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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #31: #: Cliches
In French, a cliche is a mold from which type is cast (that is, mindlessly produced), originally called "stereotyping". A stereotype, in turn, came to mean a fixed belief that allows no critical judgment. Cliches are trite and hackneyed. Trite expressions were once striking and colorful, rapidly became faddish, then became stale. “Trite” literally means "rubbed" or "worn out", as in rubbed threadbare or having the shine rubbed off. A hackney is a hired horse, usually overworked. 

Using cliches makes your writing dull and sleep-inducing. They give the reader a chance to stop paying attention. And they rob your writing of individuality and sincerity. Many of us use cliches when we speak, and that is acceptable; do not use them in writing, however, in an attempt to sound conversational. Neither should you use them to sound witty, because wit cannot be borrowed.

The New York Times Manual of Usage and Style has this entry: "They are all things to all men. Many are beneath contempt, but some are all to the good; they lend a helping hand and add insult to injury. But they are, regrettably, never in short supply." 


The Times editors accept a few ( sour grapes, spill the beans, tip of the iceberg) because they would be hard to replace with anything as vivid; still, they should be used carefully and not often.

Examples

He gave us thumbs up, and we were "off to the races."

[don't need quote marks]

...and he will tell you a story that will "make your hair stand on end."

[why use a cliche? why put that cliche in quotes?]

[message from a Marine Air Group] It would be easy to "Monday morning quarterback" this one were it not that we are all susceptible to being led down the path that this crew traveled. Rather than point fingers we ought to remind ourselves of the lessons to be learned. First, a thorough planning process bounded by compliance with NATOPS, published safety procedures and common sense must always, always take place. . . we should never accept that which appears to be routine at face value. Constant vigilance is the price we must pay. . . never expend all our options. There should always be a way out.

. . . thicker than the old proverbial "pea soup". . . departure was no piece of cake. . . a luxury not always enjoyed. 

[message from an ex-Commander of the Naval Safety Center] . . . an example of the best there is to offer. . . strong emphasis on leadership at all levels. . . Look to the future and ways to improve, but remember that we can never forget the basics. In the air, the timeless advice of "aviate first" is as important now as it was 75 years ago. . . know your people. . . plan ahead. . . don't be afraid to speak up if you know something is wrong. . . everywhere we must be prepared for the unexpected. The bottom line is readiness.

[conclusion to an article about a near-midair collision] Why did this incident grab my attention? When I was a first class midshipman, we held a memorial service for my company commander when I was a plebe. He died in the Med in a midair collision. He was an A-6 bombardier. The officers said something about tanking and an overhead pattern above the ship, but at the time I barely understood maneuvering boards and international rules of the road. I think I understand now. I'm thankful I got a second chance. What about you? Do you cut corners, or maybe rely now and then on the "big sky theory"? Do you believe "it won't happen to me"? Believe me, it can, and it might--if you let down and allow yourself to be complacent. Are you waiting for a second chance? What if you don't get one?

[last paragraph] COMPLACENCY! Got to me too; I've been on the job for over a month now and finally took "five" to scan the latest Mech. Injury here? You can count on it. What's the bottom line? . . 

[why caps, underline and excl? still a cliche. also "bottom line" is a cliche. also, don't get the question.]

. . . it is easy for the bench technician to concentrate only on production and nothing else. But, it might come as a shock to you (literally) that he must also remain safety-minded at all times.

[no, it wouldn't come as a shock, it would come as a cliche]

[last two sentences] Without a proper attitude about safety -- you could be dead. Be safe instead!

...the way we do business...go forth and meet those challenges head on...like beacons of light...set an example for all...change is hard...Graduation is an ending but also a beginning...It has been said that problems should be thought of as opportunities waiting to be discovered...The future will be full of challenge and change...tomorrow is the beginning of your future...strive to be the best we can be.
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