitechno)')gists become "dyspeptic philosophers" who resort to 
"false descriptions" and "demonolog}°') question-begging, unsu p
ported accusations, and doublespeak in the form of semantic and 
logical distortions. 

Semantic Distortion 

In his attempt to refute one of the antitechm,!ogist's major argu
ments-that "technology is a 'thing' or a force that has escaped from 
human control and is spoiling our lives" (53)-Florman writes: 

The first antitechnological dogma to be confronted is the treat
ment of technology as something that has escaped from human 
control. It is understandable th:it sometimes anxiety and frustra
tion can make us feel this way. But sober thought reveals that 
technology is not an independent force, much less a thing, but 
merely one of the types of activities in w'1ich people engage. 
Furthermore, it is an activity in which people engage because they 
choose to do so. The choice may sometimes be foolish or uncon
sidered. Th~ choice may be forced upon some members of society 
hyothers. But this is very different from the concept of technology 
itself misleading or enslaving the populace. (58) 

Although Florman confronts a question of genuine importance
do we contr<'I our technology or does it control us-his treatment of 
this issue is troubling. To begin with, he simplifies the issue by attribut
ing concern over technology to "anxiety and frustration"-words con
noting weakness. In fact, however, concern over technology results 
from sober and informed thought. (See, for example, Daedali1.1 109 
(1980) which is devoted to the question, "l\fodern Technology: Pro
gram or Opp,munity?") 

Equally troubling is his general .s:atement, "Furthermore, it is an 
activity in which people engage became they choose to do !>O." \V/zich 
people choose to do so? Everyone who e1n;ages in it? Or onl} those who 
can afford to acquire the educ.ation and k1,1JWledgt needed in order tu 
gain command over advanced technology? 

Most troubling of all, is the following line uf reasoning; "The choice 
may be forced upon some members of societ} by others." But this is 
very different from the concept of tec.hnolog} ztJelf "misle,tding or 
enslaving the populace." Tl11:. is a clear case of semantic. distortion, of 
attaching to a word or phra:e a meaning different from (or even 
contrary to) its established r..~.,ning. Cl.timing th.1t ,1 choic.e m.1y be 
forced upon some members of wc.iet} b} othe1 s bleed!, the \~ol'd tiwiu 
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of:ts meaning. After all, a c.hoice cannot be forced upor, someone and 
remain a choice. • 

Logical Distortion 

Semantic distortions are not the 011ly form of doublespeak in Flor
man's arguments. Running throughout the book is a t) pe of logical 
distortion characterized by a subtle change in fot.t1s in the middle of a 
paragraph or a disct~o1on that results in th.! logic of an argument 
appearing more sound than, in fact, it is. C•Jnsider the passage below, 
in which Florman addresses a common con,.ern about tedrnology and 
citizens' privacy: electronic surveillance anc1 t1.1e uses to which it might 
be put by the government. He describes ,his concern as the fear "that 
advances in technology have been helpful to the Establishment in 
increasing its power over the masses" (63). Florman reviews that fear 
and calls it bogus: • 

In fact, the evidence is all the other way. In technologically ad
vanced societies there is more freedom for the avc1·agc citizen than 
there was in earlier ages. There has been continuing apprehension 
that new technological achie,·emems might make it possible for 
governments to tyrannize the citizenry with Big Brother tech
niques. But, in spite of all the newest gadgetry, governments arc 
scarcely able lo prevent the antisocial actions of criminals, much 
less control every act of every citizen. Hijackmg, l'.!chnically ingen
ious robberies, computer-aided embezzlements, and the like, are 
evidence that tile outlaw is able to turn technology to his own 
advantage, often more adroit!} than the government. The FBI has 
admitted that young revolutionaries are almost impossible to find 
once they go "underground." The rebellious individual is more 
than holding his own. (64) 

What Florman says about "the rebellious individual" may well be 
true. However, the issue is not hm, deverl} rebelliom, indhiduals ust. 
tedrnolog} to outmaneuve1 the gu\ernment. The question is whether 
our gO\ernment, using sut.h tet.hnologit.al instruments ,ts elet.tronic 
surveillanc.e ,md inat.t.essible dat,l bank1>, pose1> a thre.tt to "the average 
..:itizen." In effect, Florman has blurred this distinction, thereby also 
blurring the distint.tion bet,veen off e11de1 ,md, it.tim. "Hij,tt.king, tec.h
nically ingenious robberies, t.0mputer-.1ided embeulements, ,md the 
like" are offenses wmmitted b} people ,, hose imention it is to gain 
what they can b} \it.timizing others. Sint.e the ,ner,tge t.itizen has no 
suc.h intention in mind, Flm 111,u1·s <1 fortiori ,1rgument b meaningle1>s. 
It does h,ne in1>trut.tiun,1l htluc, hlme, c1, in th,tt it e,-emplifie1> ,mother 
form of doublespeak. 
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In 1981 Florman published a sequel lo The Ex1ste11tial Pleasufes of 
Engineering, entitled Blami11g Teclmology: The /rratio11al Search for 
Scapegoats. As its title suggests, this book, too, is polemical. However, 
while its tone remains contentious, Blami11g Tech11ology presents a more 
balanced treatment of the issues raised. This is not lo say, however, that 
Flor man has completely avoided the pitfalls that characteriLe the origi
nal book. In Bla111i11g Tech11ology, again we find some of the same 
linguistic and argumentative solecisms that marked, :md marred, The 
Existential Pleasures of E11gi1ieeri11g. 

One of the most complicated examples occurs in a chapter titled 
"Hired Scapegoats," in which Florman attempts to vindicate the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, an organization that he believes has been 
mtjustly maligned. Toward the middle of the chapter, Florman sings 
the praises of the .::orps: 

Far from being an imransigem bureaucracy, the corps appears to 
have evolved as an instrument exquisitely tuned to work the will of 
the people. (46) 

Ironically, Florman himself had pre\iousl} c.ited several artic.les expos
ing the apparent callousness of the corps, and thus his d,tim .ibout its 
"e:xquisite" tuning se~ms badly skewed. 

Florman, undaunted, proceeds: 

All right, critics of the corps might concede, but which people? (46) 

Whether or not one "concedes" the point that f. n11an claims having 
made, the question he raises is a good one, .ind his ,mswer is revc,1ling; 

Corps projects traditionally come imo being when some local cit• 
izens' group gains the political support of a Congressman and the 
tedmical approval of the local corps district engineer. Typically, 
the local group is a Chamber of Commerce or some other repre
semalive of monied imerest. (46) 

The people, then, might in fact be "representativei, of monied inter
est." However, such a definition is cbviousl} too rcstric.ti\C ,md m,1kes 
one wonder why gr0l1ps or indi\idu.i.ls outside of the monicd interci,ti, 
are not also categorized as "the people." Florman continues: 
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The implication here is lhal the end justifies the means; or, lO put the 
idea in more modern terms, "the benefits juslif y the costs." Bt• t I wish I 
knew exactly what was meant by slig/zt(l' (how slight:), oftc11 {how 
often?), wzsavo1)' circwnstmzccs, and tlzc e11tirc local co11mzu11ity. An exam
ple would help here bul none is forthcoming. On the next page we 
read: 

Wilderness areas have been flooded, rural families uprooted, 
archeological sites inundated, ,111d 11nportant caves damaged, not 
because these were objectives of the Corps of Engineers, but be
cause commercial development was mandated by the citizenry. 
(47) 

Archcologisls, rural families, wilderness rcsidc1w, and visitors, then, 
arc not among "the people" for whose will the corps works? Flooding, 
llprooling, inundating, and damaging ,trc all actions showing how 
exquisitely the corps is auuncd lo the will of the people? Those classi
fied as "critics of the corps" arc therefore nol part of "the cil:zcnry"? 
Finally. when Florman ends \\'ilh the claim that 

engineering is not ,111ti-environmcntal. Em irnnmcnt,.;ism itself is 
a branch of engbccring (·19) 

we have become loo aware of the doublespeak lO be fooled. 

Psc1ulorealitics 

One other problem t!i.tt .rlurm,m·i, buul-pre1,c11ls i~ the ui,c ufl,mgu,1gc 
lo create a "pseudorcafity." The root of any wriucn message is the 
word. Words frcqucnll) c.,llcgurizc lhc lhingi, 01 people or .ic.liuns lo 
which they refer. Categorizing things, people, ,md ac.tions ,vithout 
giving ,1 re,1suncd b,1i,ii, fu1 lh,tt c.,1lcgoriz,1tiun c.,m le,td lo in,tc.c.u I ale 
conclusions whic.h c.an, in turn, distur: ,t part of rcalil). Florm,m, for 
example, c.alls Rachel Carson and Barr) Commoner "persuasive 
al,tl'mists" whu~c writings h,n c "U\ crscni,ili1.cd·' lhc public. lo environ
mental issues (6). Do thci,e words ,tc.c.uralcl) dcsc.ribc the foe.ls of the 
matter? Are the c.unnutalium of '".11,11 mii,t'' ,m<l "U\crscmitiled" rcall) 
appropriate? Reading the nc,v:i U\ er the I.1st dcc..1dc le.ids me lo say, 
No. Elspwhcrc, fear of lcc.hnulug) is c.lassificd as ,1 "phobia," an irra
liun,11 response, .md lhc1 cby wm cnicntl) diM11i1,1,cd. While thii, t) pc of 
ling,1islic. c.atcguri1.,1tiun m,1y nol c:i..,1c.ll) be <luublc1,pc,1l-, it duci, shm\ 
language c.re,lling ,t dcc.cpti,,c I c,1lit), ,t 1>itu,1liun lh,t". 1,ccm1> i,1Jmcn 11.tt 
out of keeping with the facts. 

A more c.omplcx c:i...irnplc of i;~cudu1e,1lit), one imuhing ,111 .1rgu
mcnt from dcfinilim1, Jc.<.m 1, • hen Flunn,111 ,11 guc1, .1g,1i111>t the nu lion 



Doublespeak and the Polemics of Technology 159 

that we in the United States live in a tedmocracy. The anti
technologists, says Florman, decry the "technocratic state," a form of 
government that, Florman stipulates, c·an mean only rule b} tech
nologists. He points out, ho~1•ever, that engineers and scientists (the 
technologists) are in fact politicali) weak figures who simply serve the 
interests of their commur.ity a11'1 their profession. Since the only true 
technocr:it would be a technologist with political power, it follows, says 
Florman, that the fear of rampant technocracy-of gO\ ernment by the 
technologists-is a canard. He writes: 

Only if the term tech11ocracy is expanded to signify rnle by econo
mists, business managers, lawyers, and accountants, as well as by 
scientists and engineers, can it be suggested that we are entering a 
technocratic age. But this stretches the word beyond all reason. 
(36) 

The meaning of the central term, teclmocracy, determines ,, hether or 
not we are close to, or already fa•;ng in, a technocratic age. As this 
passage states, Florman considers "technocracy" to apply c,nly to rule 
by scientists and engineers. However, is this too narrow a definition? 
The 1S81 edition of Webster's Third fotematzo11al Dzct1011ary supports 
Florman's argument, for it defines technocra9 as "management of 
society by technical experts." Although one of our presidents was a 
student of nuclear engineering, his successor was a former actor
hardly what one would call a technical expert-c1.nd O\,er the last t,,o 
decades, our presidents ha\e been primaril} law}ers and career politi
cians. Certainly, then, the United States seems not to have ueen pri
marily governpd by p1 t.:.iJents ,vho were scientii,ts ,md engineers, nor 
by senators, representative!>, or gO\ernors who were sc.ientists 01 en
gineers. 

Elected officials, howe\er, are in constant need of expert ad\ i;.e, and 
their advisors-who help in the man,1gement of societ}-freqt,entl} 
come from fields that can be called technical if not technological: 
political science, economics, militar} science and the like. That le.ads us 
to inquire into the meaning of tedmual, and to c1.sk. ,d1ether ,,e must 
limit the meaning of "technical expert" to "technological expert." 
Another look at Web.lter'.1 sho,\s hm, complic.ated this m,Hter c,111 be. 
"Technical" is first defined as an adjective which denotes: 

having special, usually practical, k,1owledge, especial!} of a me
chanical or scientific subject. 

Although this c1.gain lend!> !iupport tu Flurm,m'i, ,ugument ,md his u:.t. 
of the word tedmac,acy, the riext l\, u definition!> c.,h,mge the pic.tu1e, fu1 
Webster goes on to define "technical'' as: 
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marked by or characteristic of specializatio11, [and] of or related lo 
a parucular subject, especiall} of or relating to a practical subject 
that is organized on modern scientific principles. 

If we base our discussion on these two definitions of teclinical, we can 
conclude that the \\Ord denotes specialization and the formal knowl
edge of the principles of a practical discipline. Now the word tech-
11ocracy begins to mean something else. If tcchnocraq is government b} 
technical experts, and if "technical'' refers to a specialized knowledge 
of a particular field or subject, then "technocracy" means government 
by specialists, by experts in a field. Since our government comprises 
experts from such fields as business, finance, economics, political sci
ence, law, diplomacy, and the military, it would seem that it does 
indeed show the features of technocracy. But Florman has clearly 
anticipated just this argument, and he writes: 

Even if the meaning of technocrat is extravagantly expanrled
using "technique" as the root instead of"t~chnology"-the place of 
technucr::cy in our society is far from being established. (36) 

Such an expansion is hardly extra,,-agant; in fact, it is in,,-ited. Without 
it, we cannot recognize the incipient and full}-e\Olved forms of tech
nocracy within our society. 

