doublespeak (Also called doubletalk) 


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/images/transparent.gif"

A dismaying feature of the 20c. is the steep increase in the devising of ambiguous or imprecise language used deliberately, especially but not only in politics, as euphemisms or as a deliberate means of deceit or obfuscation. The term doubletalk emerged first (first recorded in 1938), followed by Orwell's doublethink (1949), and by doublespeak (1957). For similar concepts see bafflegab; gobbledegook.

Opposition to the use of doublespeak has noticeably increased since the 1970s. In America there is a newsletter called Quarterly Review of Doublespeak. Since 1974 a Committee on Public Doublespeak has made an annual award to a public utterance that is 'grossly unfactual, deceptive, evasive, euphemistic, confusing, or self-contradictory', especially one that has 'pernicious social or political consequences' (William Lutz, 1987). The first award went to a press officer in Cambodia, who, after a US bombing raid, told reporters: You always write it's bombing, bombing, bombing! It's not bombing! It's air support! The nuclear power industry won the award in 1979 'for inventing a whole lexicon of jargon and euphemisms used before, during, and after the Three Mile Island accident and serving to downplay the dangers of nuclear accidents. An explosion is called "energetic disassembly" and a fire "rapid oxidation". A reactor accident is an "event", an "incident", an "abnormal evolution", etc.'

There is also an Orwell Award, given annually to a writer whose work has 'made an outstanding contribution to the critical analysis of public discourse'. Among the winners is Dwight Bolinger for his Language: The Loaded Weapon (1980), a work of considerable linguistic insight. Obfuscation of language continues to be a major feature of modern life. It is remorsely attacked and ridiculed by linguists and others, but the battle is far from over and looks like continuing well into the 21c.
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