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Have you ever played Pictionary? The point of the game is to draw words so people watching you can guess them. Some words are easy—“house,” “bird,” and “television,” for instance. Even people without artistic talent can draw these in such a way that observers catch on immediately. But other kinds of words are more ​challenging. Try drawing “numb,” “embarrass,” or “dehydrated.” The more abstract the word, the more difficult it is to represent visually. How would you draw “improvement” or “appropriate”?


This is why language has evolved. Human beings need to communicate at a level far above what can be shown by pictures. But for language to work there must be a common understanding of what words mean. In effect, we’ve all made a pact that a certain collection of letters and sounds will mean the same thing to everybody. If you say “book,” everybody who speaks English will picture something like what you’re holding right now. On the other hand, when you don’t use words properly, you “break the pact” and communication breaks down. Suppose you say to a friend, “Abby, you’re so pedestrian.” You may mean she walks a lot; but Abby is likely to become angry, because you actually called her boring and ​ordinary.

Language Is Important

Good speakers respect language and how it works. How well do you use language? Do you say Kobe Bryant plays basketball good, when you mean he plays well? Do you say in the eventuality of when if will do? Do you describe a hurricane as a terrible disaster, as if there were such a thing as a good disaster? Do you litter your speech with such meaningless words as you know, like, and really?


If you do these things, you are bound to be less effective as a speaker. And, unfortunately, you are not alone. Much American speech is turning into the linguistic equivalent of junk food. For example:

Sign in an eyeglass shop: “Eyes examined while you wait.” (Definitely more comfortable than the alternative.)

A statement from the Federal Aviation Agency, explaining a helicopter crash: “The propeller experienced a case of uncontained blade liberation.” (In plain English, “The propeller blade broke off.”)

Pittsburgh Steelers football coach Bill Cowher, discussing his quarterback: “Certainly that position is the one that’s going to burden the blunt of the responsibilities.” (Excuse me?)

A doctor, talking about accident victims: “There were four deaths, only one of which lived more than two months.” (Scientific proof of life after death!)


The problem with these statements is not that they violate elitist standards of “good English.” People in the United States have always talked casually. 
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Our language has grown with as much vigor and variety as our population. We have borrowed words from other languages. We have coined new words and dropped old ones.1 The first edition of Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, published in 1898, contained about 70,000 words. The 10th ​edition, reprinted in 1998, has 215,000 words—and these are just the words deemed necessary for a college education. One expert has estimated that the ​English language has more than 2 million words, with a thousand new ones being added each year.2

There is a big difference, however, between the natural growth of a ​living language and the misuse of that language. To misuse our language is much more than a matter of mere words. Contrary to popular belief, language does not mirror reality. It does not simply describe the world as it is. Instead, language helps create our sense of reality by giving meaning to events. ​Language is not neutral. The words we use to label an event determine to a great extent how we respond to it.


Consider the public debate over doctor-assisted suicide. If you see ​doctor-assisted suicide as “immoral,” as a form of “murder,” as “a violation of the doctor’s duty to save lives,” you will likely oppose efforts to allow it in any form. But if you see doctor-assisted suicide as “moral,” as a way to provide “death with dignity,” as “an acceptable alternative to needless pain and suffering” for the terminally ill, you will likely support efforts to ​permit it in some circumstances.


What separates these two viewpoints? Not the capabilities of modern medicine; not the conditions of terminally ill patients; not even the act of doctor-assisted suicide itself. All those are the same for both sides. The difference is in the meaning given to them by the words that label them. This is why, as one writer has said, a choice of words is also a choice of worlds.3

Words are vital to thinking itself. Thought and language are closely linked. We do not get an idea and then come up with words to express it. Rather, we usually think in words. How often have you said, “I know what I want to say, but I just don’t know how to say it.” In fact, if you truly knew what you wanted to say, you probably would be able to say it. On most occasions when we are looking for “just the right word,” what we are really looking for is just the right idea.4

As a speaker, once you get the right idea, you must decide how best to communicate it to listeners. To do this, you need to be especially conscious of what language can do. Unless you use language accurately and clearly, no one will understand your ideas.


Words are the tools of a speaker’s craft. They have special uses, just like the tools of any other profession. Have you ever watched a carpenter at work? The job that would take you or me a couple of hours is done by the carpenter in 10 minutes—with the right tools. You can’t drive a nail with a screwdriver or turn a screw with a hammer. It is the same with public speaking. You must choose the right words for the job you want to do.


Good speakers are aware of the meanings of words—both their obvious and their subtle meanings. They also know how to use language accurately, clearly, vividly, and appropriately. The balance of this chapter will explore 
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each of these aspects of language use. We will also give special attention to inclusive language in public speaking.

Meanings of Words

Words have two kinds of meanings—denotative and connotative. ​Denotative meaning is precise, literal, and objective. It simply describes the object, person, place, idea, or event to which the word refers. One way to think of a word’s denotative meaning is as its dictionary definition. For example, ​denotatively, the noun “school” means “a place, institution, or building where instruction is given.”


Connotative meaning is more variable, figurative, and subjective. Put simply, the connotative meaning of a word is what the word suggests or implies. For instance, the connotative meaning of the word “school” includes all the feelings, associations, and emotions that the word touches off in different people. For some people, “school” might connote personal growth, childhood friends, and a special teacher. For others, it might connote frustration, discipline, and boring homework assignments.


Connotative meaning gives words their intensity and emotional power. It arouses in listeners feelings of anger, pity, love, fear, friendship, nostalgia, greed, guilt, and the like. Speakers, like poets, often use connotation to enrich their meaning. For example:


Terrorists neither listen to reason nor engage in reasoning with others. Their aim is to generate fear—to frighten people into submission. They measure success by the magnitude of the fear they generate through brutal, savage acts of violence. Terrorists are prepared to kill to further whatever cause they claim to be pursuing. And the heinousness of these murders is accentuated by the fact that terrorists murder without passion. They murder with cool deliberation and deliberate planning. They are utterly amoral.
The underlined words in this passage have powerful connotations that are almost certain to produce a strong emotional revulsion to terrorism.