J oscph Aj-!"~lSSi, in an article titled "Shifting from Physical to Social 
Technolog}," identifies two kinds of technolog}, the ph}sical and the 
social, and writes that: 

technology is in pan concerned with machines, in part with hu
mans, and only the artificial act of isolation ... distorts an item of 
technology to look as if it were merely physical technology or 
merely social technology. (199) 

Examples ?f social technolog} indu<le "planning a school or an educa
tional S}Stem, ... planning a librar} or an e,ening of entertainment or 
even an industrial concern" (203). In other words, the careful and 
S}Stematic planning of human ac.ti,it} is another branc.h oftechnolog>. 
If we refer to the definition of tec.hnolug} presented .1t the beginning 
of this essa}, we see that tec.hnology includes "the c.reation of proce
durals, stems, in order to expand the realm of practical human pos
sibilit}." Social technology, then, would involve the creation of 
procedural S}Stems and designs b} me,ms of\\ hic.h soc.ial goals are met. 
If we allow the word "tec.hnolc,g} •• to ref er to soc.ial as ,veil as physical 
planning, then we can, in fact, use it as the basis for "technocracy," as 
Florman requires, and still conc.lude that our suciet} does contain the 
elements of a technocracy. 
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We Se(",n to be left with three choices: (I) If we derive teclmocracy 
from technolog)' and restrict the meaning uf technology to physical 
technology-the work of scientists and engineers-then no, we do not 
live in a technocracy, because we are not primarily governed by scien
tists and engineers. However, (2) if we extend the meaning of the word 
technology as Agassi and others suggest, and admit within its st:mantic 
reach social as well as physic.ti technology, yet continue to require the 
word technocracy to derive from technology, then we must conclude that, 
yes, our society can legitimately be called technocratic. And, finall}, (3) 
if we use !11chnique and technical as the basis of the word technocracy, lhen 
we must admit to a substantial technocratic element in our govern
ment, for many of our governmental leaders and ad\ isors are technical 
experts. 

Again, we are faced with a complex issue that cannot be resolved 
without a firm understanding of the meanings of the words used. 
Howevt •. this should not be written off as ')ust" a matter of semantics 
because it deals with a questi<1n involving a significant part of our 
reality. So we return to an early statement of Florman's: 

Only if the term technocracy is expanded to signify rule by econo
mists, business managers, lawyers, and accountants, as well as by 
scientists and engineers, can it be suggested that we are entering a 
technocratic age. But this stretches the word beyond all reason. 

In fact there are good reasons for expanding the meaning of the term. 
In so doing, we also expand the meanings of both technology and 
technocrat beyond those used by Florman. And while we cannot con
clude that our society is entirely technocratic, the activities of special 
interest groups, t;1e complex nature of political lobbying, the n,_ney 
required for a political hearing, the pm\er of technological indus
tries-all of these certainly attest to the considerable amount of tech
nocracy at the basis of our current demo1.racy. I think this to be 
inevitable. We have, aftc..r all, a culture based upon both ad\anced 
technology and highly specialized, technical knm~ledge. This must 
inevitably affect our polii.ical system and its vperations. 

Florman concludes his argument by writing: 

The myth oi the technocratic elite is an expression of fear, like a 
fairy tale about ogres. It springs from an understandable ap
prehension, but since it has no basis in r<.ality, it has no place in 
serious discourse. (41) 

The simile in the first sentc:n1.,· begs the questiun, but something C\en 
more interesting lacs \\ithin this passage. The ub\erse of Flurm,m's 

0 
EfilC 
Ubifii#5· iffi I 

1R7 



0 
EfilC 
➔EiMIB t!CI 

162 Be;·o,u/ Ni11e1een Eighty-Four 

statement is that if "the technocratic elite" does have some basis in 
reality, as I think it clearly does, then in fact, it holds a \ery prominent 
place in serious discourse, because it has serious implications for the 
evolution of a technologically advanced democracy. There is no real 
benefit to ignoring the issue or doubles peaking .uound it, it would be 
fa!" better for us to acknowledie our technocratic. de\ elopment and 
channel it wisely for o.u own bc.nefit .. 

Who Can We Trust? 

I am left with the feeling that I have "picked on" Florman in this essay, 
and that does not please me. For one t~ing, I agree with his basic 
position that the technological pursuit can be both exc.iting and en
nobling, ;!nd can also reflect, as do science and art, the creative capacity 
of the human mind. Also, I have criticized 011!) Florman, but he is not 
alone am•-mg ad voe.ates of tec.hnolog} \\ hose arguments reflect prob
lems with the logic of language. Hal Hellmann, for example, includes 
misleading analogies in his Teclmophobia. Getting Out of the Teclmology 
Trap. Florman ho,,ever, invites discussion because he,, rites with vigor, 
and yet his arguments rel} he.t\ ii} on doublespeak. Students of On\ell 
know tl~at such language cries out for criticism. 

In "Politics and the English Language," Om ell described vi\·idl} the 
relationship uetween thoug!-.t anrl. language. Arguing that corrupt 
thought corrupts language, he c1lso pointej out that "if .nought cor
rupts language, language c.1n also c.orrupt thought'" (4.137). The argu
ments I ha\ e anc1l}Zed shm, corruptior. in boti, ~t.,ught and language 
iI. a subject which largely defines us as a culture-the pursuit of 
technology. I ha,e clc1imed that disr.ussions of tec.hnolog} are discus
sions of oursehes as c1 wlture c1nd thc1t our desc.riptions of tec.hnolog} 
are similarly desc.riptions of oursehes. It fullm\s, then, that distortions 
of the subject become distortions of ourseh es and of our culture. 

Furthermore, inaccuratl. language c,m lead to unwise action, for 
,vords sene frequent!} as the bc1sis for c1c.tion. The misuse of \\Ords can 
therefore lec1d to c1bu!>he d\.uon. (.\n mtere!>ting t.c1se stud} is pro\ ided 
by Erica Bates in her .irticle subtitled .. -~·he Fatal Consequences of 
Seman tic. Ignoranc.e.") Sim. e the eff cc.t of tct.hnologic.c1l c1c.tion is .,o far
reaching, one \\ould hope th,tt .:,uc.h c1c.t10n ,, ould b,_ taken ,vis el} .... ~uch 
wisdom can c.ome onl} ,, he.! the 1,mguage behind and before the 
action is also clear and wise. 

I began this essa} \\ith .1 quote from Ed,\,trd E. D,l\id,Jr., former 
science advisor tc f'i csident Re,tgan. I ,, i!>h t1., end, ,tlso, ,, ith ,t quc,,e 
from him: 
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Discussions oftechnolog} often seem lil..e di~wurses un good .ind 
e\'il. There are those who see onl} good in it,\\ ho insist th,ll more 
and better technology will resol\'e most of toda} 's problems. 
Others see only evil; they belie,·e that technulug} is a princip,11 
cause of most of societ} 'sills. Arguments along this continuum 
usually end up some, ·here in the middle, with a compromise 
solution that seeks to b,,Jance costs and benefits. Much is hidden 
within the terms "costs" and "benefits"-for ei,.ample, al,, hvsc cost 
are the benefits achie\'ed and where do they fall? (169) 
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David is asking two questions here. \\'hat meaning do our ,,ords 
actually have? And ,,·hat part of our ,,orld-both human and n,1tu
ral-are we willing or h,ning to sacrific.e to enjoy the, eq real benefit:. 
,f our advanced technology-. KnO\dedge, fac.ts, clear thinking, and 

dear langua 6e are required to ,ms,,er those question:.. If ,,e add the 
equally important neul to kno,, ",,hom to trust," then ,,e c.a11 begin to 
approach the problem addressed by Dadd in lhe epigraph to this 
essay: we should trust the experts ·ho think, write, and SJ,eal. dearly 
and honestl}. Onl} then do ,,e ha,e .. c.hanc.e ufbeing ,I pn,duc.ti,e and 
healthy-possibly even a wise-technological c•,lture. 
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Keep Academia Green 

j ulia Penelope 

Approxima.dy forty years after Orwell's "Politics and the English 
Language" appeared, I can observe, without fear of rebuttal, that 
nothing's changed. In his essay, Orwell observed that "the decline of a 
language must ultimately have political and economic causes" (169), 
but he failed to enumerate those causes, whether out of wisdom or 
timidity I cannot guess. That "some1hing" is seriously amiss with the 
uses of the English language we heat J~ily no one would dPny. But not 
even those of us who claim to be "experts" on the subjett can agree 
when it comes to propusing cause-effect relationships between lan
guage use and the prevailing social order, identifying which uses of 
language qualify as bona fide examples of doublespeak, and suggesting 
ways of actively combatting doublespeak. Taking as my specific case 
doublespeak in academia, J will argue that academic doublespeak is a 
response to our social order and to the pressure exerted on uni .. ersities 
by those who have some economic. and political! ,ower in our society or 
by those who seek such power for then.selves. 

A similar conclusion was reached by both Jam·es Sledd (1972) and 
D. G. Kehl (1982), although both authors were less generous than I am 
in their judgments of ;,~ademics who use doublespeak and, .it the same 
time, more opti. concerning the likelihood that we are, collec
tively, capable ot rt. ... ,sing the trend. Kehl, for ~x2mple, offers fiye 
causes for what he calls "Educanto": 
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1. Professional pre~ensions to wisdom ancl profundity, 

2. the desire to present things as worse or better than they are, 

3. the de:,ire to make "simple or nonexistent problems" appear to 
be complicated (mystification), 

4. the need to survive in the academic factory, . 

5. the need to justify academk institutions as\ iable, productive 
organizations during a period of declining enrollment• 
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Likewise, Sledd observed that linguistic. intenentionists, his particular 
band of doublespeakers, can hardl} be expected to differ ethically 
from the other men with whom they must wheel and deal. 

TI1eir [mic ·•e-class, white linguists] probable moti\ations include 
a real desire to do good, some hidden dislike, some fear, and the 
love of money and status. Foundation men, bureaucrats, and pol
iticians may be expected to share those foibles; and precisely be
cause the whole conglomerate is shaped and mo\'ec1 b} the same 
forces, it cannot move beyond its limits. (448) 

While I am willing to grant Kehl's points concerning a general lack 
of integrit} among universit} faculties, I prefer to emphasize here 
Sledd's analysis, which, (like Kehl's points four and five), acknowledges 
social realities within which uni,ersit} professor~ must tr} to survive. 
Rather than wonder wh} we fail to be more honorable people than the 
politicians and bureaucrats n ho financiall} renard-and punish-our 
research efforts, I think it's more realistic to underst,md that" e are an 
embattled profession. That, at le.1st, ma} gi\e us a basis for weighing, 
individually, the costs of collusion and co-optation. 

The Nature of the Beast 

D. G. Kehl's definit..>n of doublespeak comes closest to m} own: 

It is the incongruit} between w !1at is Jald-or left 1111Ja1d-and what 
really is, between word and referent, between seem and be. It is the 
incongruit} bet,~een what language is supposed to do-communi
cate-and what doublespeak does-obfuscate. (152) 

The essenc.e of doublespeak is the spe,1ker's refusal to name or desc.ribe 
accurate!} events and actiCJ~!:, 1t is the rn.-inipuiation of rnc.abular} and 
S}ntax in order to omit responsibilit} for p .. rti-..ular actions and e\enls. 

In his article, "Doublespeak: Dialectology in the Service oi' Big 
Brother," James Sledd suggested a distinc.tior. bet,,een ,~hat he c.alled 
New Higlz Bureaurratian (NHB) and So11migraplzy: 

New High Bureaucratian ... is grammatical and has a meaning 
but obsc.ures it b} jargon. At its best, st.,nnigraph} is neither gram
matical nor meaningful; but no sentence can qudlif} as som
nigraphic unles~ either its meaning or its gramm,u is somehow 
cleviant .... Somnigraph} [is] the art of writing [and speaking] as 
if one were asleep. (446) 

L" nfc rtunatel}, it is not ,tlnd}S possible tu distinguish bct,veen som
nigraph} and Nen High Bureauc.rati,m, !\HB tends to meande1 into 

171· 



Make Money, Not Se11se: Keep 11cademia Green 167 

somnigraphy as the wri~er tries to maintain ..i high le\el of obfuscation. 
The longer one strives to hide meaningfulness in a text, the more likel} 
that text is to become somnigraphic. 

The strategies for successful doublespeaking, whether somnigra
phy or NHB, are fairly simple, and require a species of lethargic 
cunning, doubtkss traceable to a recessive gene ... .1ilable to jw.t those 
members of our kind who acquire some measure of power. 

I. Speak in a monotone. If you drone long enough, no one will 
listen anyway, so ,vhat you say won't matter. 

2. Repeat yourself. Say the same thing over and over, using 
words you think are related to each other. As long as sound 
waves continue to bombard the eardrums of your audience, 
they'll believe you're conveying information. 

3. Be innovative. Make up your own words; yr:-~r audience will 
believe that ifs the11 fault if they don't understand what you're 
saying. 

4. Be creative. Make up your own rules for combining words. 
Y c ·:raudience will assume that you 're educated if what you say 
doesn't make any sense. 

5. Never say what you mean. Someone out there might be listen
ing in spite of rules 1-4. 

6. Never name names if the guilt} belong to }Our side of an issue. 

7. Alwa)'S name names of }Our opponents. If the) 're not in power, 
they're probably guilty of something. 

8. Never tell the truth. Humankind cannot bear much reality. 

The language that senes these ~t.-ategies is charac.terized b} a simi
larly short list of fc>atures and is highly predictable: 
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I. Euphemisms abound 

2. Human agenq is almost ah~ a}S absent, ,,s a result, nominaliza
tions (the removal, the deslructio11 of), trunc.ated passi\es (Inflation 
will be halted, A woman was raped), infinitive constructions (lo 
sj1eakfrankly, lo address the i.~lue~), and impersonal sentences (it is 
unfortunate, it is often said that) typify doublespeak 

3. Repetition of the s,1me \\ord, or its derih.1ti\es and ~}nOn}ms, 
occurs frequently 

4. Non sequitur~ follm\ one from the other ,~ith disc.oncerting 
ease 
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5. Certain cultural metaphors, drawn from sports, disease, sex, 
and violence, are frequently called forth to enliven the dull and 
banal. 

(See Richard Lanham's Revising Prose for a similar list of features that 
character.~e what he calls the "Official Style.") 

I have ~aid that we must look to the social and economic forces in our 
society if we are to understand the development of academic dou
blespeak. I will hazard a simple bifurcation, and suggest that "political 
and economic causes" can be described in one of two ways, depending 
upon how we align ourselves with respect to the status quo: (l) There 
are some people in the United States who have money, power, or both; 
and (2) there are other people, and a lot more of them, who have little 
of either. 

Our Edwin Newmans and John Simons have generally (but not 
wisely) cast their lot with the folks wh0 have money and power, and 
they have chosen to scapegoat the poor and the oppressed as the 
perpetrators of"bad English" because, in their efforts to "mainstream" 
themselves and become "upward!) mobile," the powerless frequently 
carry their dialects into the job market. 

I, on the other hand, have chosen to place the bla,ne on the rich and 
politically powerful, for two reasons. First, they shvuld know better 
(the rich and the powerful continue to have access to the "bes(' educa
tions available in this country); and second, I agree with Orwell: 
Language is "an instrument which we shape for our own purposes" 
(1973, 169). (And I hope he would forgive my quoting him out of 
context. I have not, I believe perverted his implication.) 

