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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #19: Jargon defined: argot, bureaucratese, cant, colloquialism, dialect, double-talk, euphemism, gibberish, gobbledygook, jargon, pentagonese, slang
Unless you publication is very narrowly focused on people who share a single job and equal amounts of experience, you should avoid “insider” language. In order to make your publication communicate to the widest possible audience, you need to use normal language, not a specialized code. Here’s how Theodore Bernstein defines "inside talk":

All the words that describe the kinds of specialized language that fall within this classification have connotations that range from faintly to strongly disparaging. . . The reason that all these words have disparaging connotations is that outsiders dislike being outsiders. They envy or resent those who can speak and understand inside talk...

There is a tendency in specialized groups, for reasons of either establishing a kind of mystic bond or asserting a kind of self-importance, to employ esoteric or pretentious words. . . This is by no means to say that all inside talk, all jargon, is pretentious and useless. On the contrary, most of it is highly necessary. Those in specialized fields have need to communicate with one another in precise terms and with an economy of expression. A single word will often convey to a colleague what would require a sentence, a paragraph, or perhaps an even longer description to convey to a layman. The fact that the layman does not comprehend the single word does not indict it for use within its proper sphere...

[Nevertheless] In writing intended for general reading the use, whether by a specialist or a layman, of jargon terms that are not commonly understood smacks of pedantry.

argot – a special vocabulary and idiom used by a particular underworld group esp. as a means of private communication; the special vocabulary and idiom (as slang) of a particular social group or class. Examples of the latter were the selections of slang once printed in Newsweek in a column called “Buzzwords.”

bureaucratese -- Rene J. Cappon, The Word (The Associated Press Guide to Good News Writing), opening paragraph:  "To say things clearly and concisely takes skill and, above all, vigilance. Bloated language is all around us. Government pumps gaseous bureaucratese into the environment. Other institutions, corporate headquarters, the professions and the social sciences, diligently contribute to the effusion of jargon."  The writer of bureaucratese always opts for the extra syllable and the extra word.


An action isn't simply worthwhile, it is a worthwhile experience. Half of the residents of a town don't live in abject poverty, they live in conditions of abject poverty. You don't begin, you commence. You don't try, you endeavor. You don't carry out, you implement. You don't begin, you initiate. You don't have aims or goals, you have objectives. A poorly maintained aircraft doesn't have serious problems, it manifests critical deficiencies. If an author uses the term emergency responders, perhaps he meant “ambulance crews."

cant -- to use or speak in cant (as that of thieves or gypsies) or technical terms. [obs.] the phraseology peculiar to a religious class or sect; the expression or repetition of conventional, trite, or unconsidered ideas, opinions, or sentiments, esp. the insincere use of pious phraseology. It "usually has derogatory implications. . . may be applied to the special languages of artisans or even of learned or professional groups, especially if one wishes to ridicule, although “jargon” is perhaps more common in designating the language of the latter..."

colloquialism -- an expression considered more appropriate to familiar conversation than to formal speech or to formal writing; informal or conversational style in language.


Cappon:  "An informal, relaxed tone appeals to most people, but avoid excessive colloquialism and forced heartiness; don't get too chummy with your readers. It's an affectation and a form of writing down:


The board of directors, after a daylong wrangle, lowered the boom on Smith. He was the third top honcho of the corporation to get the ax in as many years.


AP:  "Many colloquial words and phrases characteristic of informal writing and conversation are acceptable in some contexts but out of place in others. Examples include bum, giveaway and phone. Other colloquial words normally should be avoided because they are substandard (such as ain't).

dialect -- "A variety of language that is used by members of an occupational group in speech or writing directly concerned with their occupation and that differs from other varieties of the same language chiefly or solely in containing technical terminology."

double-talk -- inflated, involved, and often deliberately ambiguous language. Jeff MacNelly calls it “bloviation.” The Editorial Eye, Jan. '92, cites a book called Doublespeak:  From "Revenue Enhancement" to "Terminal Living":  How Government, Business, Advertisers, and Others Use Language to Deceive You. The author identifies four categories of doublespeak:  euphemism, jargon, gobbledygook or bureaucratese, and inflated language, which is "designed to make the ordinary seem extraordinary."

euphemism -- the substitution of an agreeable or inoffensive word or expression for one that is harsh, indelicate, or otherwise unpleasant or taboo; polite, tactful, or less explicit term used to avoid the direct naming of an unpleasant, painful, or frightening reality (as pass away for "die", or caused two fatalities for "killed two people"). The opposite of euphemism is dysphemism, which means substituting an offensive word for an innocuous one:  elephant snot for "adhesive", bug juice for "kool-aid."

gibberish -- confused, unintelligible, or meaningless speech, or language; a technical or esoteric language used by workers in a particular activity or field of knowledge; pretentious or needlessly obscure speech or language (ex. "deliberately confecting... gibberish on the theory that the less the yokels understand, the more they will be impressed." -- C.J. Rolo). You wouldn't call someone on the phone, you'd notify them telephonically (this example from the subset of gibberish known as message-ese). 

gobbledygook - wordy and generally unintelligible jargon; inflated, involved, and obscure verbiage, usually associated with bureaucratic pronouncements; the specialized language of a group or organization that is usually wordy and complicated and often unintelligible to an outsider; a meaningless jumble of words.