Here, in contrast, is another version of the same statement—this time using words with a different set of connotations:


Terrorists do not seek to negotiate with their opponents. They seek victory by ​using political and psychological pressure, including acts of violence that may endanger the lives of some people. To the terrorist, ultimate objectives are more important than the means used to achieve them.

With the exception of “terrorist,” the words in this statement are less likely to evoke an intensely negative response than those in the first ​statement.


Which statement is preferable? That depends on the audience, the occasion, and the speaker’s purpose. Do you want to stir up your listeners’ emotions, rally them to some cause? Then select words with more intense connotative meanings. Or are you addressing a controversial issue and ​trying 
Denotative meaning: the literal or dictionary meaning of a word or phrase.

Connotative meaning: the meaning suggested by the associations or emotions triggered by a word or phrase.
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to seem completely impartial? Then stick with words that touch off less intense reactions. Choosing words skillfully for their denotative and connotative meanings is a crucial part of the speaker’s craft.

Using Language Accurately

Using language accurately is as vital to a speaker as using numbers ​accurately is to an accountant. One student found this out the hard way. In a speech about America’s criminal justice system, he referred several times to “criminal persecution.” What he meant, of course, was “criminal prosecution.” This one error virtually ruined his speech. As one of his classmates said, “How can I believe what you say about our courts when you don’t even know the difference between prosecution and ​persecution?”


Sometimes inaccuracy results from a misguided attempt to be elegant. This happened to the business manager of a magazine.


Mary Jo Hundt had a special fondness for adding “istic” to the end of a word. Addressing the magazine’s editorial staff one day, she said, “We are going to streamline our paperwork to make it more simplistic. That’s the modernistic way to do things. With less paperwork, we’ll have more time to devote to the magazine, and that will be impressionistic to management.”


Mary Jo clearly did not realize that “simplistic” doesn’t mean simple or easy but ​instead refers to oversimplification on shaky grounds. And “modernistic” refers to a ​particular style of design, not the general condition of being modern. “Impressionistic,” 
Caption:
Words are the tools of the speaker’s craft. Good speakers use them accurately and correctly. They also use language that will be clear, vivid, and appropriate for their listeners.
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of course, has nothing to do with making an impression on someone; it describes a certain type of art or music. But the editorial staff knew all these things, and they were embarrassed for Mary Jo.

The moral of this story is obvious. Don’t use a word unless you are sure of its meaning. If you are not sure, look up the word in a dictionary.


Fortunately, such outright blunders are relatively rare among college students. However, we all commit more subtle errors—especially using one word when another will capture our ideas more precisely. Every word has shades of meaning that distinguish it from every other word. As Mark Twain said, “The difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between lightning and the lightning bug.”


If you look in a thesaurus, you’ll find the following words given as ​synonyms:

	approve
	admire

	praise
	respect


All mean roughly the same thing—to hold a favorable opinion of someone or something. But all these words have different shades of meaning. See if you can fill in the best word to complete each of the sentences below:

1. Everyone in the class decided it was important to ____________ each other’s right to voice her or his opinion.

2. Often the most encouraging thing you can do for a child is to ____________ his or her creative efforts.

3. It is up to the manager to ____________ the company’s new sales plan.

4. One cannot help but ____________ the dedication of Olympic athletes who train for years to capture a gold medal.

The best answers for the four statements are:

	1. respect
	3. approve

	2. praise
	4. admire


Each of the words is a little different from the others, and each says something special to listeners.


As you prepare your speeches, ask yourself constantly, “What do I ​really want to say? What do I really mean?” Choose words that are precise, exact, accurate. When in doubt, consult a dictionary or thesaurus to make sure you have the best words to express your ideas.


If you have serious aspirations as a speaker, you should work out a systematic plan to improve your vocabulary. Years ago Malcolm X, the famous African-​American leader, did this by copying the dictionary, word by word! This method is extreme, and few people would take the time for it. A less arduous plan might be to try using one new word every day—and using the word correctly. The purpose of this is not to learn a lot of big words, but to “learn when certain words should be used, . . . to use the proper word at the proper time.”5
Thesaurus: a book of synonyms.
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Using Language Clearly

Suppose you are standing on a street corner and you see a careless ​pedestrian about to step into the path of an oncoming car. Do you say, “It would ​appear from available empirical evidence as if an unsuspecting person is in ​danger of being struck and injured by an approaching automotive vehicle”? Of course not. You yell, “Look out!”


As many people have discovered, much to their dismay, it is possible to use language accurately without using it clearly. Here is a well-known story that shows how much trouble can be caused by not communicating clearly. A plumber wrote to a government agency to ask whether there was any harm in using hydrochloric acid to clean out drain pipes. The agency replied:


The efficacy of hydrochloric acid is indisputable, but the corrosive effect is incompatible with metallic permanence.

The plumber thanked the agency for approving the use of hydrochloric acid. The agency wrote back, saying:


We cannot assume responsibility for the production of toxic and noxious residue with hydrochloric acid and suggest you use an alternative procedure.

Once more the plumber thanked the agency for its approval. Finally, the agency, alarmed at the prospect of hundreds of ruined drain pipes, called in another scientist. He wrote:


Don’t use hydrochloric acid. It eats holes in the pipes!


Remember, people are different. What makes perfect sense to some may be gobbledygook to others. You cannot assume that what is clear to you is clear to your audience. This is particularly true in speechmaking. Listeners, unlike readers, cannot turn to a dictionary or reread an author’s words 
to discover their meaning. A speaker’s meaning must be immediately ​comprehensible; it must be so clear that there is virtually no chance of misunderstanding. You can ensure this by using familiar words, by choosing concrete words over abstract words, and by eliminating verbal clutter.

Use Familiar Words

It may seem obvious that familiar words are better than unfamiliar ones. But you would be amazed at how many speakers persist in bombarding listeners with complicated words—usually out of the mistaken belief that such words sound impressive. In truth, filling a speech with long, multisyllabic words only marks the speaker as stuffy and pretentious. Worse, it usually destroys understanding. One of the greatest barriers to clear speech is ​using big, bloated words where short, sharp ones will do the job better.6

Here, for example, are two passages expressing much the same idea. Which is easier to understand?
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The Internet Connection

Looking for just the right word to express your ideas? There’s a good chance you will find it at the Merriam-Webster Online Language Center (www.m-w.com). In addition to providing a dictionary and thesaurus, this site contains links to a number of language-related items from Merriam-Webster.