The rich and the politically powerful are the shaper& vf language in 
our society. We hear their voices replayed daily in the various media 
dedicated to broadcasting their atrocities and inanities. They write the 
books that so few people can read, and fewer understand. In a literal 
sense, the rich and powerful dominate the ctirwaves and, thereby, the 
information that reaches our minds. 

Those of us who have witnessed the commercialization of academia 
("the marketplace of ideas") are also aware of the lack of public support 
for noncommerc..ial universit} programs. The traditional anti-intellec
tualism of the U.S. populace, wed to omnivorous materialism, has 
transformed American universities into elite preserves in which the 
most highl} subsidized researc..h is concentrated on chemical and bac
teriological warfare, the creation of more lethal pesticides, and the 
invention of less and less nutritious junk foods. That academics with 
some residue of commitment to the inherent \alue of ideas should 
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attempt to survive by learning to speak the bureaucratic dialect (how
ever ineptly), makes its own kind of warped sense. Universities are now 
virtually dependent upon the good will of state legislators and founda
tions to remain open; university faculties are dependent entirely upon 
those funds for their salaries. 

It is easy to understand why academicians would feel wmpelled to 
try to do battle with the ignorant on their own linguistic turf: Nonsense 
begets nonsense. "Pedagese" is, as Kehl observed, "pretentious and 
dishonest, seeking less to express than to impress" ( 152). Paraphrasing 
William Carlos Williams, Kehl asserts that the problem goes beyond 
semantic difficulties: 

To write badly is an offense against higher education since the 
educational system can never be more than a system of words. 
Distortion of language is both a symptom and a cause of deeper 
problems in American education. (152) 

While we are placing blame and isolating causes and symptoms, there is 
something more to be considered: By and large, those people who 
come to wield economic and political power in this country are trained 
in American universities. 

Wher", then, does doublespeak begin? From what sources does ;t 
draw its sustenance and longevi1.}: . havt suggested "lethargic cun
ning" only half-seriously. More likely, hcwever, I might as well men
tion pride, greed, cowardice, fear, arrogance, and malice. 

The Beast 

It would seem, from the preceding discussion, that we are trapped. 
Call it what you will: a vic.ious circle; the horns of a dilemma; Scylla and 
Charybdis. You will doubtless have noticed that I did not, like the 
jL•urnalistic pedagogues, point an accusing finger at my colleagues, the 
English professors in the United States. No. I am unwilling to castigate 
those harmless drudges yet again whose fingers are stenotic with the 
agonies of arthritis from wri~ing uncounted "awks" in the narrow 
margins of student papers. It would be utterly unsavor} of me to point 
an accusing finger at the dead and dying, the already moribund. We 
are the easy targets of those casting about for scapegoats. Because we 
are professionally committed to tr}ing to teac.h some \ariety of"good" 
language use to our student!>, we are also held accountable when our 
efforts go awry. 

But I am willing to argue that we are not responsible for the fact that 
our !itudents do not Jisten to us when they are in our c.lasses. Nor are 
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they, themselves, entirely to blame. Remember, most of the English 
they hear and read is doublespeak. To them, ,vc must sound like 
hopeless fools as we inveigh against the exces~cs of materialism and 
ignorance. Furthermore, during a time when departmental budgets 
and staff have been cut, when English course~ for university students 
have been removed from degree requirements, the ranks of university 
administrators have been bloated with retired officers from the mili
tary and management types from the top of the corporate hierarchy. 
No. English professors cannot even begin to compete successfully with 
the administrative progeny of the corporations and the military. 

But we do still want to eat; we do still believe that we are entitled to 
Sllrvival, however precarious. The result has been the adoption of that 
social dialect peculiar to the bureaucratic power structure, a dialect 
popularized and brought to pcrfec.tion during the years of N:xon's 
presidential administration. 

Unfortunately, En6lish professors ha\e b,irely managed to mastc;:
the rather elementar; strategies l .md 2 for doublcspeaking, having 
been brainwashed oy their own English professors to beL. c that the 
English language does have a system of rules and that words really do 
mean things. But droning and repetition h,1\e proven to be effective 
defensive ploys in the classroom ,md ;ll faculty meetings, situations in 
which we are fairly certain that no one is listening, as the following 
examples illustrate. (The italics, unless otherwise stated, are mine.) 

1.1 Demand from students is still heaviest in the first 5-week summer 
session, and so most of }OU may wi:,/i lo prefer that. [Memo to facult} from 
English department chair] 

1.2 You w:nd up not uni} tqmg to teac.h them grammar, but tr}ing to i11still 
into them some sense of the language. [Facult} rnember in coffee 
lounge, English depanmem] 

1.3 I plan to go thorough!} ,~ith them o\er it. [Fdc.Ult} member in ele\ator, 
English department] 

The very harmlei.sne~s of suc.h t 1mple5 may tempt us to overlook the 
possibility that, if we ,ire talking to each other in the bureaucratic 
dialect, we are probably talking that way to our students, thereby 
perpetuating the dull repetitiveness ,vc urge them to abjure. The 
practiced obsequiousne5s of the c.hair"s u5e of bot!. wijh and/Jreferin l. l 
couches a warning: If y J want the ~xtra money for teaching during 
the summer, you'd better ,t~k for c.lc1sse~ in the fir5t five-week session, 
bec.ause those are the ones that students sign up for. Example 1.2 
betrays the t.eacher's lack of"5ense of the language," and 1.3, although 
intelligible, would sound bctte1 if reordered. "I plan to go over it 
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thoroughly wilh them." While the firsl sentence indicates lhal the chair 
was acquiring some facility wilh the bureaucratic style, the other lwo 
examples, I fear, may only show lhal influences in the classroom are 
bidirectional, and these teachers are beginning lo Lalk the way their 
students wrile. 

Other examples of professional doublespeak suggesl lhalsome of us 
have moved into acquisition of slralegy 3 (new words) and are experi
menting with innovation: 

2.1 We have lo decide how we want lo impact on sc..1et}. [English professor 
at committee meeting] 

2.2 How is this impact111g going lo lake pl,u.e? [Same English professor, l>,lme 
meeting) 

2.3 TI1e AAUP will hold a press conference ... to respond further lO the 
Regenr~• retmal to age11da the AAUP. [Memo lo faculty] 

2.4 A proposal that first seems accept,1ble both lo federal EEOC authorities 
and to stale insurance regulators has instead surfaced a basic co11/l,ct 
between the two. (TIANCREF 1981, I) 

The common, bul nevertheless obnoxious use of impact as a verb 
probably requires no elaboration here. I include lwo usages by one 
English professor lo show how thoroughly the noun has been re
categorized as a verb. 2.2 exhibits iLS derived gerundive form, bul lhe 
simple noun would suffice, and I suggesl Lhal such professional al
lemplS al lexical innovation seem lo be the resull of experiences wilh 
bureaucratic agencies. Thal is, I think we are trying lo learn lo Lalk 
"their language" in an efforl lo survive the depredations of admin
istrators. 

Dependenl upon lhe benefic.ence of elec.led legislators, ac.ademics 
have undertaken lo learn how lo wield the bure.i.uc.ralic dialec.l with 
some fervor. Frequently, however, il is diffic.ull lo .tscerlain whelhe1 
lhe uuerances produc.ed b} these effort:, ,tre legilim.tle doublei,pe.tk 01 

typographical errori,. lnlerprelalion ,md c.l,u,sific.,.llion depends upon 
. lhe benevolence of the analyst 

3.1 A staff member ma} leave the universit} on Dec.embe1 31, ,md the 
J1olitio11 ,wt filled umil Marc.h I. [Mem01 ,mdum from \'ic.e-Chanc.ellor 
for Academic Affairs] 

3.2 The dre,1ms and propos,1b th,1t \it,1li£e ,1 dep,Hlment ,ue prel>ented to 
and imerpreted by tl,e Dea11 b) tile C/wirpmu11. [Memo from De,111 of Artl> 
and Sciences, to faculty of English department] 

Whal is one lO m.tke of suc.h infelic.iliei, in the Miling published b} 
university personnel? h 3.1 merel} a l}Pogr.tphiul error? Did lhe 
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secretary who typed the memo accident<1lly leave out may and be in the 
second clause cf the sentence? Probably not. Such memos are usually 
dictated by the administrators and the sccrct.ir} ,, ritei, the words down 
verbatim. More likely, the secretary simply typed the memo as it was 
dictated. Did the vice-chancellor miss the error when proofreading the 
memo before signing it, _ , , perhaps, was it signed without any proof
reading at all? Or is this an example of doublespeak? As it stands, the 
communication is intended to account for the fact that positions within 
the university may be vacant for as long as two months, and we arc 
expected to identify with the haplessnesi, fJf the administrator trapped 
in bureaucratic red tape, who would like to see vac.anc.ics filled immedi
ately, but .... 

The convolutions of 3.2 are engaging, if mindboggling. Herc, the 
dean, waxing eloquent. apparently got carried away with his own 
rhetoric while extolling the internal Ch1lu<1tion proc.css for departmen
tal chairperson!>. The unfortunate result is an unusual sentence in 
which the agents of both passivized verbs arc piled up at the end of the 
sentence. Again, it is only fair to ask if anyone took the time to 
proofread the memo before it was mailed out to the faculty. Moving 
"by the Chairperson" to a position immediately after "are presented 
to" might make the st<1tcment more intelligible, but nu more lovcl}, But 
what Jocs the sentence mean? The chairperson presents "the dreams 
and proposals that vitali1.e a department" to the de.tn, and the dean 
interprets them. The topicalization of those "dreams and proposals" 
insinuates that such things do find their ,,a} into rcalit} in univeri,ity 
departments. But if it ;s left to the dean to "interpret" them, they are by 
no means realized unless he approves them. It is possible that place
ment of both agents at the end ,Jf the sentenc.c, with "the Chairperson" 
in sentence focus, sandwic.hcs ttie agcnc} of the dean ai, interpreter in 
such a way that he successfully obscures his authol'ity. 

In both of these quJtes, the problems I h.t\C de1>c.ribcd c.an be tr.ic.cd 
back to deletion of .tgcnts, a primar} c.har ,1c.tc:-ii,tic. of the burcauc.ratic. 
dialect. Thing$ i1appcn; nu one is responsible. Even in 3.2, where we 
.ire given '!-.1t one but t,vu i,uc.c.esi,i\e .tgcntl>, the U\en iding <1uthurit) of 
"the Dean" is downplayed by its pu3itioning. 

The essential feature o( burc,iuc.ratic. 1,truc.turci, i1> the fac.ility with 
\\hic.h respumibilit} fur dec.i1>iun1> t..tn be "lu1>t" <11> memu1> de1>t.end from 
the .idmini1>tratiun to the fat.ult}, Someone ''up the1 e" 111<1l-.e1> dcc.i!,iuns, 
but trac.king them through the 1,,,amp of trunt.<tted p<11>1>i\C1> ,md numi
n,lliutions ill cxaspcr .tting ,md tiring. Admini1>t1 <1tur1> Imm\ thi~ ,,ell. 

4. This inc.re,1se is dic.t.ited prim.uil} b) the f,u.L th,11 the premiums depos
ited h,l\e nut been ~uffa.iem tu !,.t) fur the d,1i1m 1111.urred ,,ithin our 
program. [Leuer from Bua rd uf Regents tu tmi, ersit} employees] 
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Ever wonder why yum insmam.c p1 cmimrn. ,11 c ,lh\ ,l}s bcwming mu1 c 
and more expensive? Herc's the arn.wcr. Pri11w1-i(\' (lhc1 c ,1rc ,1lsu some 
other reasons for r,1ising your insu1 ,1m.c premium, bul \\c·1c nut going 
to tell you what they arc, and we're asserting that :his one is the 
important one) this fact (lhal ali of you ,ire sic.k loo much) dictates a 
higher insurance premium. The ,1dminbt, ,llun, we ,11 c to undcrst,111d, 
had no choice in the mallcr; it's the fault of the employees, and th,ll's 
the "fact." This kind of obfuscation, acwmplishcd b) using lrunc.aled 
passives and nominalizations lo rcmO\·c hum,m agcnc.>, f.ills some
where between th,· wndcsc.cnsiun sign,1llcd b) the f.ikc obsequiousness 
of several previous examples and the euphemism of the next one. 

Euphemism is frcquenll) emplo> cd b) speakers of the bm eaut.r,1lic. 
Jialccl lo downpl.i) parliwl,irl) g1 isl) ,1spct.ls of thcit endcarnrs. S) II• 

lactic. euphemism, ,1 phenomenon c.rcatcd b) the l>)llt,1t.tic. strut.lures 
favored by users of the bureaucratic. di,1lct.l, hides both the logic.al 
connections and implic..iliuns of spct.ific..slJlemcnts. Wh,ll is more, C\ en 
"good news" can be sl,llcd cuphcmislic.,111), ,is the follmdng ex,11npk 
illustrates. 

5. As ,I result of the belle1 them r.,J1nlccl 111u,te1/1t,\ rxJ1cT1c11cc fu1 the Optiun,11 
Grou1, Life Insurance Progr:1m ... dm ing the 1rnst policy year, ... 
[Lener to university faculty from insurance company] 

Good news! Because fewer of the st,1ff died I.isl> c,11 th.in \\C prcdic.ted 
would, we are loweriug your insurance premium! 

The spookiness of this quolaliun c.,111 be ,lllributcd lo lhc f,1t.l lh,ll the 
writer h,1s combined simple lcxic.,11 euphemism ,dth s) 11t,1t.lic. euphe
mism lo give lhe slalcmcnl ill> ccri11 impersonal lune. De.1th has be
come a mortality e:r:J>enence lh,1t too fc,\ of us sought l,tsl ,c,11, ,md the 
complex S)nl,1x of the p1cnomi11.1l mmiific1, bPlte, them expatccl, pus: 
lioned as an ,1llribule of "mort,1lil) e:-.pciicnc.c," wnfounds us ,dth i~ 
implications; "beuc1" wmp.ircd lo what? ,,·ell, wmp,11cd lo wh,1l 
"someone" cxpet.ted. What, cx,1t.tl), did Lh,1l someone cxpct.l? We'll 
never know. 

English dcp,irlmenl t.h,1i1 s, csd1c,dng euphemism, p1 cfc1 tu pre
sent bad news ancl 0vv<l nc,\ .is llllf,!c,1s,111tl) ,Is pus~ible. The burc,1u
cratic dialct.l pro, ides m,m} \\ ,l)s uf \.Ull\ C)· ing the mu1 c subtle 
nu.me.cs of ,1dminisu ,1li\c piut.csscs i11 the midst of ,1 tlcp1 esscd job 
market. 

