Some thoughts on language

John Elliott, Upstream Interpretation
General concepts:
The word is not the thing, it is a symbol for the thing. Symbols are constantly changing. Language creates a verbal map of our world; it is not THE world, it is a representation of the world. How accurate the map is depends on by whom and how it was drawn - is it a direct experience, or an interpretation? If I say “it is 95 degrees today” and I’m looking at a thermometer, that’s a direct report. If I say “its very hot today” that’s an interpretation that someone else might not agree with because their reference is different.
Descriptive words:
Usually more specific words are better, more of a report, less of an abstraction, but it depends on the audience frame of reference - do they know what you are referring to? Describing the size of the pond as “5 acres” or “about the size of 2 square blocks” may depend on urban vs. rural audience. Consider children vs. adults, ethnic backgrounds, and other audience characteristics.
Specifics to Avoid
1. Jargon (may be quite useful in the proper place but not for general audiences); words for which audience has no frame of reference (see above), like large numbers and large weights, acres, cords or board feet of wood, cubic feet per second

Many words we take for granted have little meaning to your audience.

Examples: coniferous vs. deciduous forest; environmentalist vs. ecologist; naturalist vs. interpreter

2. Acronyms

3. Abstractions that are often ambiguous such as “nature” (or “the economy”) and especially “the balance of nature,” “quality” (the word) without defining

4. Loaded words, like restoration, quality, alien unless you clearly define, and Value words or phrases, like “buckthorn is a bad plant” or “a starling is a flying rat.” Be careful of emotional words: process vs. slaughter; remove vs. kill; treat vs. poison

5. Slogans

Avoid words or phrases intended to provoke a certain reaction, unless you are quite sure that’s the reaction you want - don’t use out of habit or without thought, and avoid generally

6. Words that imply a surety that isn’t there: “it is generally known that..” or “it is well known” etc
Conclusions?
PLAN to clearly say what you want to say - the message – SO WHAT? Craft the language to fit the audience. Be sure that you are saying what you intend to say and that you mean it!

 “For the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define and then we see.” Walter Lippman, 1922

“What we observe is not nature itself but nature exposed to our method of questioning.” Werner Heisenberger, 1958

“We do not see the world as it is, we see it as we are.” Anais Nin

From George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” 1946

1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous. 

“The great enemy of clear language is insincerity.”

-----------------

From Doug Capra, Seven Words Interpreters Should Know:

Choose the strongest, most specific verb, for a more vivid image. Instead of describing a verb with an adverb, find a verb that does both: “she sprinted” instead of “she ran fast.” Use the strongest, most concrete noun. Replace an adjective with a descriptive noun: “He collapsed on the concrete” instead of “He fell on the floor.”

“If you find an adverb, kill it.” Mark Twain quoted by D. Capra

    ------------------

From Luntz, Dr. Frank, Words That Work, Hyperion Books, 2007

“The ten rules of effective communication: Simplicity; Brevity; Credibility; Consistency; Novelty; Sound; Aspiration; Visualization; Questioning; Context

If your tagline, slogan, or message meets most of these criteria, chances are it will meet with success. If there were a rule 11 it would address the importance of visual symbols.”

Rules appropriate for slogans, advertising, and messages you expect people to “get in a hurry,” like brochure copy, exhibit labels, etc. Some apply to program messages as well.


The danger of this approach is the twisting of language by use of particular words. Luntz details some of that in this book, which is very informative and useful, though sometimes annoyingly (conservative) political. His resume is mainly consultation for conservative politicians.

Luntz emphasizes some of the basic ideas from CIG training: 

Know your audience

Appeal to personal interests

Respect everyone – visitors, fellow workers, and especially those you supervise

Some highlights from this book regarding audiences:


Our audiences are not necessarily like us


People in general DON’T read


People are not as well educated as we sometimes expect


“Opportunity” is a more appealing concept than “ownership” to most Americans
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