Are you a non-native speaker of English? If so, you will find many helpful resources on the Web. One of the best is Ohio University’s Grammar for English Language Learners (www.ohiou.edu/esl/ english/grammar/index.html), which provides several dozen language activities, as well as links to sites with additional resources. 


Is this a genuine affirmation that the utterances you anticipate communicating ​during the time period immediately succeeding the present shall be entirely veracious and ​devoid of deception, complete in all pertinent minutiae and particularities, and absent of all misleading obfuscation or superfluous and undocumentable specificities, on the authority of your allegiance and fidelity to the supreme deity?

Or,


Do you swear that the testimony you are about to give shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?


The second passage is the standard oath taken by a witness before testifying in a court of law. It consists of short, simple, familiar words that are easy to comprehend. Its meaning comes across without forcing you to perform complex mental gymnastics. The first passage says essentially the same thing as the second, but is full of stuffy, ostentatious words that make its meaning almost impossible to decipher.


When speaking about technical subjects, you may not be able to avoid unfamiliar words. If this happens, keep the technical terms to a minimum and define clearly those that your audience may not understand. If you work at it, you will almost always be able to translate even the most specialized topic into clear, familiar language.


Here, for instance, are three passages explaining the devastating effects of a pregnant woman’s drinking on her unborn child. The first ​passage is in medical jargon, and it defies comprehension by ordinary ​listeners:


Alcohol consumption by the pregnant woman seriously influences the intrauterine milieu and therefore contributes to the morbidity and mortality of children born to these mothers. In regard to the pathophysiology of this syndrome, ​genetic polymorphism of enzymes for ethanol metabolism may alter fetal susceptibility. There may also be poor microsomal or mitochondrial function or decreased ATP activity.

You can link to these websites at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center
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Even an educated person without a medical background would have trouble with “pathophysiology” and “polymorphism” and “mitochondrial,” much less be able to put them all together.


The second passage represents an attempt to adapt to a nonmedical audience. It is in more familiar language but retains enough obscure words to be difficult:


The deleterious effects of alcohol on the unborn child are very serious. When a pregnant mother consumes alcohol, the ethanol in the bloodstream easily crosses the placenta from mother to child and invades the amniotic fluid. This can produce a ​number of abnormal birth syndromes, including central-nervous-system dysfunctions, growth deficiencies, a cluster of facial aberrations, and variable major and ​minor malformations.


Well-informed listeners could probably figure out “deleterious effects,” “central-nervous-system dysfunctions,” and “facial aberrations.” But these terms don’t create a sharp mental image of what the speaker is trying to say. We still need to go one step further away from medical jargon toward ordinary language.


So we come to the third passage, which is utterly clear. It shows what can be done with work, imagination, and a healthy respect for everyday words:


When the expectant mother drinks, alcohol is absorbed into her bloodstream and distributed throughout her entire body. After a few beers or a couple of martinis, she begins to feel tipsy and decides to sober up. She grabs a cup of coffee, two aspirin, and takes a little nap. After a while she’ll be fine.


But while she sleeps, the fetus is surrounded by the same alcoholic content as its mother had. After being drowned in alcohol, the fetus begins to feel the effect. But it can’t sober up. It can’t grab a cup of coffee. It can’t grab a couple of aspirin. For the fetus’s liver, the key organ in removing alcohol from the blood, is just not ​developed. The fetus is literally pickled in alcohol.7

This kind of plain talk is what listeners want. You cannot go wrong by following the advice of Winston Churchill to speak in “short, homely words of common usage.” If you think big words (or a lot of words) are needed to impress listeners, bear in mind that the Gettysburg Address—considered the finest speech in the English language—contains 271 words, of which 251 have only one or two syllables.

Choose Concrete Words

Concrete words refer to tangible objects—people, places, and things. They differ from abstract words, which refer to general concepts, qualities, or attributes. “Carrot,” “pencil,” “nose,” and “door” are concrete words. “Humility,” “science,” “progress,” and “philosophy” are abstract words.


Of course, few words are completely abstract or concrete. Abstractness and concreteness are relative. “Apple pie” is concrete, but the phrase also has abstract values of patriotism and conventional morals. Usually, the more 
Concrete words: words that refer to tangible objects.

Abstract words: words that refer to ideas or conceps.
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specific a word, the more concrete it is. Let us say you are talking about golf. Here are several words and phrases you might use:

physical activity
abstract/general

sports

golf

professional golf

Tiger Woods
concrete/specific

As you move down the list, the words become less abstract and more concrete. You begin with a general concept (physical activity), descend to one type of activity (sports), to a particular sport (golf), to a division of that sport (professional golf), to one specific professional golfer (Tiger Woods).


The more abstract a word, the more ambiguous it will be. Although abstract words are necessary to express certain kinds of ideas, they are much easier to misinterpret than are concrete words. Also, concrete words are much more likely to claim your listeners’ attention. Suppose you make a speech about fire ants, which have long plagued the South and are now attacking western states. Here are two ways you could approach the subject—one featuring abstract words, the other concrete words:

Abstract Words


Fire ants have been a problem ever since they arrived in the United States. They have spread across the South and now threaten various parts of the West as well. This is a serious problem because fire ants are highly aggressive. There have even been ​human casualties from fire ant stings.

Concrete Words


Since fire ants came here from South America sometime before World War II, they have spread like a biblical plague across 11 states from Florida to Texas. Now they are invading New Mexico, Arizona, and California. Fire ants attack in swarms and they will climb any foot that is left in the wrong spot for a few seconds. They have even turned up indoors, in clothes hampers, beds, and closets. Fortunately, fewer than 1 percent of people who are stung have to see a doctor, but toddlers who have fallen on fire ant mounds have sometimes died from stings, as have highly allergic adults.8

Notice how much more persuasive the second version is. A speech dominated by concrete words will almost always be clearer, more interesting, and easier to recall than one dominated by abstract words.