6.1 l ,11n sun)· bululll Ne.:,, .\ppui111111c.:11l~ Cu111111i1tce "":. nul llllclel>lcd ,11 
this time, in pu1s11i11g fu11he1 )Ulll im1ui1} ,1buut \.,11 ,llhc11i~cd posi
tion, which /,al 11ml tu ru1w1· a ngurum .1datw11 p1uu.11 . ... [Lc11e1 from 
the c.h,1il of the fnglish dcp.irtmt.nt, tu ,1 g1.1du.11c l>tudcnt .1ppl) ing 
for a job] 
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6.2 We place a relatively high percent,1ge of our c,mdidates in good posi
tions; that's; cau!;e we ha,1dtool //,em before we tum them out. [L.::tter from 
the graduate chair of the English dep.irtme11t to a prospecuve gradu,lle 
student] 

I did not make up these examples. In 6.1, the chair begins forth
rightly enough with "I am sorry.'' The rest of the sentence is a disaster: 
You see, our New Appointments Committee is not "interested," (but 
might be at some unspecified point in the future) in giving your 
application any more consideration, because the position that we adver
tised has "had to exercise a rigorous selection process.'' See how simple 
that was? The position, not the committee, was doing tl,e selecting. 
Watch-no people here! 

In contrast, the quotation in 6.2 contains one of the most hideous 
metaphors I have encountered for describing the learning process at 
th~ graduate level. And this person 1\'a~ bragging! Here at our Engli~h 
department factory, where we "turn out" students like some folks 
make cars, students are blank pieces of tanned leather on whir.h the 
departmental facult} carve and engrave lheir abstract designs for 
posterity. As a res ult of this imprinting process, our graduates get good 
jobs. (The queasy and sensitive need not apply.) 

Sled'- would label the examples I have discussed up to this point 
Somnigraphy-the art of writing as if one were asleep. As academi
cians strive to fortify their cubbyholes and salaries against inflation, 
against increased taxation t0 foild another "war to end all wars,'' and 
against the real it} of dwindlin3 enrollments, writers in those disciplines 
, ·ith the most to gain from identifying with the "powers that be" have 
z~alously committed themselves to mastering New High Bureau
cratian by obscuring any mea:s,ing with jargon-and they have suc
ceeder! 

7.1 1 ne division of element.ir} and sec.ondar} educ.ation is ptlotmg a process 
for the evaluation of teacher cd1,c.ation programs based Qll "Program 
Approval." T/11J means th,1t all , ,f the programs in an mstitution which 
lead to endorsement for c.crtification must be offic,ally approved by the 
state education agency .... The slate will use a system of spot-checking 
transcripts to determine vhether or not the institution is operating 
within the approved progr,1m. [Memo from uni\ersity Department of 
Education] 

7.2 Thn university, he says, was "faced with some tough personnel deci
si ,. To develop the research ,md graduate oriP.ntation that we felt 
was necessary, we needed a different set of procedures." Under the 
new procedures, he s.1y~ ,ts many as fifty-six full professors .ire mvolved 
in the reviewing. [University administrator] 
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Careful readingof7. l reveals that no human beings ,viii be invol\'ed 
in whatever it is that is going to be done. The "di\ ision" will "pilot" the 
process, and this process will be "based on ·Program Approval."' What 
"this" might "mean" remains a mystery. 

The speaker of7.2 is merely a pseuJo-agent in the quotation, telling 
us that "the university"-not its administr .itors-was "faced with some 
tough personnel decisions." (Abstract group nouns seem to be having a 
hard time these days.) We are to be comL:-ted by the fact that the new 
procedures for makinL personnel decisions will imolve "as man} as 
fifty-1:ix full professors." Why don't I think this gesture of encouraging 
"fac. - input" (as they call it) is going to be an improvement? Yet, the 
tone 1. the quotation indicate'> that the administrator is working hard 
to present this fact as though the faculty should be grateful. 

8.1 It is notclifficultt(, see what is\\ rongin n10steducational emironments, 
and much has already been done to design materials which make 
learning as easy as possible and to construct contingencies, in the 
classroom and elsewhere, which give students powerful reasons for 
getting an education. (Skinner I 971, 156-5 7) 

8.2 No peneticist today, I imagine, accepts the nwothesis of the autono
mou .. corpuscular gent:, and the genot}pic.endm\mentofthe individu
al can only affect the phenotypic resultant ,hrough the mediation of 
innumerable obscure biochemical steps. (Burt 1958, IO) 

These passages from the writing., of B. F. Skinner and Cyril Burt 
illustrate the kind of fatuous language that frequent!} passes for "se
rious" scholarship and provide evidence for the h; pothesis that dot.
blespeak is the overt manifestatio11 of doublethinl-. Reduced to plain 
English, Skinner asserts that making learning easier gives studen(:) 
"powerful" inc en ti\es for going to school, while Burt performs a verbal 
shrug: the fact is, we don't know anything about the rcle of genes in 
producing talented people. The entire phra1>e, th1vugh 1/ie mediation of 
innumerable obscure biochemical jfeps, is thrO\v-a\\ a} language used to 
cloak ignorance in indecipherable multil>}llabi<. \\Ords. It makes sense, 
but means only, "I don't know." 

Conclusion 

This has been a depressing article to ,vrite. Then! have been several 
times when, faced with tht. necessit} uf making some wmment on 
particular exam pies, I just ,vantcd to thrmv up ill} hands and groan. 
Un:versity faculty are in dire straits these da}s, espe<.ially English 
teachers. We are trapped bet,vcen the corporate ffi}Opia of admin-
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istratorc; and cultural myopia ,Jf our students. \Ye are trapped by 
doublespeak, and I see no way to get out of that trap. 

\Ve may work and talk and encourage our students 11ot to use 
doublespeak, but e,en the ones who are listening ,viii remind us that 
they, too, want to survive. They do not believe they can survive unless 
they learn how not to say what they mean. I remember one young 
woman, enrolled in a c.>mposition coui:.e I was teaching at the Gniver
sity of Georgia, who approached me .tfter class one day and informed 
me that she had been convinced for most of the quarter that I was 
crazy. She possessed, however, enot.gh sense of fairnes~ to put to the 
test my assertions regarding uses of the trunc"ted passi-.e, nominaliza
tions, be as a main verb, and prenoininal modification. A philosophy 
course she was taking required a five-page paper, which she'd carefully 
written in the bl.!reaucratic style I had been inveighing against. She 
showed me the conclt•sive evidence: An A + from the philosophy 
professor, who praised her "clarity and insightfulness." She said, 
"You're right. All anyone expects from us is bullshit." 

Unfortunately, the situation also eventually requires ti to learn 
doublethink in order to effectively doublespeak. Althoub-1 most of 
them already have doublethink down pat by the time we see them, they 
do have trouble with the subtleties of doublespeak, and frequently 
confuse Somnigraphy with NHB. I do my best to help them distinguish 
between the two dialects. 

As this point, I could muster my idealism and integrity (I still have 
some of both, I believe) and press on my readers the urgency of actively 
combating doublespeak where-.er we find it, of teaching our studen~ 
~o write clearly and succinctly; of watchdogging the writing of our 
colleagues in other disciplines. Such a conclusion is fairly standard in 
the literature, 1nrt the final sentence of D. G. Kehl's article is typically 
hortatory: 

If, as Aldous Huxley wrote, "Most of oJr mistakes are fundamen
tally gramn1atical," and if altering uur S}' max can aher our imellecl, 
as Yeats wrote, then lucid, forceful expression-in what we prac
tice as well as what we teach-is al once a sobering responsibility 
and a challenging opportunity. (156) 

In an atypically optimistic. conclusion, Jame~ Sledd called the final 
section of his article "What To Do," and went so far as to list seven 
"things tc do" for the classroom ::nglish teac.he,, :.iut he also prefaced 
his suggestions with a few words of caution; 

Tite effect will be best if teachers conscious!}' recognile the frustra
tions and contradictions which life in a sick ,vorld imposes on them 
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[schoolchildren]. Because our ruling class is unfit to rule, our 
standard language lacks authority; and ht.cause our society has 
been corrupted by the profit-seeking of technology run wild, an 
honest teacher canr.vt ~xercise his [sic] normal function of trans
mitting to t.hc ,~ong the knowledge and values of their elders. 
(455) 
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I, for one, am no longer "challenged" by the effort of confronting 
my students' apathy and ignorance, and, although I am willing to 
accept some measure of responsibilit} for educating the }Oung, I think 
it's time we tempered our idealism with recognition of the social 
realities that surround us and interfere with our best efforts in the 
classroom. How can we successfully combat the depredations of lan
guage when they're so constant? Where will it get us? Something 
grotesque has happened to the English language, someho,, the lexical 
and syntactic rules which used to signal some connection between the 
speaker, the hearer, and the "world," have become detach<!d from 
whatever communicative function the} might once have served. It's as 
though rhe rules which once secur1.:d coherence and inte:.igibility have 
been torn loose from their mots in the g,01.1nd of communication. 

My students are not interested in learning how to "communicate"; 
they want me to tead 1 them hm, to pretend to communicate. They think 
that Ronald Reagan, Alexander Haig, and Howard Cosell make mean
ing when they speak. They think that B. F. Skinner is right, and that 
whatever someone in authority says to them must be true. They do not 
yet understand that words create reality; that words have tangible, 
often long-lasting effects on people's lives. As skilled as they are at lying 
and conning, they do not yet realize that people in authority also tell 
lies. 

Furthermore,.my own cynicism goes be}ond even James Sledd's. I 
am not committed to teac.hing ill} studenl5 the "1-.nmvledge and \alues 
of their elders," becaus".! the traditional values and information to 
which he refers are tainted by misogyny, ra.:ism, and classism. Will 
substituting Plato for Reagan, or Cicero for Alexander Haig, as "au
thority figures,·· somehow awaken ill} students to the dangers inherent 
in both doublethink and doubbpeak? I doubt it. All fr,ur men belong 
to the same prolonged tradition: Protect the status quo; protect the 
white, male, heterosexual tradition. Women need not apply; blacks 
need not apply; Third World people need not app 1j; those "hungry 
masses yearning to breathe free" need not apply. 

But wait! Am I, like Sledd, to be accused of beli<>ving "that English 
teachers can change the world by political action, perhaps by revolu
tion" (455)? I shoulJ hope not! Like Sledd, I, too, would "rc.sent the 
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suggestion that I consider English teachers brave enough to start a 
revolution" (455). As a profession, we arc already too stenotropic to 
compete successfully. Unlike Sledd, I did not always know this; I 
cannot go on to claim that "I have never entertained such a false and 
subversive idea in my life" (456). I did once believe that we were not 
only capable c:,; snrting a revolution, but that we \\'ould happily see it 
through to completion. Orwell believed that thinking clearly "is a 
necessary first step towards political regeneration" (Orwell 1973, 169), 
and I agree. But I no longer believe that we can take that "first step." 
The rewar<ls for doublethink/doublespeak are too great; the risks of 
being "out of order" are too terrifying. 
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Roy F. Fox 
Boise Stale University 

TABLOIDS TERRORIZE SUPERMARKET PSYCHO 

Wednesday, May 26-I'm standing in line al the supermarket. The 
bright, gleaming one with wide aisles, forty-two varieties uf cereal, a 
salad bar, a deli bar, even a candy bar. Nm~ lhal all c,fhis I 16 purchases 
are bagged and wailing, ~he shopper in fronl of me begins fumbling 
for his checkbook. 

I lurn lo the rack of tabloids beside me. Hn:m ... says right here 
lhal Fergie, the "Porky Princess," has been senl lo a shrink so she can 
control her midnight binges on kidne} pit!. Bul wail, why doesn't she 
lry the new Tapeworm Diel extolled on another page? These new diel 
capsules, filled with pc.A-llered gelatin and tapeworm eggs, hatch inside 
your stomach and allach themselves lo your intestine. Although the} 
can be uncomfortable, they musl never be confused with Oriental 
Brain Worms, because they are now "The Deadliest Threat Since 
AIDS." fsul if Fergie wanls the quickest way lo lhindom, she should 
follow in the foolSlep:; of the "Woman Swallowed by Escalator." Jusl as 
I near the cashie1 and place my bag o, avocados on the counter, I 1-pol 
another headline: "Yuppies Going Ape Over Shrunken Heads." 

WOMAN UNEARTHS ANCIENT CURSE 
IN E.!TCHEN PANTRY 

CRAZED NEPHEW LATEST VICTIM 

Monllay,june8-0nce I rec.O\,ered from m} boul with tabloid lraum.i, I 
woncf .;red whal old tabloids were. like. Bul stores in it.•ur stales lhal 

, .. printed from Er,gfolijuumal 77 (M,mh 1!)88/ b} pcm11ss1un of lh,. ,tulhor ,md lhc 
publisi1cr. 
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spe<.ialize in old magazines and ne,vspapers do not carr} bad. issues of 
any tabloids. One clerk gently told me, "E,eryone throws them away." 

"Is this what you're looking for?" My aunt stands in her kitchen, 
holding a wrinkled, yellow paper. "I used it lo line the bottom shelf in 
the pantry," she says half apolog•;tically as she hands me the paper, 
adding, "otherwise I would've thrown it away .... " 

"Of course ... " I reply, dazzled al the prospect of an authentic 
antique, to say nothing of its two-inch headline proclaiming, "Hitler Is 
Alive" (Turner 1982, 2). I caress the dry newsprint as if it were a vase 
from the Ming Dynasty. Then I spot the paper's date: July 6, 1982. 

ADOLF HITLER---STILL CRAZY AFTER ALL THESE YEARS 

In Pseudocommunication, the Symbol System employed tends 
toward a confusion of symbols and signs, implying (but not es1.ctb
lishing) close relationships between symbol and referent by em
ploying symbols tha.t allow for ambiguity in interpretation. 

-Terence P. Moran 

Amazing. I thought the old .tfitler-is-Ali,e-and-Well-in-Argentina 
story went 01.t with Spike Jones and Pinky Lee. Who could possibly 
put any credence in this line? Then it dawned on me: if George Burns 
and Ronal i Reagan were (and still are) going strong, then why not that 
lovable ol' Nazi? 

