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Oct 22   Use and abuse of language   (Chapter 5)

Peter Gzowski on spinach:   

Spinach was punishment when I was a kid:  a soggy, mossy blob that lay on your plate like a mud pie, leaking green effluvium.

Euphemisms allow us to hide 
harsh truths behind soft words

A lot of our swear words have been euphemized as well:

heck for hell

blooming for bloody

Jeez for Jesus

frigging

shoot

darn for damn

gosh for God

goll darn

Jiminy Cricket for J. C.

What were the authors of these phrases trying to avoid saying:

sanitation engineer

depressed socio-economic area

growth cycle slowdown

collateral damage

friendly fire

All kinds of words that we use all the time are vague
Fat

Thin

Rich

Honest

Clean

Dirty

Corrupt

Beautiful
Intelligent
Fair

Free

Democratic

Improved

Perfect

· Vague because there is no agreement on where the cut-off is

· Or Vague because the test for them is complex and cannot be applied easily

Bald men make better lovers

Completely bald?

Going bald?

Intentionally bald?

Almost bald?

-----------------------------------------------------------------
We saw the mayor make a right turn.




In his car?




In his latest speech?

Context is usually enough to provide stability --  but not always

When context does not provide stability of meaning, then we have ambiguity.

---------------------------------------------------------------------
Two things to notice…
1. words can have  multiple meanings – 
‘set’ has over 100 different meanings, for instance

2. but as soon as we provide some context, the word has just one meaning  --  the context sets the meaning

The context controls the word – makes it mean something and not mean other things

--------------------------------------------------------------------------
…another example of ambiguity

Calvin Coolidge:   

The business of America is business.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Sometimes the meaning of a word is not entirely pinned down by the context

Then we call the word ambiguous

Ambiguity always refers to a word’s lack of precision in a context
(Otherwise just variable meaning)
Ambiguity in the abortion debate

It is wrong to kill innocent human beings

Fetuses are innocent human beings

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

Therefore, it is wrong to kill fetuses.

Three  kinds of ambiguity

· Equivocation (Lexical ambiguity)

· Amphiboly (Structural ambiguity)

· Accent 

Equivocation (lexical ambiguity)

      Really exciting novels are rare. 

Rare books are expensive. 

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

      Therefore, really exciting novels are expensive.

-------------------------------------------------------------
What about this?

Somebody asks which of your friends is a better worker…..

Nobody is better than John

Pete is better than nobody

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

Therefore, Pete is better than John
-----------------------------------------------------------------------
Leslie told her mother she was a fool.       

Without any context there is no way to know who the fool is. 

To clarify it (without the necessity of adding context), we need to rewrite:

Leslie told her mother, “You are a fool.”

Leslie told her mother, “I am a fool.”

----------------------------------------------------------------------
Structural ambiguity (amphiboly) 

results from a problem with the structure of a phrase or sentence

Tibetan history teacher… 
Student of high moral principles… 
Visiting relatives can be boring.

The chicken is ready to eat.

I’d like to see more of you.

                                         Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy

--------------------------------------------------------------------------
The police shot the rioters with guns.

Did they shoot with guns?

Or did they shoot only rioters with guns?

Did all the rioters have guns?

-------------------------------------------------------------------
Occasionally a problem sentence can have both lexical (equivocation) and structural (amphiboly)  ambiguity.

· He saw her duck. 

Did he see an object or an action?

-------------------------------------------------------------------
One way to tell equivocation from amphiboly

· equivocation can usually be solved by substitution of a word or phrase

· amphiboly requires rewriting or improved punctuation 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
You might try remembering which is which by looking at the words:

equivocation comes from the same root as equivalent – so if you can fix the ambiguity by substituting an equivalent word, then you’re dealing with equivocation

amphiboly bears some resemblance to amphibian – and some amphibians can change their coloration – so if you need to change the shape (or ‘coloring’) of the sentence in order to clarify it, then you’re dealing with amphiboly

----------------------------------------------------------------------
Which kind of ambiguity is this?

A reckless motorist Thursday struck and injured a student who was jogging through the campus with his pickup truck. 

Therefore, it is unsafe to jog with your pickup truck.

--------------------------------------------------------
Which kind of ambiguity is this?

Since an elephant is an animal, a small elephant must be a small animal.

--------------------------------------------------------
MG sportscars once ran an ad:    

MG.   Big enough for two.  Exciting enough to breed a generation of sports car enthusiasts.

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

Which type of ambiguity is this?

Picture two fish in a tank. 

One turns to the other and says, "Do you know how to drive this thing?"

-------------------------------------------------------------
ACCENT
Mary arrived on time today.

Mary arrived on time today.     

Today, Mary arrived on time.

------------------------------------------
My sister can’t bear children.

------------------------------------
Fallacy of composition
Every course I took in college was well-organized.

Therefore, my college education was well-organized.

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

The human body is made up of cells, which are invisible. 

Therefore, the body is invisible.

------------------------------------
The fallacy of division occurs when you attach some attribute of a whole to the separate parts

     Ocelots are now dying out. 

     Sparky is an ocelot. 

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

     Therefore, Sparky is now dying out.

------------------------------------------
Ocelots are now dying out.

Sparky is an ocelot.

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

Therefore, Sparky is now dying out.

      A = B

      C = A

      ---------

      C = B

Valid?

True?

Sound?

If I tell you that you have a beautiful body, would you hold it against me?

In the Gulf War in the early 1990s

Manchester Guardian Weekly printed comparisons from actual English newspaper stories of the nouns and verbs used in reporting the activities of the two sides

Could probably make the same kind of list for this war

One man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist

	       English side


   Iraqi side

	

	army, navy, air force

           war machine

	reporting guidelines

           censorship

	press briefings


           propaganda

	

	dig in



          cower in their foxholes

	take out 



        destroy

	eliminate



         kill

	

	collateral damage

           civilian casualties

	

	brave 



                 fanatical

	loyal 



             blindly obedient

	cautious



     cowardly 


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

Equivocation or amphiboly?

Sandra was discussing the possibility of a job digging ditches in her supervisor's office. Her supervisor must have a very strange office! 

Police chief Bob has said that he will personally arrest every habitual drug user in Happyville. Mary lives in Happyville and has been taking her heart medication daily for years, so we can expect to see police chief Bob arrest her for habitual drug use. 