Eliminate Clutter

Cluttered speech has become a national epidemic. Whatever happened to such simple words as “before,” “if,” and “now”? When last seen they were being routed by their cluttered counterparts—“prior to,” “in the eventuality of,” and “at this point in time.” By the same token, why can’t weather 
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forecasters say, “It’s raining,” instead of saying, “It appears as if we are currently experiencing precipitation activity”? And why can’t politicians say, “We have a crisis,” instead of saying, “We are facing a difficult crisis situation that will be troublesome to successfully resolve”?


This type of clutter is deadly to clear, compelling speech. It forces listeners to hack through a tangle of words to discover the meaning. When you make a speech, keep your language lean and lively. Beware of using several words where one or two will do. Avoid flabby phrases. Let your ideas emerge sharply and firmly. Above all, watch out for redundant adjectives and adverbs. Inexperienced speakers (and writers) tend to string together two or three synonymous adjectives, such as “a learned and educated person,” or “a hot, steamy, torrid day.”


Here is part of a student speech that has been revised to eliminate ​clutter:

Sitting Bull was one of the most important and significant of all Native American ​leaders. He was born in the year of 1831 near Grand River, in an area that is now part of the state of present day South Dakota. A fearless and courageous warrior, he ended up ​being was elected chief of the Hunkpapa Sioux in 1867. In the following years, he also ​attracted a large and numerous following among the tribes of the Cheyenne and ​Arapaho. He is best known to people in this day and age today for his instrumental role in helping to lead the defeat of defeating General Custer at the Battle of Little Big Horn in 1876. Although eventually required against his will forced to live his life on the Standing Rock ​Reservation in South Dakota, he never surrendered to anyone his dignity or his personal devotion to the Sioux way of life.

Notice how much cleaner and easier to follow the revised version is. No longer are the speaker’s ideas hidden in a thicket of wasted words.


This kind of pruning is easy once you get the knack of it. The hardest part—and it is often very hard—is recognizing clutter for what it is and then forcing yourself to throw away the unnecessary words. Watch for clutter when you write your speech outlines. Be prepared to revise the outline until your ideas emerge as clearly and crisply as possible. As with revising an essay or a term paper, this will take extra time. But if you keep at it, you will become a much more effective speaker—and writer.


You can also help eliminate clutter by practicing your speeches with a digital recorder. As you play the speech back, keep an ear out not just for flabby phrases but for verbal fillers such as “you know,” “like,” and ​“really.” Practice delivering the speech again, this time making a special ​effort to trim it of wasted or distracting words. At first you may feel ​awkward and unnatural because you are forcing yourself to break old habits. But if 
Clutter: discourse that takes many more words than are necessary to express an idea.
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you keep at it, you will gradually develop a new habit of speaking naturally without all that clutter. This will not only make you a better public speaker, but it will help you present ideas more effectively in meetings, conversations, and group discussions.

Using Language Vividly

Just as you can be accurate without being clear, so you can be both accurate and clear without being interesting. Here, for example, is how Martin Luther King might have phrased part of his great “I Have a Dream” speech:


Turning back is something we cannot do. We must continue to work against police brutality, segregated housing, disfranchisement, and alienation. Only when these problems are solved will we be satisfied.

Here is what King actually said:


We cannot turn back. There are those who ask the devotees of civil rights, “When will you be satisfied?” We can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the ​highways and the hotels of the cities. . . . We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in ​Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.

Much more stirring, isn’t it? If you want to move people with your speeches, use moving language. Dull, dreary words make for dull, dreary speeches. Bring your speeches to life by using vivid, animated language. Although there are several ways to do this, here are two of the most important—​imagery and rhythm.

Imagery

One sign of a good novelist is the ability to create word pictures that get you totally involved with a story. These word pictures let you “see” the haunted house, or “feel” the bite of the snow against your face, or “hear” the birds chirping on a warm spring morning, or “smell” the bacon cooking over an open campfire, or “taste” the hot enchiladas at a Mexican restaurant.


Speakers can use imagery in much the same way to make their ideas come alive. Three ways to generate imagery are by using concrete words, simile, and metaphor.

Concrete Words

As we saw earlier in this chapter, choosing concrete words over abstract words is one way to enhance the clarity of your speeches. Concrete words 
Imagery: the use of vivid language to create mental images of objects, actions, or ideas.
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are also the key to effective imagery. Consider the following excerpt from Ronald Reagan’s famous address commemorating the 40th anniversary of D-Day. Speaking at the scene of the battle, Reagan dramatically recounted the heroism of the U.S. Rangers who scaled the cliffs at Pointe du Hoc to help free Europe from Hitler’s stranglehold:


We stand on a lonely, windswept point on the northern shore of France. The air is soft, but 40 years ago at this moment, the air was dense with smoke and the cries of men, and the air was filled with the crack of rifle fire and the roar of cannon.


At dawn, on the morning of the 6th of June, 1944, 225 Rangers jumped off the British landing craft and ran to the bottom of these cliffs. . . . The Rangers looked up and saw the enemy soldiers—at the edge of the cliffs shooting down at them with machine guns and throwing grenades. And the American Rangers began to climb. They shot rope ladders over the face of these cliffs and began to pull ​themselves up.


When one Ranger fell, another would take his place. When one rope was cut, a Ranger would grab another and begin his climb again. They climbed, shot back, and held their footing. Soon, one by one, the Rangers pulled themselves over the top, and in seizing the firm land at the top of these cliffs, they began to seize back the continent of Europe.


Concrete words call up mental impressions of sights, sounds, touch, smell, and taste. In the speech just quoted, we do not merely learn that the U.S. Rangers helped win the battle of D-Day. We visualize the Rangers landing at the foot of the cliffs. We see them fighting their way up the cliffs in the face of enemy grenades and machine guns. We hear the crack of rifle 
Caption:

Clear, vivid, uncluttered language is a hallmark of Colin Powell’s public speeches. Powell gives a great deal of thought to finding just the right words to express his ideas.

View this excerpt from Ronald Reagan’s speech at Pointe du Hoc.

CD 1: Video 11.1

For the full text of Reagan’s speech, log on to the Top 100 American Speeches of the 20th Century at www.mhhe.com/lucastop100.

Online Learning Center
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fire and the cries of the soldiers. The concrete words create images of sights and sounds, feelings and emotions that pull us irresistibly into the speech.