According lo the artic,e at the age of ninety-three and "as alert and 
ruthkss as ever," Adolf Hitler, being kept aHve by an aide, master
minded Argentina's invasion of the Falklands a well as an outbreak of 
Middle East fighting. Hitler accomplished this turmoil by "goading" 
A ,· ntina's right wing junta into occupying t11e Falklands lo "foment 
world chaos and pave the wa} for the rebirth of his monstrous Third 
Reich." How this demonic domino theory is lo work is never made 
clear. But what is made clear by the third paragraph is the tabloid's 
frame of reference: "[Hitler's] lop aide is Dr. Joseph Mengele, the 
infamous 'Angel of Death' so chillingly portrayed by Gregory Peck ir. 
'The Boys From 3razil."' The referent here :.snot history, but Holly
wood. And so it goose-steps .... 

When lhe paper is opened, the layout of the Hitler scoop blitzkriegs 
across two pages. More large headlines followed b} three t..xclamal~on 
points. 0ne qu:uter of the first page contains a simple line map of 
North and South America. A swastika (about half the size of the 
drawing of South America) appears on the map, and a large arrow 
points from tht swastika to Argentina. The caption under the map 
stales, "HITLER IS HERE-in a Suburb of Buenos Aires." Another 
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quarter of the same page contains ,l photo of ,l nondescript man 
identified m, a "Nazi hunter" \\'ho is displ,1}ing ,l lc1rge photograph 
identified as Hitler's assistant. But the man in the photo looks much 
like a young Hitler. 

The opposite page of this fascist fe,1tm e wntaim three illustralions. 
The upper right corner of the page is adorned with a photo of Hitler 
("at the height of his power") giving the Nazi salute with an out
stretched right arm which breaks out of the photo's boundar} and 
stretches halfway across the page. Just under Hitler's outstretched 
palm is a crude drawing, an "identik1t drawing specially composed by 
police," which purports to show Hitler as he looks today. The sketch 
reveals Hitler as we all know him, onl} with fewer hairs on his head, a 
few more crow's feet, and a slightl} more sinister expression on his 
face. But all in all, he remains the same ol' smooth-talkin • panzer-puss. 

Below these two illustrations is a photo of one of the psy ... hics 
mentioned in the article; he holds a long and pointed dagger. The 
knife is slanting in ~he same direction as Hitler' saluting, outstretched 
arm in the photo ctbove. Curiously, the ps}chic wears what appears to 
be a military uniform, epaulets and all. This man, too, resemblec; 
Hitler. HenLe, of the three photos and one sketch in the layout, only 
one of them is actually Hitler. But they all reek of Adolf. 

In the long run only he will achieve basic results in influencing 
public opinion wh,1 is able to reduce problems to the simplest 
terms. 

-Joseph Goebbels 

In keeping with the man} illmtrations in tabloids, muLh of the accom
panying text stays at a low le\el of abstraction. Everything must be 
literalized; everything m.ist be concretized. In one tabloid, e,en my 
horoscope, traditionall} the most general of seers, states, "Attend a 
tJrbecue July 13." In the Hitler article, we are informed that the 
Fuhrer will not merel} umtinue rooting for the Th:rd Reich for a long 
time to come, but that he will "li,e to be 15v." Similarl}, ps}chics in t.hic; 
article cannJt ha,e fragmented ,isions or imuitions of an ab1,tract 
nature. Instead, one ps}c.hic.'s meditation brought ,1 m}steriou!i Nazi 
dagger in the mail from Arger,tina-a dagi;er which "actuall} t uched 
Hitler's hands within the l.,c;t twu months." These ps}chics also c. non· 
strated their mentctl pro,\e~~ b} pid.ing up d 1,en<lulum ,md 1,wingi11g it 
over a map. When the penaulum ;,lopped o,er Argentin,1, one of the 
psychics recei,ed nothing lik .m impulse or an unshaped thought, but 
rather, as he st,\tes, "saw swastikas moving past me, then eagles and 
Iron Crosses." Merc.v. Sound!> worc;e than a Dri\er's Ed training film. 
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Finall}, we are lo belie, e Hitler i~ ll11 h ing bee.au~ some unidentified 
folks in \\'e!il Germany ("a highly respec.ted elec.trunic. \Uic.e phenome
na stud} group") h,l\e the Fi1hrer's, oic.e on tape. Wh,1t's more, \\e ,ire 
told, the voice is speaking German. 

SCIENTIFIC DATA UNCOVERS 

THIRD REICH TRANSVESTITE 

In this Hiller expose, the omnisc.ienl narr,llor blends with outside 
experts-experts, that is, in "private and non-sharable ways of kr,ow
ing" (Moran 1979, 189). So man} psychics flo,ll in and out and abO\·e 
this article, that al times it becomes difficult lo disc.em ju~l when the 
writer is speaking and when a psychic is speaking. In the fog they 
merge and become one voice. 

When it is possible lo detect the writer's voice, he seems lo know 
thi,1gs that no human could really knmv. The author stales that "A 
whole new generation of Nazi fanatics [is) prepared lo lay down their 
lives for him [Hitler)." Really now. faen granting the author some 
minor concessions-that Adolf is indeed al home in an Argentine sub
urb watching old re1 uns of "Hogan's Heroes," that Adolf does indeed 
have multitudes of goose-stepping groupies ~ening him-hmv can the 
author speak for all members of an entire generation? And hO\v does 
the author really know if e,en one neophyte Nazi ,,ould lay dmvn his 
or her life for Aging Adolf, until that moment of truth arrives? 

The proof for this article's assertions comes primarily from one 
psychic corroborating another psychic, and so on. To pro,e that 
Hiller's heart still beats for Hdmburg, the sequenc.e goes like thi!i: First, 
two psychics, independent uf eac.h ot:1--r, recei,e the same message that 
Hitler is alive. Next, a third psychic, "one of the world's greatest 
experts on the paranormal," is brought into the action so that he can 
verify the first two psychics. The wa} "the world's greatest" accom
plishes his assignment is lo c.onsull /iiJ own "!ipec.i,1lly trained'' psychics. 
Then, an outside expert from Wasl~ington Universit} stales that 

At 93, you have a very select group of people .... The very fact 
that they have lived so long indk,nes the) are in spe<.ial 1nent,1l ,md 
physical shape. (furner 1!'0 <:!, 3) 

Thi,; expert's statement, "The very fact th,1l they have lived so long," 
assumes H:•ter's er.istenc.efor the re,1der. But !iinc.e the expt.1 l speaks of 
·'they" and not "he" (Hille1 ), no lie h,1s re.illy been told. Following this 

1 
source is the group of people ,v ho h,l\e l,1pc recorded Hitler's voice. 
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By article's end, yel another psychic corroborates all the preceding 
ones and concludes lhal Hiller is indeed being kepl ali, e "by using 
hormones from young women." Even ,lssun,ing lh,lt,lll this "e\idence" 
is correct, what we end up with is the noli.m lhal in a lracl home 
somewhere in suburban Bueno~ Aires, lire., a fiendish 93-} ear-old 
Fuhrer with breasts. 

SPACE ALIENS LED BY JOAN CRAWFORD 

INV ADE SUPERMARKET 

According lo Abrams(. 982), the .Vatio11al Enquirer has \\ell O\er four
teen million readers and an annual revenue of $130 million. Th.: 
paper's television ad campaign is comparable lo Cresl and Pepsi-Cola, 
and its weekly sales are surpassed only by TV Guide. 

The seeds of this success were sown about lwenly years ago when the 
E11quirer's owner "purged" the tabloid of much of its blood and gore. 
This mopping up of excess blood helped enable the Enquirer to be sold 
to supermarkets and drug.~, .. -es, which received 22 percent of the 
paper's cover price (Abrams 1982, 27). Today, the Enquirer and other 
tabloids can be found in mer 170,000 supermarkets and drugstores, 
usually very near •he checkout stands where you can't possibly avoid 
lhem while \\aiting in line. By the time the derk and the assistant 
manager explain to the shopper ahead of }OU that they cannot cash a 
check from an out-of-state im,titulion called "Steve's Bank and Trust," 
you have already read the tabloid's first four pages, and you must 
squelch a desire to buy it so you can find out wbetha or not the aliens 
from outer space got a blind date with Vanna White. 

Other methods the Enquinr reportedly used to emer mainstream 
America are both sensation;!lly ~hrewd and tabloid-tacky. For f"Xamp1e, 
the Enquirer gave free subscriptions to the wives of food-store ..:~:.cu
tives and big advertisers. The Euquirer also made .1 film, narrated by 
Chet Huntley, thatcont,tined endorsements from Hubert Humphrey, 
Barry Goldwater, Bob Hope, Billy Graham, and Joau Crawfo1 d 
(Abrams 1982, 29). (I now have a clearer understandin~ of how, from 
the late sixties through t,1e seventies, Ameri<.a's foreign and domestic 
poliLy was influenc.ed.) I c.ontacted the Enquirer's ad\ertisingdirec.tor to 
find out if these lu,ninaries were paid for their testimonials. The hostile 
voice on the other end oft~;! phone said, "They did it for free." To 
double-check, I contac.tcd Barry Golrlwater's office and no one there 
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could confirm or deny the ad director's statement. (Extrer, :.,m in the 
defense of extremism is no vice.) 

MIRACLE READING DIET 

FUELS PSYCHIC'S PERVERTED POWERS 

To explain the Enquirer's and other similar tabluids' popularity re
quires just as much speculation as displayed by the gaggle of psychics 
who figured out the Nazi-inspired Falklands fiasco. Let the pendulum 
swing. 

First, most people would agree that tabloids are marginally amusing 
and enjoyable. A sugared prescription to break the routine of daily life, 
maybe the bizarre contents of a tabloid can function not as a mirror of 
reality, but as an easily digestible substitution for it-at the very lea.st. :1 

morsel of dessert after a bland meal. The workhorse that provides 
much of the tabloid's appeal-even if that workhorse is Mr. Ed-is the 
headline. Though often misleading, tabloid headlines are actually 
mini-stories in themselves because they frequently tell readers how to 
rr.spond: Cybill's Secret Nightmare; Jessica Hahn's Shocking Secret. Also, 
tabloid headlines can entertain readers by using alliteration and pu11c;· 
Terrifying Encounter Turns Trucker into a Whimpering Wreck. It mc1kes 
sense then that, like so many of us, tabloid readers get much of the;, 
news from television and radio, because news stories tran~mitted 
through the i>\ectronic media are essentially headlines. A hot-wired 
nation with a fast-food stomach and a credit-card soul is also likely to 
have a headline mentality. 

Another possible reason for their incredible popularity is that tab
loids provide an outlet for uur need to snicker at the glamorous anci 
rich and famous who, in whatever escapades of crime and sex, have 
descended to the same lower station in life as we have. After all, in the 
unjust world of plain folks, where champagne and cash never flow and 
klieg lights never glow, doesn't a pound of flesh and a glass of blue
blood really hit the spot? And for only about seventy cents, isn't it 
comforting to know that even Cosby had trouble c..ontrolling his kids? 
That even Joan Collins has trouble maintaining her marriagL. 

In addition to this "vindication" that attracts readers, it is possible 
that we are drawn to tabloid traumas because we need ,ui,urance that 
"things could always be worse" for us. And to maintain this advantage, 
the worse things get for the average reader, the worse things must 
necessarily get for the folks withifl the tabloid pages. If your neighbor 
has trouble losing weight, he can take ~olac.e in Julius Riedler, whose 
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wife stated that he "got so hungry on a :-auerkraut dir..t that he grabbed 
two fish from our little girl's goldfish bO\vl and .tte them right there in 
front of her" (Heidt 1987, 23). 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, maybe the tabloids attract huge 
crowds because ouc society, in many ways, pressures its members to 
deaden their senses. Isolated in a technological tenement, we take 
drugs, alcohol, deodorants, creams, and even wear headsets,just so we 
can stifle or kill any discordant human sense. Maybe we turn to tabloids 
for relief from a lonely and sanitized world, so that we may vicariously 
glory in the parading about of other people's senses, of other people's 
humanness. 

finally, maybe another reason for the popularity of the tabloid
<tnd its general acceptance-is the benign tone of its language. In a 
disarmingly simple way, tabloid language assumes from the outset that 
its readers will have a substantial degree of trust in its words. The tone 
of its language is personal; famous people are referred to by tht. • _ fast 
names. Its language is almost always ul~imately optimistic. Tabloid 
readers may believe pretty much all the j,rtper says, or believe only part 
of what the paper s::;s, or believe none of it. But in any of these cases, 
readers likely are not worried, for the tone of the language is so 
harmless, so innocuous, so simple. And, I might venture, if readers do 
not seriously object to what they perceive to be half-ti uths or outright 
lies, tl:e t ,asis has been laid and the climate has been created for a 
cautiou~ acceptant.e, for a kind of pseudo-authenticit} that could possi
blv '5row into eventual full-fledged belief. 

eaders who are conscious oflanguage may figure, "So what? I read 
-ction novels and I watch docudramas on television. And most of 

.it used to sound like truth from W,1shington often turns out to be 
i._ .:,o if I'm gonna be hoodwinked, 1 might as well be taken in by 
language I ~mderstand the first time I read it-and be entertainec.. to 
boot. So what's the big deal, huh?" 

EUPHEMOIDS BLUDGEON CAMP.t:R IN NATIONAL PARK 

Tuesday,july 9-A week ago I abandoned my stack of tabloids to go 
camping. It is now late afternoon and I am driving on Highway 20 
towards ArlJ, Idalv. In fact, I'm driving through the U.S. Depart
ment of Enr:rgy's ldaho National Engineering Laboratory (INEL), 
former:;· the National Reactor Testing Station-what locals call "The 
Site." The area is a flat, 570,000 acres of sagcbrw,h and sand, an arid 
climate where rivers disappear into lava beds. 

0 
EfilC 
W#iiflid tffl 

190 



0 
EfilC 
Ubifli#b· tffi i 

186 B1Jo1Ul Nilieti•m Eighty-Four 

In the distance, far off the n1.1in road, arc groups of nondescript 
buildings, towers and dome~, e,1Lh w1r.1,lex ~er,.11·,1ted f1 um the ne;,...t b) 
vast stretches of desert. INEL concerns itself \\ ith breeder reactors, 
nuclear submarines ("na,al propulsion," acwrding to INEL's bro
chure) and "waste management." The INEL brochure c1lso carrk~ a 
photo of this "waste," whic.h re,eals rm\~ upon rO\\'S of ne,ttl) st,tcked 
metal cans. The photo's caption reads, "RWMC Transuranic Storage 
Area." What am I expecting? That the) \\uuld c.,tption the photo with 
"Ten Thousand Cans r.:.f Highly Radioactive Stuff We Don't Know 
What to Do With"? I dri\e farther ,md p,tss a group of buildings with a 
sign that says, "Argonne West." Sounds like ,l plush ,tpartment com
plex for 1·etiredjoint c.hiefs of st,tff. I h,ne c1lso le,u-ned th,1t INEL 11.ls 
been designated a "National Envi.-onmental Research P.irk." But 
where are the rangers? The campgrounds? The pit toilets? 