Bernstein on "Windyfoggery", which means "wrapping a paucity of information in a plethora of words":

It embraces gobbledygook, that wordy, involved, and often unintelligible language usually associated with bureaucracy and big business."  Example of the plumber who was using hydrochloric acid to clean out drains, and wrote to a scientific research bureau to see if it would damage the pipes. They wrote back that "the corrosive residue is incompatible with metallic permanence."  "Windyfoggery may result from sheer pomposity. Or it may result from a kind of wistful desire to make learned sounds. It may result from an incapacity for direct, clear thinking. . . Jargon may be useful for communication between members of the same profession. But windyfoggery, which often is jargon gone wrong and blanketed in blurriness, is not useful to any purpose."

jargon -- the technical terminology or characteristic idiom fashionable in a particular group or clique; language vague in meaning and full of circumlocutions and long high-sounding words. It "may also signify a phase of language containing an undue number of words unfamiliar to the average speaker."


AP:  In general, avoid jargon. When it is appropriate in a special context, include an explanation of any words likely to be unfamiliar to most readers."


The NY Times Manual of Style and Usage:  "distinctive words or phrases used in a particular profession, trade, science, occupation or other pursuit. Such language really amounts to specialized cliches," such as party for "person" (law), hit for "murder" (crime), input (computers), infrastructure for "highways and bridges" (governmentese). "Like cliches, jargon should be used with extreme care or in many cases avoided entirely."


Firefighters say residential occupancies instead of "houses and apartments"). An environmental psychologist says that, since sexual activity is probable and natural in space, two-person compartments would be good "particularly for a married or significantly relating couple" (bunking together would be improper for people who were horny or promiscuous, but how many one-nighters make a significant relationship?).


A Navy pilot says, "A lot was happening fast and there was no time to dual concur on shutting down the malfunctioning engine."  Most people would say something like "discuss" or "agree to."  Another Approach author writes, "After three hours of prosecuting in the Straits of Gibraltar..."  He means "three hours of find-the-sub exercises."  In aviationese, every old aircraft is trusty, all advice is timeless, every danger is inherent, every asset is valuable.


A weather-guesser says meteorological conditions when he means "weather," which makes people writes the following sentence:  "In the early stages of the exercise, the EMCON launches were simple enough and executed under relatively fair meteorological conditions."  An engineer writes in the presence of high humidity and temperature instead of saying "when it is humid and hot."


"Newswriters," Cappon writes, "of course, have their variant of jargon known as journalese. This plunges you into a hectic world where spectacles are colorful, fires are spectacular and sweep but never burn, where rivers rampage and explosions rip . . . where investigations are always massive and murders brutal, to distinguish them from the gentle murders, where anything a reported didn't expect is a surprise move and a metropolis is rocked by a city hall scandal that actually leaves nine-tenths of the populations yawning."


Editorial Eye, Feb. '92:  "Jargon is acceptable if it is the language that best expresses your ideas to your readers, if all the members of your audience belong to the occupational group from which the jargon comes, and if you are certain that everyone will understand the technical language. But never rely on jargon to impress your audience..."


Doublespeak:  jargon is "used to make the simple appear complex, the ordinary profound, and the obvious insightful (e.g., calling a crack in an I-beam a 'discontinuity')."

[Why not to quote message traffic, especially the "Commanding Officer's Comments"]

"This makes five MAG-12 Hornets to recently manifest critical trailing edge flap system deficiencies. . . This flap problem transposed to the same degree across the fleet seriously impairs the readiness of the entire Naval air arm."

The life jackets prevented serious trunk and neck injuries.

[don't like that "trunk"]

ACM Training Rules, formerly ROE (air combat maneuvering-rules of engagement) are the self-imposed restrictions under which we operate our aircraft in the ACM arena.

[very cluttered and slow opening. "ACM Training Rules are the ...during air combat maneuvering."  The "in the ACM arena" is redundant and jargon-ish]

It effects a topside weight reduction of nearly 6,000.

[It reduces the topside weight by...]

The RIB's sponsons confer tremendous buoyancy...

[The RIB’s sponsons are extremely buoyant…]

He most likely had gross entanglement with parachute shroudlines and may have suffered some dragging on water entry.

[He had probably gotten entangled in the parachute shroudlines and been dragged when he hit the water.]

F-16N pilots have also been advised to manually disconnect the G-hose for emergency ground egress to prevent inadvertent hangup.

[classic NAVAIR message-ese. "the G-hose during emergency egress on the ground in order to prevent getting hung up". Note:  "to" doesn't mean "in order to"]

About 15 or 20 minutes after the FFG launched their MWB, a DD in company with the FFG launched a helicopter...

[Is this A-OK?]

The program is dedicated to preserving neotropical migratory birds on Department of Defense lands.

[I have no idea what “neotropical” means, and I seriously doubt any readers do, either]

He has a significant facial avulsion (skin and tissue blown wide open), which required…

[The skin and tissue on his face were blown wide open, which…]

…cold showers, coffee or exercise will not hasten the lowering of your intoxication level.

[…will not help you sober up.]

… noticed a hydraulic leak on a deck that offered little ambient light.

[Is that the same as “dark”?]

pentagonese -- A subset of gobbledygook, produced by GM-15s to justify their salaries, and by generals and admirals to snow congressmen. Ships and airplanes are "weapons platforms" or "assets."

slang -- language peculiar to a particular group, such as the special and often secret vocabulary used by a class (as thieves, beggars), and usually felt to be vulgar or inferior;  the jargon used by or associated with a particular trade, profession, or field of activity. NY Times Manual of Style and Usage:  Along with colloquialisms, "Use only in appropriate contexts. Do not, for example, say in an ordinary political story that a candidate is a shoo-in... Also avoid the faddish in unsuitable contexts. But when a slang or colloquialism is used, do not self-consciously enclose it in quotation marks."

Cappon:  "From what we have seen about the combat against clutter, vagueness and officialese, certain precepts come into focus. They are not new…:


Prefer the short word to the long.


Prefer the familiar word to the fancy.


Prefer the specific word to the abstract."
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