Simile

Another way to create imagery is through the use of simile. Simile is an ​explicit comparison between things that are essentially different yet have something in common. It always contains the words “like” or “as.” Here are some examples from student speeches:


Walking into my grandparents’ home when I was a child was like being wrapped in a giant security blanket.


Air pollution is eating away at the monuments in Washington, D.C., like a giant Alka-Seltzer tablet.


These are bright, fresh similes that clarify and vitalize ideas. Some similes, however, have become stale through overuse. Here are a few:

	fresh as a daisy
	hungry as a bear

	fit as a fiddle
	busy as a bee

	strong as an ox
	big as a mountain

	stubborn as a mule
	happy as a lark

	blind as a bat
	light as a feather


Such clichés are fine in everyday conversation, but you should avoid them in speechmaking. Otherwise, you are likely to be “dull as dishwater” and to find your audience “sleeping like a log”!

Metaphor

You can also use metaphor to create imagery in your speeches. Metaphor is an implicit comparison between things that are essentially different yet have something in common. Unlike simile, metaphor does not contain the words “like” or “as.” For example:


America’s cities are the windows through which the world looks at American ​society. (Henry Cisneros)


With globalization, the same sea washes all of humankind. We are all in the same boat. There are no safe islands. (Kofi Annan)


These are both brief metaphors. Sometimes, however, a speaker will ​develop a longer metaphor. Here is an excellent example, from a speech ​delivered in China’s 2002 national English-language speech competition. The speaker is Zhang Jiexuan, a student at Fudan University in Shanghai:


Globalization should not be a huge melting pot into which people of uniqueness go only to come out all the same. It should not be a process in which countries gradually lose their identities.

Simile: An explicit comparison, introduced with the word “like” or “as,” between things that are essentially different yet have something in common.

Cliché: A trite or overused expression.

Metaphor: An implicit comparison, not introduced with the word “like” or “as,” between two things that are essentially different yet have something in common.
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To my understanding, globalization should be a grand orchestra—an orchestra in which every player has his particular position and function; an orchestra where the uniqueness of every member is so cherished that anyone’s role is irreplaceable by anyone else; an orchestra based on the joint contribution of every participant, which can and will produce the most beautiful symphony of tomorrow’s peace and prosperity.9

The subject of this metaphor—globalization—is the same as the subject of the metaphor by U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan quoted earlier in this section. Though different in length, both metaphors convey the speaker’s thoughts vividly and memorably. When used effectively, metaphor—like simile—is an excellent way to bring color to a speech, to make abstract ideas concrete, to clarify the unknown, and to express ​feelings and emotions.10
Rhythm

Language has a rhythm created by the choice and arrangement of words. Sometimes the appeal of a statement depends almost entirely on its rhythm—as in this children’s verse:

Pease porridge hot,


Pease porridge cold,

Pease porridge in the pot,


Nine days old.

There is little meaning here. The appeal comes from the combination of sounds, which gives the passage an almost musical cadence.11

Speakers, like poets, sometimes seek to exploit the rhythm of language. By catching up their listeners in an arresting string of sounds, speakers can enhance the impact of their words—and therefore of their ideas. Winston Churchill was a master at this. Here is a passage from one of his famous speeches during World War II. To emphasize its cadence, the passage has been printed as if it were poetry rather than prose:

We cannot tell what the course


of this fell war will be

as it spreads remorseless


through ever-wider regions.

We know it will be hard;


we expect it will be long.

We cannot predict or measure


its episodes or its tribulations. . . .

We cannot yet see


how deliverance will come,

or when it will come.


But nothing is more certain

than that every trace of Hitler’s footsteps,


every stain of his infected and corroding fingers,

will be sponged and purged


and, if need be,

blasted from the surface of the earth.12
View this excerpt from Zhang Jiexuan’s speech on globalization. CD 1: Video 11.2

Rhythm: the pattern of sound in a speech created by the choice and arrangement of words.

View this excerpt from Winston Churchill’s speech of June 12, 1941. CD 1: Video 11.3
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The impact of the passage was heightened by Churchill’s superb delivery; but even by themselves the words take on an emphatic rhythm that reinforces the message. You can see why one observer said that Churchill “mobilized the English language and sent it into battle.”13

A speech, however, is not a poem. You should never emphasize sound and rhythm at the expense of meaning. The aim is to think about ways you can use the rhythm and flow of language to enhance your meaning. Although you may never have paid much conscious attention to this subject, you can develop an ear for vocal rhythms by study and practice. What’s more, you can easily begin now to use four basic stylistic devices employed by Churchill and other fine speakers to improve the rhythm of their prose.

Parallelism

The first device is parallelism—the similar arrangement of a pair or series of related words, phrases, or sentences. For example:


Rich and poor, intelligent and ignorant, wise and foolish, virtuous and vicious, man and woman—it is ever the same, each soul must depend wholly on itself. (Elizabeth Cady Stanton)


We defeated communism. We defeated fascism. We defeated them on the field of battle, and we defeated them on the field of ideas. (Colin ​Powell)


The effects of parallelism are perhaps best illustrated by seeing what happens when it is absent. For instance, compare this statement:


I speak as a Republican. I speak as a woman. I speak as a United States Senator. I speak as an American. (Margaret Chase Smith)

with this one:


I speak as a Republican. I speak as a woman. I speak as a United States Senator. And I am also addressing you as an American.


The first statement is clear, consistent, and compelling. The second is not. By violating the principle of parallel structure, its final sentence (“And I am also addressing you as an American”) destroys the progression begun by the preceding three sentences (“I speak as a Republican. I speak as a woman. I speak as a United States Senator”). It thereby turns a strong, lucid, harmonious statement into one that is fuzzy and jarring.

Repetition

The second device you can use to lend rhythm to your speeches is repetition. This means repeating the same word or set of words at the beginning or end of successive clauses or sentences. For example:


When you see your street, see my street. When you see your house, see my house. When you see your children, see my children. (Whitney Young, Jr.)


We will not tire, we will not falter, and we will not fail. (George W. Bush)

Parallelism: the similar arrangement of a pair or series of related words, phrases, or sentences.

Repetition: reiteration of the same word or set of words at the beginning or end of successive clauses or sentences.