I drive on, and in the ap1,ro,1Lhing dusk, other ,vurd~ c.ume to mind 
in a flood of cont,11ninc1ted , erbic1gc. ab11or111al occ1me11,e (c1c.c.idcnt); 
energetic disa"embl) texplusiun), 1mco11/lullable /1Uwe1 .11uge.1 tu the /1Ui11t of 
criticality (explosion); healtli effects (death). 

We all ca1T) around self-e, ident truths-thing~ thc1t \\ hen our souls 
have been split, scraped, ,rnd skewered, \\ e still hold to be right. And 
one such common truth tod,t) is th.it e\en if institutions like tabloids 
(or tele\ision 01 ,id, crtising) do me st,md,11 d p1 up,1g,111dc1 de\ices such 
,1s "big lies," misle,tding hcc1dline~, omni~dent nc11 r,1turs, ,illness orien
tation, repetition, ,md ,ts~oc.i,llion, \\ h,tt the) du in their quest for sales 
is less harmful than what nuclear advocates do in their quest for 
"defense." Not to worr), the reasoning goes. t.ibloids c1nd television 
may c.untribu~e to .i clim,tte uf unc.unsLium,ne~s. but ,tt le,t~t the) won't 
fry us in a 1adioactive skillet. 

But arc we able tu shed the influenLc uf t.1bluid~ ,md other media 
whenever we grapple with issues like nude,n po,\ c1? Arc \\ e ,tble to 
rcc.ugnize, e, ,tlu.itc, .ind .ic.t upon the~e i~M•c~? In the blui of t,\entieth
ccntur) life, du l,mg11c1gc, thought, ,md ,1c.tiun c1uietl) 1 e~ide in sepa
rate boxes, each neatly wrapped and tied with string? 

And will it be easier for us tu be poi~uncd ,md fried in" .. .., .. thinking 
climate? First, ask Winston Smith. 
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18 The Pop Grammarians
Good Intentions, 
Silly Ideas, 
and Doublespeak 

Charles Suhar 
National Council of Teachers of English 

The pop grammarians mean well. All the} are asking is that people 
stop talking and writing in nonstandard usage, cliches, jargon, and 
other unworthy language. ::\'ever mind that they disagree wildly among 
themsel\'es as to which usages are nonstandard, what constitutes a 
cliche, where legitin.ate technical language leaves off and jargon 
begins. Never mine! that when they quote scholarly sources at all, their 
sources disagree on the ver} points in dispute. The pop grammarians 
mean well in that they believe that somewhere, out there, there is a best 
way to say just about everything, if people only would listen to reason. 

If you describe the pop grammarians as naI·,e, e,q,ose their er
roneous historical arguments, or point to their inconsistencies and 
flimsy logic, you're liable to be called a linguistic anarchist. But my 
goodness, they do say some silly things.John Simon described the use 
of I in the objective case as a fi~kle linguistic innovation, despite the 
thoroughly respectable history of that usage, easily found in the Ox
ford English Dictionary, amor.g other plac~.,. Thomas Middleton c1-.. 
nounced the content of John Mellon's research summary on writing 
and grammar because he found the style jarg!ln:sh; indeed, Middleton 
suggested that Mellon leave the profession. The late Theodore Bern
stein, alone a language scholar among the pop gran~marians, denied 
that he called nonstandard usages "good" and "bad," even as he used 
those very terms in his syndicated "Bernstein on Words" column. 
Richard Mitchell claimed a direl.t causal relationship bet,veen nonstan· 
<lard usage and the Three Mile Island ac.cident, reasoning that some
one carelessly schooled in grammar probably \\Ould bt c.areless enough 
to muck up a nuclear reactor. 

So me of this silliness is laid bare in the pages of journals like Esquire 
and Saturday Review. Other examples ,~ere induded in letters from the 
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pop grammarians themseh es, in response tum} querie~ over the }ears. 
Writing letters to pop grammarians isn'tju~t a mcttter of intellectual 
jousting; it is a way of lowering the ego stakes in discussion of the 
volatile issues at hand. Without a wide public audience to dazzle, "' 
flamboyant writer will sometimes appro~.:h questions with a bit le. 
swagger. This was :ertainly the case with Theodore Bernstein and 
Thomas Middleton. (ln fact, Middleton apologized for the ctrrogance 
of his comment abou~ Mellon.) At the ,,er} least, the pop grammarians 
who respond to well-reasoned letters are forced to whip up newer and 
ever more tenuous rationalizations for their positions. 

So far, though, I have been dealing onl} with good intentions and 
silly ideas-neither of which is doublespeak. B} definition, dou
blespeak involves "deliberate distortio11"-or in Bruce Reeves' phrase, 
"active use of language to hide the: truth." If the pop grammarians 
were merely earnestl} dogmatic. and grossl} indc.curate, there would be 
no call for a chapter about them in a book 011 doublespeak. So I will 
move tom} assignment here, relegating to the bibliogrctph} (especiall} 
Baron, 1982; Lutz, 1981; Quinn, 1980; Wolk, 19i2) commentaries on 
the pop grammarian as linguistidhistorical dunce. 

I will concentrate on six doublespeak techniques used D} pop gram
marians, citing examples along the way. An element of deceit or 
conscious retreat ft om rational im estigation is embedded in each of 
the techniques. They are (l) the overloaded metaphor; (2) bogus 
ambiguit}; (3) the luck} e>..ception; (1) the unfortunate exception; (5) 
cubing the opposition; and (6) antiscience. 

l. in the overloaded metaphor, the pop grammarian uses analog>
cenainl} J. legitimate rhetorical device-but tries to imest it \\ith dis
pi oportionate argumentati, e power. Cle, erne:,~, not ct demonstration 
of the aptness of the analogues, must carr} the argument. For exam· 
pie, there b some wit in John Simon's corr.parisons of nonstandarrl 
English to a life-threatening fe,.,er; ,,f a rhododendron, sproutir.g 
flowers in accordanc.e with its nature, to a flawless speaker ~pouting 
nominatives where nominati"es belong. But Simon fails to sho\\, 
through historic.al anal}sis o:- logic.al .1rgument, that the terms of his 
metaphors relate to the circumstances he is tr}ing to characterize. 

Rich.1rd Mitchell, ,vho c.alls himself the L"ndergrouncl Grammarian, 
actuall} invents a bungling primiti\e tribe c.alled thejiul,.iuk,ve tO\\arn 
his readers about the dctngers of using the pas~i,e \-Oic.e. I hesitate to 
call this extended metaphor c.le\-er, but Mite.hell is c.learl} hctving one 
heil of a good time\\ ith it. Bec..1w,e the niuc.umpuups in hi~.il!egor} use 
the passive voice, the} are a passive people. The} lac!,. technology, 
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sophistication, and common sense. So it will be with us, if we continue 
our wasty, passive ways instead of putting those ,1ctor-su bjects up front. 
(Perhaps we and theJiukiukwe will contract Simon·s life-thre,1tening 
fever, to boot.) 

Gentlemen, you can only get so much mileage out of a unicorn; so 
many real todds out of imaginary gardens. It is shallow, and in the long 
run ur.convincing, to overwork metaphors in argumentati, e discourse. 
As Sir Philip Sydney said, "The poet affirmeth nothing.'' 

2. The bogllS ambiguity technique is the pop grammarian:;' way ot 
demonstrating that usages they don't like will create semantic ambigu
ity. In Strictly Speaking, Edwin Newman c.laims to be baffled by a 
sentence such as "Hopefull}, something will happen" (33). Who, lie 
wonders, is doing \he hoping in such an utterance? Will somethin~ • 
happen in a hopeful manner? Is a puzzlement. 

No native speaker can honestly pretend that such .: sentence is 
ambiguous. The sentence is as clear (and structurall)' as valid) as 
"Certainly, something will happen," which apparently doesn't bother 
Newman. He just happens to dislike "hopefully" as a sentence modi
fier, so he cooks up some ambiguity to justify his position. Irrelevant!}, 
Newman makes negatives of the first two words, driving his point 
home by noting that people don't say "Hopelessly, nothing will hap
pen" (34). (If you're keeping .;core on the "hopefully" debate, know 
that the cons are Newman, Simon, Jacques Barzun, and William 
Zinsser. The pros include Bernstein, William Safire, Jim Quinn, and 
most post-19iO dictionaries.)John Simon strains mightil} in Paradigms 
Lost to invent a sentence in which a substitution of the nominative she 
for the objective her might result in a misunderstanding: "Would you 
rather that I take you or she?" (21). When I debated Simon at Tulane 
University in March 1981, he invented an absurd sentence in which 
failure to observe Lhe standard forms of lie and lay supposed!} led to an 
obsceue interpretation: "La.;t Sunday I laid in bed for several hours." 

I sometimes think Simon receives sentences one at a time from 
rdndom sources, or finds them tuc.ked individual!} in em elopes left on 
his doorstep. In any real LOmmunication .;etting, the context would 
clearly reveal, even to Simon, whether the laid of his sentenc.e meant 
"rested" or. "screwed around." And both the context and the stress 
would reveal who is the taker and who is taken in his improbable 
Paradigms sentence. (Stress one: would }OU rather / take }OU, or she?" 
Stress two: "would you rather I ~akc you, or she?") 

The question of clarit} in human interaction is an important one, so 
the pop grammarians are wise to tr} to link esse11tiall} irrelevant 
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questions of usage to problems of ambiguity. But their :>1ethods are 
fraudulent. Garbled syntax is c.onfusing; so is poor development of 
ideas in a conversation or essa}, :.o are pronunciations from unfamiliar 
dialects, at least ur:.til one's ear grows attuned. But onl} in the world of 
textbook examples and pop grammarians' analyses do we find rampant 
cognitive confusion over the "misuse" of lwpefull)·, lie and lay, s/ze and 
her. 

3. In cubing t/ze opposition, one makes a point; the pop grammarian 
ridicules it by raising itto the third power. Theodore Bernstein was one 
of the Srst tP .. ube the legitimate feminist arguments against sexism in 
language. In a 1976 "Bernstein on Word:," wlumn, he evoked images 
of.l chaotic world in which, among other things, Ann Speakman woukl 
technically have to change her name to "Ann Speakperson." I have 
since heard other examples cf the n,a:1holelpersonhole, woman/ 
woperson variety-but alw.1ys from peopl~ who don't like to pursue 
problems of sexist language beyond joc.ular attempts at cubir,g tb: 
opposition. 

At the Tulane debate with John Simon, I praised a third-gt;!de 
student's stunning image-"Flowers feel like rain"-as a creative re
sponse to a bland writing assig11ment, and I criticized her teacher's 
niggling red-pencil tactics (Suhur, 1975b). Simon cubed the point by 
saying that the child's metaphor (besides being dumb luck) should not 
prompt us to "proclaim her the new Marianne Moore" and "fall at her 
feet in adoration." I have to admit that his comment was amusing, but 
the idea of decla1 ing the child a genius \\as his, not mine. B} exaggerat
ing my modest claim in an erudite wa}, Simon a\~ided addressing the 
issues I had raised-Vil., children's capacity for creating metaphor. 
and the effects of empty formalistic feedback. 

Note that cubing the opposition is not the same as the legitimate' 
rhetorical technique of stating the opposition's argument forcefull}, 
then disassembling it piece by piece. Nor is it the same as bald ridicule, 
name-calling, or other C.O\•ert de\ ic.es usually \\U\ en into the pop gram
marian's discourse (and mine). Cubing imohes adding amusing fea
tures to the opposing argument, features that \\ert; not there in the first 
place, to achieve a humorous distortion. 

4. T/ze lucky exception is the pop gramm~rian's \\cl} of dealing with 
e\oidence that speakers designated as "unskilled"' can ac.tually express 
themsehes \\ ith c.larit} cmd imention. If nonstandard dialec.t speakers 
come up\\ ith intere:.ting figures of speec.h or unusual turns of phrase, 
if the}' advance ideas c.ogentl} in their own dialects, the pop gram
marians will explain these e\oents as isolated inc.idents or charming 
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-flukes. For them, nonstandard English is ipso facto unsuited to the 
expression of complex ideas and sensibilities. 

There is ~o empirical basis for the lucky exception claim, and it is 
clear that John Simon and Edwin Newman do noti.pend a great deal of 
time sampling the nonstandard language of, say, jazz musicians or 
ghetto youth. Bl!t Simon does have an overloaded metaphor to explain 
lucky exceptions. A ciumsy dancer, he says, will in the course of inept 
fumbling sometimes stumble luckily over a new step. This is different 
from the experienced dancer who, working from a deep understand
ing of the art, acts consciously to expand ir..s horizons. 

The metaphor is interesting, but its terms are not referential to their 
analogues, i.e., the way people make language in the real world. 
Teachers and restarchers hc1ve long known that many students from 
nonstandard dialect c.ommunities are capable ,.Jf thoughtful, powerL! 
expression in their nati,·e dialtcts, and that a command of standard 
usage in no way guarantees clear or imaginative u:.e of language. 

Nor can it be counted as mere luck, as Simon suggested, that a third 
grader would come up with an expression !ike "Flowers feel like rain." 
Admittedly, children's metaphors are probably root<.:d in lack of differ
entiation among elements in their experience rather than in the cre
ative re-fusion represented by adults' poetic imagery. But meta
phorical expression can be nurtured among children, as evidenced by 
poet Kenneth Koch's work, numerous Poets-in-the-Schools programs, 
and parents' and researcht rs' observations of children's language. But 
Simon rarely deals with informed testimony or research data-hence, 
the convenience of the lucky exception claim. 

Edwin Newman treats lucky exceptions with patronizing good 
humor. In Striclly Speaking he is tickled, really, over colorful expres
sions uttered by a union leader, a cab driver, Harry Truman, a gar
dener, and other no-class types. Their deviant language-sometimes 
errors, sometimes highly memorable personal statements-is in the 
world for Newman's entertainment and smarm} c.ummentary. When a 
bozo talk. to Newman about teachers and says "Them is my chief 
dread," Newman remarks, "There is no way to improve on that" (6). 

