ON LANGUAGE
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Delivered by Charlyne Berens

In an era where we are bombarded by an overwhelming amount of information,
I've selected several passages that talk about the importance of language and
news and attention and perception. All these readings are from bygone eras, but
the truths they speak are as true today as when they were first spoken.

From George Orwell’s essay, “Politics and the English Language,” written in 1946

Meaningless words. In certain kinds of writing, particularly in art criticism and
literary criticism, it is normal to come across long passages which are almost
completely lacking in meaning. ... Many political words are similarly abused. The
word Fascism has now no meaning except in so far as it signifies ‘something not
desirable’.

The words democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, justice, have each of
them several different meanings which cannot be reconciled with one another. In
the case of a word like democracy, not only is there no agreed definition, but the
attempt to make one is resisted from all sides. It is almost universally felt that
when we call a country democratic we are praising it: consequently the defenders
of every kind of régime claim that it is a democracy, and fear that they might have
to stop using that word if it were tied down to any one meaning.

Words of this kind are often used in a consciously dishonest way. That is, the
person who uses them has his own private definition, but allows his hearer to
think he means something quite different. ... (Some) words used in variable
meanings, in most cases more or less dishonestly, are: class, totalitarian, science,
progressive, reactionary, bourgeois, equality. ...

As | have tried to show, modern writing at its worst does not consist in picking out
words for the sake of their meaning and inventing images in order to make the
meaning clearer. It consists in gumming together long strips of words which have
already been set in order by someone else, and making the results presentable by
sheer humbug. The attraction of this way of writing is that it is easy. ...

A scrupulous writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask himself at least four
questions, thus: What am | trying to say? What words will express it? What image



or idiom will make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect? And he
will probably ask himself two more: Could | put it more shortly? Have | said
anything that is avoidably ugly?

But you are not obliged to go to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply
throwing your mind open and letting the ready-made phrases come crowding in.
They will construct your sentences for you — even think your thoughts for you, to
a certain extent —and at need they will perform the important service of partially
concealing your meaning even from yourself. It is at this point that the special
connection between politics and the debasement of language becomes clear. ...

In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defence of the
indefensible. Things like the continuance of British rule in India, the Russian
purges and deportations, the dropping of the atom bombs on Japan, can indeed
be defended, but only by arguments which are too brutal for most people to face,
and which do not square with the professed aims of political parties. Thus,
political language has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and
sheer cloudy vagueness.

Defenceless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants driven out into
the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary
bullets: this is called pacification. Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms
and sent trudging along the roads with no more than they can carry: this is called
transfer of population or rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned for years
without trial, or shot in the back of the neck or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic
lumber camps: this is called elimination of unreliable elements. ...

... but one ought to recognize that the present political chaos is connected with
the decay of language, ... Political language — and with variations this is true of all
political parties, from Conservatives to Anarchists — is designed to make lies sound
truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure
wind. One cannot change this all in a moment, but one can at least change one’s
own habits.

Orwell was asking writers and journalists, specifically, to change their habits, but
the advice applies to readers and listeners and viewers, too.



And here are excerpts of a speech the journalist Edward R. Murrow gave to the
Radio-Television News Directors Association in 1958. This was the broadcast
journalist who had taken on Joe McCarthy on live television and helped the nation
see what McCarthy’s witch hunt really was. So Murrow’s opinion about the costs
and benefits of television had weight when he spoke it —and can be applied
equally well to our media today.

Our history will be what we make it. And if there are any historians about fifty or
a hundred years from now, and there should be preserved the kinescopes for one
week of all three networks, they will there find recorded in black and white, or
perhaps in color, evidence of decadence, escapism and insulation from the
realities of the world in which we live. ...

There are, it is true, occasional informative programs presented in that
intellectual ghetto on Sunday afternoons. But during the daily peak viewing
periods, television in the main insulates us from the realities of the world in which
we live.

| am entirely persuaded that the American public is more reasonable, restrained
and more mature than most of our industry's program planners believe. Their fear
of controversy is not warranted by the evidence. | have reason to know, as do
many of you, that when the evidence on a controversial subject is fairly and
calmly presented, the public recognizes it for what it is--an effort to illuminate
rather than to agitate.

If we go on as we are, then history will take its revenge, and retribution will not
limp in catching up with us. ...

To those who say people wouldn't look; they wouldn't be interested; they're too
complacent, indifferent and insulated, | can only reply: There is, in one reporter's
opinion, considerable evidence against that contention. But even if they are right,
what have they got to lose? Because if they are right, and this instrument is good
for nothing but to entertain, amuse and insulate, then the tube is flickering now,
and we will soon see that the whole struggle is lost.

This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; yes, and even it can inspire. But it can
do so only to the extent that humans are determined to use it to those ends.
Otherwise, it's nothing but wires and lights in a box. There is a great and perhaps



decisive battle to be fought against ignorance, intolerance and indifference. This
weapon of television could be useful.

And one very brief passage from Teddy Roosevelt way back in 1906. He was
writing about constructive journalism and social responsibility, but he ended with
a thought that | believe both producers AND consumers of news must hold onto
today.

The forces that tend for evil are great and terrible, but the forces of truth and love
and courage and honesty and generosity and sympathy are also stronger than
ever before. It is a foolish and timid, no less than a wicked thing, to blink the fact
that the forces of evil are strong, but it is even worse to fail to take into account
the strength of the forces that tell for good.

Thank you.
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