Using Language Vividly
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As you can see, repetition usually results in parallelism. In addition to building a strong cadence, it also unifies a sequence of ideas, emphasizes an idea by stating it more than once, and helps create a strong emotional effect.

Alliteration

The third device you can use to enhance the rhythm of your speeches is ​alliteration. The most common method of alliteration is repeating the ​initial consonant sound of close or adjoining words. For example:


Peace is essential for progress, but progress is no less essential for peace. (Liaquat Ali Khan)


In a nation founded on the promise of human dignity, our colleges, our communities, our country should challenge hatred wherever we find it. (Hillary Rodham ​Clinton)


By highlighting the sounds of words, alliteration catches the attention of listeners and can make ideas easier to remember. Used sparingly, it is a marvelous way to spruce up your speeches. Used to excess, however, it can be laughable and draw too much attention, so that listeners get more involved in listening for the next alliteration than in absorbing the content of the speech.

Antithesis

Finally, you might try using antithesis—the juxtaposition of contrasting ideas, usually in parallel structure. For example:


Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country. (John F. Kennedy)


Your success as a family, our success as a society, depends not on what happens at the White House, but on what happens inside your house. (Barbara Bush)


Antithesis has long been a favorite device of accomplished speakers. Because it nearly always produces a neatly turned phrase, it is a fine way to give your speeches a special touch of class.


You may be thinking that imagery and rhythm are fine for famous ​people but are too fancy for ordinary speeches like yours. This is not true. Imagery and rhythm are easy to use and can enliven even the most routine of speeches. As an example, take a look at the following excerpt from one student’s speech about her grandparents and other survivors of the Holocaust:


When my grandparents are gone, I will continue to tell their story. I will tell my children about the men and women who were murdered for no cause. . . . And I hope that you, too, will tell stories. For as the Holocaust survivor and writer Elie Wiesel once said, “Not to transmit an experience is to betray it.”


To the millions who died in the Holocaust, lie peacefully in your graves, for you have not been forgotten.

Alliteration: repetition of the initial consonant sound of close or adjoining words.

Antithesis: the juxtaposition of contrasting ideas, usually in parallel structure.

View the ending of Andrea Besikof, “The Survivors.” CD 1: Video Clip 11.4
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To the survivors of the Holocaust, rest assured that we have listened to your stories, have learned by your examples, and we, too, are willing to fight for freedom and peace.


May no person around the globe again fall to his or her death murmuring, “How could this happen.”

This is vivid, moving language. The imagery is sharp and poignant, the rhythm strong and insistent. Think of how you can do similar things in your own speeches.

Using Language Appropriately

Here is part of a famous oration given by John Hancock in 1774, during the American Revolution. Speaking of the British soldiers who killed five Americans in the Boston Massacre, Hancock exclaimed:


Ye dark designing knaves, ye murderers, parricides! How dare you tread upon the earth, which has drank in the blood of slaughtered innocents shed by your wicked hands? How dare you breathe that air which wafted to the ear of heaven the groans of those who fell a sacrifice to your accursed ambition? . . . Tell me, ye bloody butchers, ye villains high and low, ye wretches . . . do you not feel the goads and stings of conscious guilt pierce through your savage bosoms?14

This is certainly vivid language—and Hancock’s audience loved it. But can you imagine speaking the same way today? In addition to being accurate, clear, and vivid, language should be appropriate—to the occasion, to the audience, to the topic, and to the speaker.

Appropriateness to the Occasion

Language that is appropriate for some occasions may not be appropriate for others. “There is a time for dialect, a place for slang, an occasion for literary form. What is correct on the sports page is out of place on the op-ed page; what is with-it on the street may well be without it in the classroom.”15 As a simple example, a coach might address the football team as “you guys” (or worse!), whereas the speaker in a more formal situation would begin with “distinguished guests.” Try reversing these two situations, and see how ridiculous it becomes. It’s only common sense to adjust your language to different occasions.

Appropriateness to the Audience

Appropriateness also depends on the audience. If you keep this in mind, it will help you greatly when dealing with technical or scientific topics. When addressing an audience of physicians, you might use the word “parotitis” to refer to a viral disease marked by the swelling of the parotid glands. Your audience would know just what you meant. But when ​talking to a nonmedical audience, such as your classmates, a word like “parotitis” would not be appropriate. The appropriate word in this case would be “mumps.”

Using Language Appropriately
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You should be especially careful to avoid language that might offend your audience. If you were a stand-up comedian, off-color humor or profanity might be appropriate in a nightclub routine, but most listeners would find it offensive in a formal public speech. Remember, speakers are expected to elevate and polish their language when addressing an ​audience.


They are also expected to avoid name-calling and other forms of abusive language. As we saw in Chapter 2, such language is ethically suspect because it demeans the basic human worth of the people against whom it is directed. In addition, most listeners take offense at statements that denounce people on the basis of their religious beliefs or ethnic heritage. If you include such statements in your speeches, you will not only violate an important ethical responsibility, but almost surely alienate a good portion of your audience.


Of course, you cannot always be sure of how listeners will respond to what you say. As a general rule, bend over backward to avoid language that may confuse or offend your listeners. When it comes to appropriateness, you will seldom go wrong by erring on the side of caution. (Put simply, “erring on the side of caution” means “when in doubt—don’t.”)

Appropriateness to the Topic

Language should also be appropriate to the topic. You would not use metaphor, antithesis, and alliteration when explaining how to change a ​bicycle tire or how to perform routine maintenance on a car. But you might use all three in a speech celebrating the genius of Leonardo da Vinci or 
Caption:

Language needs to be appropriate to a speaker’s topic, as well as to the audience. A speech on soccer would use more action-oriented words than a speech about theories of psychology.

​honoring the crew of the space shuttle Columbia. The first two topics call for straightforward description and explanation. The latter two call for special language skills to evoke emotion, admiration, and appreciation.

Appropriateness to the Speaker

No matter what the occasion, audience, or topic, language should also be appropriate to the speaker. Imagine the effect if Dick Cheney tried to adopt the religious imagery and rhythmical cadence of Jesse Jackson. The results would be comical. Every public speaker develops his or her own language style.