5. The unfortunate exception is alter ego to the lucky exception. In 
Paradigms, J oh11 Simon speaks of "the giauts of the English tongue who 
precede·'. us, ah of those great writers and speakers who were ... in the 
ballgame that counts" (147). When someone points out that these 
giants used virtually every nonstandard form that the pop gram
marians consider to be destruc.ti\e of l.i\ilit.~d c.ommunic.c1tion, Simon 
talks about "slips'' and "lap~es," atypic..il events th,tt can be dismissed as 
if they had never occurred (36). 

0 
. EfilC 



I 

0 
EfilC 

194 BeJoml Ninetee11 Eighty-Four 

ln a different context, I onc.e test<;d the unfortun,tte exception idea 
(Suhor, 1975,t~. After not;dog th,ll several \\•ell-known essayists used 
clichcs now and then, I decided to f111d out whether or not these 
app,trent slip-ups \\ere Lrul} unusu,11. So I proc.eeded LU .m,tl}le some 
of m} favorite prose sL}lists disrespectfull}, i.e., a1> if the) had pt111ched 
me in che face the night before. 

My cliche hunt reveaied that E.B. \Vhite's essay$were well laced with 
phrases like when I first laid CJe:. on zt and a tre111e11douJ shot in the arm. l 
found that Willi,11n Buckle} used die.hes lib.e Pa:.smg along the torch, a11 
ai. of finalil)·, and 1u look forward to tlu e:,;pencnce. Tom \\.'olfe saw things 
as clear as day, was profoundly 1110, cd, and was willing LO stand up and be 
wunted. It would seem, then 1h.tt respec.ted ,vriters from both the past 
and pre1>ent u1>e langu,,ge f.tr more pl,l) full) ,incl free!) than we nor
n-.all} a<lmit. Ei,.c.ellent ,Hiters apparent!) are confident enough to me 
nons1and;ud forms ,md common pl.tees \\ hen doing 1>0 \\Orks ,vell 
within the overall texture of a work. 

Pop gramm,trians, being commiued LU the notion of perfect ex
pression, ofk:n feel obliged to indulge in public. bre.tst-be.tting when 
"unfortunate exc.eptions" show up in their m, n speech. The result of 
such a menlalit) is a torcuous self-consciousness that bre,1ks the nar
rative flow for p,uenthctical apologies ,md ,,menciments of pre,ious 
statements. A gathering oflanguage purists on The D1c/1 Cavett Show was 
an inte.esling case in point. By the enc.!. of an hour, Simon, Agnes de 
Mille and Edwin Newm,111 ,vere reduced to continuous self-c.orreclion 
as they beca1ne incre,11,ingly analytic.al about eac.h sentence they ut
tered. Im•.ead of exc.hanging ide,ts about langu,tge in a fluent ,va), they 
ewJed up backtracking and m,1king self-referring c.ommems on their 
usage. The pop gramm,ui.ins ,vert g.,gging on their own obsession 
with perfcc.Lion, un,tble LU ,tdmit th,tt the ine\iL,tblc unfortunate exc.ep
~ion is a function of the d}namic. qu,1litie1> of hu1n,m ex;nession, nut an 
effect of Ori~inal Sin. 

6. A.r.ti:.cience i1> a reLUrring theme in the pop gr.tmmari,ms' writing 
and speec.h. Sometimes the theme is expres\ed subLI), as in Simon's 
Paradigm:.Lo:.t 1>\\ipe ,tt the length} 1>d1ul,11 I} bibliugr.tph) ,tppended to 
CCCC's Students' Right to Their Own La11guage (163-64). At Tulane he 
decl,ued th.it langu,,ge i!"> ,tn .UL, not,, sc.ienc.e. Simon \\as consistent in 
this: his talk was artful, but he nl.lde sc.,mt refe1 enc.e LU sc.holarship. He 
expressed fond hope th,tt rese,m.h like soc.iologist William Labov's 
studie:, of dialec.ts ,vould be disc.ontinued. He pooh-poohed the idea 
that useful bibliogr.tphie1> of l,mgu,,ge rese,trc.h exi1>t. He ,tllowed that 
he knew of no dat.1 on the h,mnfulness of telc,ision but daimed 
nonetheless that it is a pernicious force. 
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It has often been said that you can prme ,Ul}thing b) citing rese,trch. 
Simon's counter-prim:iple appears lo be that }Utt can r,1me ,lll)thing, 
as long as you ignore research. 

Richard Mitchell's contempt for scholarsl.ip is ri:,~aled in dozens of 
ways. He shows slim understanding of the purposes, history, and 
procedures of holistic and primary trait test i,coring, e,en as he con
demns them. His program for teaching young children to write, de
scr!bed in Instructor magazine, flies in the face of virtually all rese.m.h. 
("First, children must learr. all the conventions of ,v riling; punctuation, 
capitalization, spelling"[35t. To him, intellectual rigor is a mauer of 
enforcing the purist view of language and closing one's e}eS tu lin
guistic scholarship and the uses of language in tile real world. 

It is ironic tha. the poi~ grammarians claim to be champions of 
high standards in language, }Ct they often operate ,ts sabotems, sub
verting the communicative fonctions of language ,~ith llash) argu
mentation-sly irrelevancies, curmudgeon!} posturing, and outright 
grandstanding.Joseph Epstein ( 1981) put the situation in perspective 
when he said that people like John Simon gi, e high standards a bad 
name. He recommended, moreover, that the language purists stop 
quibbling over minutiae and turn their gum, on the real enemy
namely, "deception in its variow, forms, deliber..;te, unwns.:ious, and 
self-. With ... the wondrous cant from politics and psychology and 
education, w~ have all the means at hand to be lied to or to lie 
convincingly to ourselves" (45). In uther words, the) should be joining 
in the war against doublespeak. 
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Appendix A 

Recipients of the George Orwell 
Award for Distinguished 
Contribution to Honesty 
and Clarity in Public Language 

The Onvell Award was established in 1974 to recognize each yc.11 a 
work ,vhich has made an outM,mdin.s c.ontribution to the c.ritital an.11}
si~ of public discourse. 

1988: Donald Barlett and James Steele- Reporters for The P/11/adelphia 
Inquirer. In a series of articles (April l 0-16, 1988), Barlett and Steele 
revealed how hundreds of deceptive passages in the Tax Reform 
Act of 1986 granted billions of dollars in tax exemptions to corpora
tions and influential, wealth}' individuals, <111 done through the use 
of deceptive language. 

1987: Noam Chomsky. 011 Power and Ideology: The Ma11agua Lectures. 
Boston: South End Press, 1987. 

1986: Neil Postman. Amusmg Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the 
Age of Show Business. New York: Elizabeth Sifton/Viking, 1985. 

1985: Torbcn Vestergaard and Kim Schroder, The La11guage of Adver
tising. New York: Basil Blackwell, 1985. 

1984: Ted Koppel, Moderator of ABC-TV program "Nightlinc." For 
his long-sustained role ,15 modcr,uor of an import.mt nc,\5 program 
which has contributed t<J the common good b} its extensive ,111,1lysi5 
of topical news. Koppel has been a model of intelligence, informed 
interest, social awareness, verbal flucnq, and fair and rigorous 
questioning of controversial figures. The national ,rndienl.c:, the 
citizens in this dcmocrac.y, ha,e benefited from his attempts to seek 
honesty and openness, clarity and c.ohcrence, to r,1isc thl! level of 
public discourse. 

1983: Haig A. Bosmajian. The La11guage of Oppressic11. Lanham, Md.: 
University Press of America, 1983. 
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1982: Stephen Hilgartner, Richard Bell, and Rory O'Connor. 
Nul1espeah: Nuclear Lcmguage, \'i.1ion.1, and ,H11ul.\t'l. S,m Franc.isco: 
Sierra Club Books, 1982. 

1981: Dwight Bolinger. Language: Till' Loaded IVea/1011. New York: 
Longman, I 980. 

1980: Sheila Harty. l/uch.ste1".1 in the Cla.\.1roo111. W,tshington D.C.: Cen
ter for Study of Responsive Law, 1979. 

1979: Erving Goffman. Gc11dc•1 .\cfol'lti.\e111c•11/.1. C,unbridgc. 1-1,tn,ml 
University Press, 1979. 

1978: Sissela Bok. Lying: M11111l Choat• 111 Pub/IC and P11mlc' Life. New 
York: Pantheon, 1978. 

1977: Walter Pincus, Reporte1 for the H"(/.\hi11gwn Po.\/. One ol those 
reporters to whom the tc1 m 'gadfi)' trul) ,tpplies. The governmem\ 
attempt to slip the neutron bomb through, unnotic.ed, in an ERDA 
appropriations bill "as dec.cpth c-,rnd it ",tll c.,tught bee.a use this 
methodical, patientjournalist kne,\ hisjob, knc,\ thcj.1rgon. 

1976: Hugh Rank. illtc11sif)'/Dow11j>la) ,\11Jncmch. P,11 k Fo1cllt, lll.: Coun
ter-Propaganda Press, 1976. 

1975: David Wise. Tiu• Politic.1 of LJi11g. Ne,\ York: R,mdom House, 
1973. 
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Recipients of the 
Doub!espeak Award 

The Doublespeak A.,:ard is an ironic. "1rihutc" to .-\mcrit.,111 p11hli1. 
figures who !:;!ve per~Jctr.ned l,mgu,1gt.· 111,11 i~ tlet.cpti,c, t.•\,1~:,c, c11• 
phcmis,:c, conf u. in:-,, 01 sclf-w1nradit.toq. Fullm, i11g (;cm gl" 01 "ell'~ 
in1en~1011 of cll.pv .. 11g i11hum,111c, p1 up,1g,1mli~ti1. u~c~ uf l,111gu,1gc, 1hc.: 
committ~c restr 1c.t~ the A\\ ,11 d to mii.m,c~ uf1.111gu,1gc ,, ith pc111it.io11~ 
sodal or politit.,1: .. u11scquc11u•i. th,11 .11 e 11101 c \\UI th} of tt:"m111 c th,111 
the kind of gardc;H,iricl) j,11go11, gobLled}goul-., 01 ~ulct.i~ms c111ph,1-
sizcd by many cui-rl'nl critics of languahc. 

1988: Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci 
Admiral William Crowe 
and Rear Admiral William I='ogarty 

The language used in the 1eport, Fmmal /1w,·.1tigotM1 111/v tilt' Ci1rn111-
.sla11ce.s S111'ruwuli11g t/11: Duw11i11g Lf ilfm 1\11 Fl,gltt 655 ,m 3 }it(\ /9S8. ,md 
the language used during the ;.>rci.i. wnfc1 cnt.e held 011 19 .-bgrn,t 
1988 to release .m<l dist.UM, th,1t rcpm l, \\,I~ filled" ith the duublci.pe,1l-. 
of omission, distortion, wnu·,1dktiu11, ,1ml 111i~dircdiu11. One I cpm tc1 
called the report an "cnm murn,jigi.,m puulc ,dth l-.1.·} pic .. c~ 111b!-i11g." 

In addition to c.eni.oring ci.i.cnti,,I infu1111.,tiun. i.m.h .,~ the 11.11m.·i. of 
:1lmost .111 the p;u-tic.ip.mt!,-im..lu<li!lg th!: fu1111c1 1..u111111.mdc1 of tht· 
cruiser t:SS \'inc.enncs-thc I cpo11.1bu 1.,d,i. ,Ill} u1 igiu.,1 i.ou I t.e i11fi11 • 
mation suc.h .,~ st,tlcmcnts b) p,11 tit.ip.111ti. ,md ,Ill) uf !lie J,11.11 cw1 dcd 
by the ship's cumputc1·s. 

\Vhile the rcpurl p1 ctcmb tu be c.lc1,1ilcd .md w111plc1t.--h) gh ing 
sut.h inlurma1iun .,s the .,i1 ,111d i.c,1 tc111pc1,1tmci., the \\illd i.pccd ,md 
clirec.tion, the rel,1ti\t. humidit}, the c, ,,pm .1tiu11 dull height, the ~u• -
f.ice J>re5surc, the ,ii.ibilit) ci.tim.,tc, .111d the t.cili11g ,11 the time of the 
shooting-it docs 11ut wnt,,in i,umcthi11g ,ii. b.,i.iL .,ml ,ti. impm t,1111 ,ii. ,I 
m,1p showing the wunc, u,c1 time, uf the Vi11t.c1111ci., ib i.ii.tc1 ~hipi.. 
the Irani.in airline1, .md the li,111i,111 gu11bu,m .. \i. 011e 1cpu1 lei nutcd, 
such a map would show important information sud1 ,ii. 
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whether or not the pl.me was hc,ulcd dircc.il} ttm,11 d 1hc Vin• 
cemws. or if ii m,ulc ,Ill) l,1s1-min111e 111rn 10\\,tr<l 1hc ~hip llut 
could h:l\'e been inlerprc1cd ,ts a fighter rolling in Ill ,lll,tc.k. 
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Yet Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci said that 

I believe the facts 10 the extent the}' c:tt• bl.' kuowu arc clc:trly 
pr.:se111ed i,: the report .... We chose 110110 withhold auythiug. 

AL the news briefing held lo release ar ti discuss Lhc report, Admiral 
William Crowe said LhaL "a number of misLakes wen.· made." Despite :i 

"catalog of errors comm;ucd by the crew," according LO Tune magazine, 
and despi1c Crowc's admission that "some of the informaLion gi\'en lo 
Captain [Will] Rogers during the engagement proved noL 1.0 be a::cu
raLe," Carlucci said "lites~ errors or mistakes were nol crucial" Lo the 
decision to shoot the airliner clown. Crowe claimed that "lo say there 
were errors mad<· ... is noL necessarily lo suggcsL culp:1biliLy." 

When a reponcr asked, "Arc you saying that these mistakes arc in 
no way responsible for the downing of this airliner?" Carlucci replied, 
"h is the juogmem of those who ha\'e investigated this, and it is 
Admiral Crowc's judgment which I accept, Lhat the crr<,rs were not 
crucial to the decision." 

:\ccording lo the official report .is endorsed by Crowe and Carlucc.:i. 
iL was not any mistake b) lite ere,\ of lh~ Vincennes which lc:d them lo 
shoot down the airliner; i•:dc:ed, the reporL ncve1 slates thaL anyone on 
the Vinc.:nncs was responsible. lnstca<l, the report, ,md Crowe, blame 
lite iranians for ,11aking the Vincennes destroy the plane. The rcpon 
states that: 

Iran must share the rcsponsibilit) for the tragedy by haz:trdingoue 
of their civilian airliners by allowing it to fly a relatively low ahirnde 
a:r route in close proximit)' to hostilities. 