“Terrific,” you may be thinking. “I have my own style too. I feel more comfortable using abstract words, slang, and technical jargon. That’s just me. It’s my way of speaking.” But to say that language should be ​appropriate to the speaker does not justify ignoring the other needs for appropriateness. There is a difference between one’s everyday style and one’s developed style as a public speaker. Accomplished speakers have developed their speaking styles over many years of trial, error, and practice. They have worked at using language effectively.


You can do the same if you become language-conscious. One way to develop this consciousness is to read and listen to the speeches of effective speakers, whether they are current public figures such as Colin Powell and Hillary Clinton or historical figures such as Barbara Jordan and Martin Luther King. Study their techniques for achieving accuracy, clarity, and vividness, and try to adapt those techniques to your own speeches. But do not try to “become” someone else when you speak. Learn from other speakers, blend what you learn into your own language style, and seek to become the best possible you.

A Note on Inclusive Language

“When a soldier goes to war, he should have the best possible equipment.”

“Improving education has always been a high priority for Negro leaders.”

“Any discrimination against crippled people is completely unacceptable.”


Forty years ago, most people in the United States who heard these statements in a speech would not have given them a second thought. Today the same statements would raise more than a few eyebrows—and perhaps ​tempers—in almost any audience. Here’s why:


Soldiers in the U.S. military include women as well as men. To say, “When a soldier goes to war, he should have the best possible equipment,” ignores the existence of female soldiers. It can also be interpreted as meaning that only male soldiers should go to war with the finest possible equipment—hardly a comforting thought to female soldiers or their loved ones!


The word “Negro” has fallen out of common usage and has changed in meaning. While this term was considered acceptable through the 1960s and was used by civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, it is now considered offensive. Today the preferred terms are “black” and “African American.”

A Note on Inclusive Language
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Historically “crippled” was used as a word of ridicule and disparagement. It was replaced some years ago by “handicapped,” which has itself been supplanted by “people with disabilities.” This last phrase is preferable because it is not judgmental and includes the full range of functional limitations that interfere with a person’s ability to see, walk, hear, or learn.


For centuries, the English language has contained countless words and phrases that favor men and convey stereotyped, misleading, or demeaning views of women and minority groups. Today that is changing—not as fast, perhaps, as some people might like, and doubtless too fast for other people—but changing nonetheless. As the United States has become more diverse, our language has evolved to reflect that diversity. Regardless of the situation, audiences today expect public speakers to use inclusive language that is r​espectful of the different groups that make up American society.


We saw in Chapter 2 that name-calling and other forms of abusive ​language is ethically suspect because it demeans the dignity of the individuals or groups being attacked and can undermine the right of all groups in a democratic society to be fairly heard. But using inclusive language ​involves more than avoiding name-calling. Even speakers with the best of intentions can inadvertently use language that stereotypes, demeans, or ​patronizes people on the basis of gender, race, religion, disabilities, sexual orientation, or other factors.


In addition to its ethical implications, using inclusive language is important as a matter of accuracy. To speak as if all soldiers (or doctors, or lawyers, or firefighters) are men is incorrect—just as it is erroneous to speak as if all secretaries, nurses, or flight attendants are women. Being accurate in such matters is no less important than being accurate in other aspects of your language.


As we saw in Chapter 5, conveying respect for various groups in society is also a vital part of being an audience-centered public speaker. Even if you do not care about inclusive language yourself, you can be sure that almost any audience you address will contain people who do care and who will be upset if you use language that does not reflect a spirit of inclusiveness. This is one reason why governments, businesses, and professional groups invest millions of dollars each year in workshops that help employees and associates understand the importance of respecting diversity and of ​reflecting that respect in their language.


When editors, linguists, social advocates, and others first proposed inclusive alternatives to traditional words and phrases, some people reacted with shock and indignation. You cannot change the language, they said, without destroying its beauty and purity. But the English language has been changing for centuries—just as it will continue to change in the future. Today a number of principles for inclusive language have become so widespread that no aspiring speaker (or writer) can afford to ignore them. Let’s look at several of these principles.

Avoid the Generic “He”

Ineffective:
Each time a surgeon walks into the operating room, he risks being sued for malpractice.

More Effective:
Each time a surgeon walks into the operating room, she or he risks being sued for malpractice.

Inclusive language: language that does not stereotype, demean, or patronize people on the basis of gender, race, religion, disability, sexual orientation, or other factors.

Generic “he”: the use of “he” to refer to both women and men.
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Often, a more graceful alternative is to pluralize. For example:

More Effective:
Whenever surgeons walk into the operating room, they risk being sued for malpractice.

Avoid the Use of “Man” When Referring to Both Men and Women

Ineffective:
If a large comet struck the Earth, it could destroy all of mankind.

More Effective:
If a large comet struck the Earth, it could destroy all human life.

Ineffective:
No matter how popular cats have become, the dog is still man’s best friend.

More Effective:
No matter how popular cats have become, the dog is still a person’s best friend.

Avoid Stereotyping Jobs and Social Roles by Gender

Ineffective:
Being a small businessman in the current economic climate is not easy.

More Effective:
Being a small businessperson in the current economic climate is not easy.

Sometimes you can solve this problem with a simple twist in sentence construction. For example:

More Effective:
Owning a small business is not easy in the current economic climate.

Avoid Identifying Personal Traits That Are Unrelated to the Topic

Ineffective:
Patrick Spiegel, a stay-at-home father, proposed a bike path plan to the City Council.

More Effective:
Patrick Spiegel proposed a bike path plan to the City Council.

Ineffective:
Condoleezza Rice, an African-American woman, has had a major impact on U.S. foreign policy.

More Effective:
Condoleezza Rice has had a major impact on U.S. foreign policy.

Use Names That Groups Use to Identify Themselves

One of the most fundamental ways of showing respect for others is to refer to them by the names they use to identify themselves and to avoid names they consider offensive.16 
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Ineffective:
Despite progress in recent years, homosexuals still face many forms of discrimination.

More Effective:
Despite progress in recent years, lesbians and gay men still face many forms of discrimination.

Ineffective:
Michelle Kwan is one of many Orientals who have had a major impact on U.S. life.

More Effective:
Michelle Kwan is one of many Asians who have had a major impact on U.S. life.