This statcmem contradicts an earlier section of lite report whith found 
that the a:l'liner was taking off ,md climbing 5tcadily to i1:1 it~:>ig1ic:•l 
altitude at the time it \\•as shot do~ n. In his memorandum endorsing 
the report, Admiral Crowe slates: 

I bclic\'c that the acdons of !ran ,.-ere the proximate cause of this 
accident and would :trgue that Iran must bear du: principa~ rc:
spousibilit)' fo,• the 1ragedr, 

When a reporter asked Crowe: "You said the lr.mians are p:1rtially 
responsible. Do you have indications that the Bandar Abbas Airport 
was awar,.: that thcrt! was fighting going on?" 

Crowe replied, "When we say Iranians we don't distinguish between , I 
the people at Bandar Abbas Airport and the people controlling the I 
ships that arc engaged in the fire fight." 

Another reporter ,lskcd Crowe, "You're making the assumption 
that they work together on joint oper.1tions. ls lh,u rcall)· the case?" 
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Crowe replied that "whether it's the case or not, the point is they 
were all Iranians." 

1987: Lt, Col. Oliver North and 
Rear Adm. J chn Poindexter 

In addition to using the words residuals and diversions to refer to the 
millions of dollars of profits whi1.h were intentionally created by over
charging Iran for arms so that the money could be used to finance the 
contras, Lt. Col. Oliver North also said that he "cleaned things up," he 
was "deaning up the historical record," he "fixed" things up, and that 
he "took steps to ensure" that things never "came out," meaning he 
lied, destroyed official government documents, and created false docu
ments. According to North, some documents weren't Jestroyed, they 
were non-log or kept "out of the system so that outside knowledge 
would not necessarily be derived from having the documents them
selves." 

North never called any of his actions lying. In speaking of a false 
chronology of events which he helped construct, North said that he 
"was provided with additional input that was radically different from 
the truth. I assisted in furthering that version." He mentioned "a 
different version from the facts" and called the chronology "inaccu
rate." North also described how he and William Casey, then head of the 
CIA, together falsified the testimony that Casey was to give to Con
gress. "Director Casey and I fixed that testimony and removed the 
offensive portions. We fixed it by omission. We left out-it wasn't made 
accurate, it wasn't made fulsome, it was fixed bv omission." And official 
lies were plausible deniability. • 

North said that he had participc1ted in drafting a letter to Congress 
which stated that "we are com~ilying with the letter and spirit of 
Boland_" However, North adrnitt<:.d that what the letter really meant 
was that "Boland doesn't appl 1 to us -:i.nd so we're complying with its 
letter and spirit." In other words, non-compliance is compliance. 

According to the testimony of Rear Admiral John Poindexter, one 
does not lie b..tt mtsleads oc withholds infonnation. Likewise, one engages 
in secret activities which are not the same as covert actions. In Poindex
ter's world, one can acquiesce in a shipment of weapons while at the 
same time not authorize the shipment. One can transfer millions of 
dollars of government money as a technical implementation without 
making a substantive decision. One can also send subordinates to lie to 
congressional committees if one does not micromanage them. For Poin-
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dexter, outside i11te1fermce o'-c..ur~ ,, hen Congrt'~S attempt!> to fulfill its 
constitutional function of passing legislation. 

Yet Poindexter can protest that it is 

not fair to say that I ha\'e misinformed Congress or other C,1binel 
officers. I haven't testified to that. l'\'e testified that I withlwld 
information from Congress. And with regard to the Cabinet "f
ficers, I didn't withhold anything from 1hem that the) didn't want 
withheld from them. 

1986: NASA, Morton Thiokol 
and Rockwell lntemational 

Throughout the Challenger traged} and the subsequent i1nestigc1tion 
of the accident by a presidential commission, the language used by 
officials of the National Aeronautics a J Space Administration 
(NASA), Morton Thiokol, and Rockwell Internat10nal was filled with 
doublespeak. NASA officic1ls called the temporary coffins of the astro
nauts crew tran:;fer co11tai11ers, th~ bodies of the <1stronauts were referred 
to as recovered compo11en~, and the explosion of the Challenger was 
called an anomaly. 

When one NASA administrator was asked during the official inves
tigation of the accident if the performance of the shuttle program had 
improved with each launch or if it had remained the same, he an
swered: 

I think our performance in terms of the liftoff performance and in 
terms of orbital performance, we knew more about the en\'elope 
we were operating under, and we ha,·e been pretty accurately 
staying in that. And so I would sa} the performance has not by 
design drastically imprmed. I think we ha,e been able to charac
terize the performan'-e more ,is a function of our launch experi
ence as opposed to it improving as a function of time. 

Another official said that: 

The normal process during the countc:m1 n is th,1t the countdm1 n 
proceeds, assuming we are in go posture, and at ,arious points 
<luring the countdown we tag up the operation,11 loops ,md face to 
face in the firing room to asct!rtain the facts that p1 ojecl elements 
that are monitoring the data and th,ll are undersunding the situ,1-
tion as we proceed are still in the go direction. 

Other testimony included these sentences: 

I made the comment that lm1er temperature:, ,111;: in the direction 
of badness for both O-rings, bec.ause it slo\\S clown the timing 
function. 
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The criticality in answering your question, sir, it would be a real 
foot race as to which one would be considered more critical, de
pending on the particular time that you looked at your experience 
with that_ 
I fell that by telling them we did not ha,·e a sufficient data base and 
could nota.ialyze the trajectory of the ice, t felt he understood that 
Rockwell was not giving a positive indication that we were for the 
launch. 
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Officials of Morton Thioi;.ol, when asked why they reversed earlier 
decisions not to launch the shuttle, said the reversal was "based on the 
re-evaluation of those discussions." The presidential commission in
vestigating the accident suggested that this statement could be trans
lated to mean th~t there was pressure from NASA. 

1985: The Central Intelligence Agency 

The Central Intelligence Agency prepared a "Psychological Warfare 
Manual" for rebels fighting the government of Nicaragua. Th,~ manual 
gave advice on the "selective use of violenc\!" to "neutr.:li .e" Nic
araguan officials, such as judges, police, and state security officials; 
suggested hiring professional crimim ls to carry out "selecth~ jobs", 
proposed arranging the dec:th c>f a rel-el supporter to create a "martyr" 
for the cause; and gave dire,:tions 01, "the agitation of the masses in a 
demonstration" with men equ~!)per; with "knives, razors, chains, clubs, 
bludgeons" joining a peaceful demonstration and marching "slightly 
behind the innocent and gullible participants." William Casey, director 
of the CIA, said the manual's purpose was "to make every guerrilla 
per, Jasive in face-to-face communication" and to develop "polilical 
awareness," adding that its "emphasis is on education." 

1984: The U.S. Department of State 

In the weeks after the invasion of Grenada, U.S. and Caribbean oc
cupation forces arrested an estimated 1,100 Grenadians and others 
suspected or accused of opposing the invasion. A l:.S. State Depart
ment official denied that U.S. troops were making arrests. "We are 
detaining people," he said. "They should be described as detainees." 
The State Department also announced that it will no longer use the 
word killing in its official reports on the status of human rights in 
countries around the world. Instead, the word "killing" ,viii be re
placed by the phrase u11lawful or arbitrary• deprivatio11 of life. 
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!983: President Ronald Rt:agan 

In a speec:h to deputies of the Costa Rican National Assembly, Presi
dent Reagan ;;aid: 

Any nation de:;tabilizing its neighbors by protecting guerrillas and 
exportii.g violem.e should forfeit close and fruitful relations with 
any people who truly love peace and freedom. 

Subsequent news reports revealed that the l.nited States, through the 
CIA, was reuniting, arming, equipping, training, and directin3 "clan
destine military operations against Nicaragua:· President Reagan also 
named the new MX intercontinental ballistic missile the Peacekeeper, 
and later said that "a rnte against !\-IX production toda} is a, ote against 
arms control tomorrm'l." 

1982: The Republican National Committee 

A :e!evision commercial produced b} the Republican ::-.=ational Com
mittee pictured a folksy postman deli\'ering Social Security checks 

with the 7 .5 percent cost-of-living raise that President Reagan 
promised .... [He] promised that raise and he kept his promise, in 
spite of those sticks-in-the-mud who tried to keep him from doing 
what we elected him to do. 

In fact, the cost-of-lidng increases had been pro,·ided automatically by 
law since 1975, and Reagan tried three times to roll them back. or delay 
them but was overruled by congressional opposition. One Republican 
official was quoted by the Chicago Tn-bune as calling the commercial 
"inoffensive" and added: "Since ,,hen is a commerci<1.I supposed to be 
accurate? Do women really smile when the} clean their ovens?" 

1981: Secretary of State Alexander Haig 

In testimon} before the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Secrc:tary 
Haig, in commenting on the murder of three American nuns and a 
laywork.er in El Salvador (the} had been shot in the back. of the head 
and three of them raped) said: 

I'd like to suggest to you that some of the imestigauons would lead 
one lo believe that perhaps the vehicle that the nuns were riding in 
may have tried to run a roadblock, or may .iccidentally have been 
perceived to have been doing so, and there'd been an exchange of 
fire and then perhaps those who inflicted the casualties sought to 
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cover it up. And tois could ha,·e been at a very lo\\" level of both 
competence and mor.1vation in the context of the issue itself. But 
the facts on this are not clear enm,gh for anyone to draw a defini
tive condusion. 

1980: President--elect Ronald Reagan 
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During the 1980 presidential campa:gn, Reagan·s oratol"} was filled 
with inaccurate assertions and statistics, and misrepresentations of his 
past record. He claimed that, as governor of California, he had re
funded S5.7 billion in property taxes but failed to mention he had 
raised taxes by S2 l billio1:. Even after 1t was disproved, he continued t~ 
claim Alaska had more oil than Saudi Arabia. He claimed General 
Motors had to employ 23,300 full-time employees to comply with 
gm·ernment-required paperwork. However, General Motors pointed 
out it had 4,900 persons to do all its paperwork. Reagan continued his 
misstatements, omissions, misrepresentations, and exaggerations 
th10ughout his campaign, even though his misuse of language was 
constantly pointed out by others. 

1979: The Nuclear Power lndustry 

The nuclear power industry has invented a whole lexicon of dou
blespeak used before, during, and after the Three Mile Island 
accident, which has served to downplay the dangers of nuclear acci
dents. An explosion is called energetic disassembly and a fire rapid oxida
tion. A reactor accident is an event, an incident, ,m abuomwl e11olution, a 
nonnal aberratwn, or a plant trau.sieut. Plutonium contamination is infil
tration, or plutonium ha.s tal,en up residence. 

19'18: Earl Clinton Bolton, Executive Vice President 
University of California 

A memorandum written b}' Boiton for the CIA in 1968 titled "Agenc.}
Academic Relations .. advises academics to defend them1>ehes b} ex
plaining their CIA involvement as a 
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contribution to ... proper ac1demic goals .... It should be 
stressed that when an apology is necessary it can best be made; (I) 
by some distant academic who is not under auac.k, (2) in a 'respect
able' pu~lication of general circulation (e.g., Har/1er's, Sat11rtlay 
Rei•iew, Vital Speecl,e.s, etc.) and (3) with full use of the jargon of the 
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academy .... Two doctrines fiercely protected by the academy are 
"academic freedom" and "pri\"ilege and tenure." ... When al· 
tacked for aiding the Agency the academic (or institution) should 
base a rejoinder on these sacred doctrines. 

1977: The Pentagon and the Energy Research 
and Development Administration 

For calling the neutron bomb an enhanced radiation device and a radi
ation enhanceme11l weapon which is "an efficient nuclear weapon that 
eliminates an enemy wilh a minimum degree of damage lo friendly 
territory." 

1976: The U.S. Department of State 

The Deparlmenl announced plans lo appoint a consumer affairs coor
dinator who would "re,ie,~ existing mec:.hanisms of consumer inpul, 
thrupul, and oulpul, and seek ,,ays of impro ... ing these linkages "ia lhe 
'consumer communication channel."' 

i9'l5: Yasser Arafat, Leader, PLO 

.n answer to a charge that the PLO wanted lo destroy Israel, he was 
quoted as saying, "They are wrong. We do nol wanl lo destroy any 
people. It is p1 ecisely because we have been advocating co-existence 
lhal we have shed so much blood." 

1974: Colonel David Opfer 
U.S. Air Attache in Cambodia 

After a t:.S. bombing raid in Cambodia, he told reporters, "You always 
write ifs bombing, bombing, bombing. If:, 1101 bombing! h's air sup
port!" 
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Appendix C 
Quarterly Revie-,,. of Doublespeak 

Published in January, April,July, and October, the Quarterly Review of 
Doublespeak brings together in one publication examples of current 
doub!espeak as well as articles, hook reviews, cartoons, and other 
material illustrating, criticizing, and analyzing doublespeak. The Janu
ary issue carries the announcement of the winner of the annual Dou
blespeak Award for language that is grocsly deceptive, evasive, 
euphemisrk, confusing, or self-contradictory. This issue also carries 
the announcement of the winner of the Onvell Award for the work 
which has made an outstanding contribution to the critical analysis of 
public discourse. Each twelve-page issue includes a bibliography of 
resources such as books, articles, and other materials which aid in the 
study, analysis, and teaching of public language in general and dou-
blespeak in particular. ~. >· 
Subscription: $8.00 (U.S.) per year. 
Address: Quarterly Review of Doublespeak 
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1111 Kenyon Road 
Urb2na, IL 61801 
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"An who use language should be concerned whether 
statements and facts agree, whether language is, in Or
well's words, 'designed to make lies sound truthful and 
murder respectable, and to give an appearance of so
lidity to pure wind.' Doublespeak is not the product of 
careless language or sloppy thinking .... It is language 
designed to distort reality and corrupt the mind." 

-William Luu: 

"We Americans like things simple. We like our Bic to 
light with a flick, our lawnmowers to start first time, 
every time. We want to push a button and smell good 
all day. We want one-step photography and instant 
mashed potatoes. We also want our politicians to talk 
simply .... Of all political rhetoric, the slogan is the 
simplest, emptiest, most popular, and most insidious 
... we use slogans to define our beliefs, but often they 
come to define us." 
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