Most Effective:
Michelle Kwan is one of many Chinese Americans who have had a major impact on U.S. life.


As this last example suggests, there is currently a trend away from broad words such as “Asian” to more precise terms that do not lump people of distinct nationalities and cultures under one label. Until very recently, “Hispanic” was considered the correct way to designate someone from Latin America, which includes Mexico, Central America, South America, Cuba, and the Carribean Islands. Today, however, many Mexican Americans wish to be called “Chicano” or “Chicana,” while people from other Latin ​American countries frequently prefer the terms “Latino” or “Latina.”


The use of specific identifiers is often preferred by other groups as well. For example:

Ineffective:
Indian code talkers were vital to the U.S. armed forces during World War II.

More Effective:
Native American code talkers were vital to the U.S. armed forces during World War II.

Most Effective:
Navajo code talkers were vital to the U.S. armed forces during World War II.


Like many other aspects of American life, questions of inclusive language can sometimes be confusing. Language is alive and constantly evolving, so what is considered inclusive at one point in time may shift down the road. If you do a lot of public speaking (or writing), you should ​consider purchasing a guidebook such as Rosalie Maggio’s Talking About People: A Guide to Fair and Accurate Language. Using inclusive and respectful ​language is not a matter of political correctness, but it is a matter of P.C.—personal courtesy.17
Summary

Of all human creations, language may be the most remarkable. Through ​language we share experiences, formulate values, exchange ideas, transmit knowledge, and sustain culture. Indeed, language is vital to thinking itself. 
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Contrary to popular belief, language does not simply mirror reality, but helps create our sense of reality by giving meaning to events.


Good speakers have respect for language and how it works. Words are the tools of a speaker’s craft. They have special uses, just like the tools of any other profession. As a speaker, you should be aware of the meanings of words and know how to use language accurately, clearly, vividly, and ​appropriately.


Words have two kinds of meanings—denotative and connotative. ​Deno​tative meaning is precise, literal, and objective. One way to think of a word’s denotative meaning is as its dictionary definition. Connotative ​meaning is more variable, figurative, and subjective. It is whatever the word suggests or implies. Connotative meaning includes all the feelings, associations, and emotions that a word touches off in different people.


Using language accurately is as vital to a speaker as using numbers ​accurately is to an accountant. Never use a word unless you are sure of its meaning. If you are not sure, look up the word in a dictionary. As you ​pre​pare your speeches, ask yourself constantly, “What do I really want to say? What do I really mean?” Choose words that are precise and ​accurate.


Using language clearly allows listeners to grasp your meaning immediately. You can ensure this by using words that are known to the average ​person and require no specialized background; by choosing concrete words in preference to more abstract ones; and by eliminating verbal clutter.


Using language vividly helps bring your speech to life. One way to make your language more vivid is through imagery, or the creation of word pictures. You can develop imagery by using concrete language, simile, and metaphor. Simile is an explicit comparison between things that are essentially different yet have something in common; it always contains the words “like” or “as.” Metaphor is an implicit comparison between things that are different yet have something in common; it does not contain the words “like” or “as.”


Another way to make your speeches vivid is by exploiting the rhythm of language. Four devices for creating rhythm are parallelism, repetition, alliteration, and antithesis. Parallelism is the similar arrangement of a pair or series of related words, phrases, or sentences. Repetition is the use of the same word or set of words at the beginning or end of successive clauses or sentences. Alliteration is the repetition of the initial consonant sounds of close or adjoining words. Antithesis is the juxtaposition of contrasting ideas, usually in parallel structure.


Using language appropriately means adapting to the particular occasion, audience, and topic at hand. It also means developing your own language style instead of trying to copy someone else’s. If your language is appropriate in all respects, your speech is much more likely to succeed.


You will also be more likely to succeed if you use inclusive language in your speeches. Although the subject of inclusive language is complex and controversial, a number of inclusive usages have become so widely accepted that no aspiring speaker can afford to ignore them. They include avoiding the generic “he,” dropping the use of “man” when referring to both men and women, refraining from stereotyping jobs and social roles by gender, avoiding identifying personal traits that are unrelated to the topic, and using names that groups use to identify themselves.

Exercises for Critical Thinking 
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Review Questions

After reading this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions:

1. How does language help shape our sense of reality?

2. What is the difference between denotative and connotative meaning? How might you use each to convey your message most effectively?

3. What are the four criteria for using language effectively in your speeches?

4. What are three things you should do to use language clearly in your speeches?

5. What are two ways to bring your speeches to life with vivid, animated language?

6. What does it mean to say you should use language appropriately in your speeches?

7. Why is it important for a public speaker to use inclusive language? What are five usages of inclusive language which have become so widely accepted that no speaker can afford to ignore them?

Exercises for Critical Thinking

1. Arrange each of the sequences below in order, from the most abstract word to the most concrete word.

a. housing complex, building, dining room, structure, apartment

b. Mona Lisa, art, painting, creative activity, portrait

c. automobile, vehicle, Ferrari, transportation, sports car

2. Rewrite each of the following sentences using clear, familiar words.

a. My employment objective is to attain a position of maximum financial reward.

b. All professors at this school are expected to achieve high standards of ​excellence in their instructional duties.

c. In the eventuality of a fire, it is imperative that all persons evacuate the building without undue delay.

Review these terms by doing the Chapter 11 crossword puzzle at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center

For further review, go to the Study Questions for this chapter. CD 1: Study Questions.
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3. Each of the statements below uses one or more of the following stylistic devices: metaphor, simile, parallelism, repetition, alliteration, antithesis. Identify the device (or devices) used in each statement.

a. “We are a people in a quandary about the present. We are a people in search of our future. We are a people in search of a national community.” (Barbara Jordan)

b. “The vice presidency is the sand trap of American politics. It’s near the prize, and designed to be limiting.” (Howard Fineman)

c. “We should not demean our democracy with the politics of distraction, ​denial, and despair.” (Al Gore)

d. “America is not like a blanket—one piece of unbroken cloth, the same color, the same texture, the same size. America is more like a quilt—many patches, many sizes, and woven and held together by a common thread.” (Jesse Jackson)

4. Analyze Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” in the appendix of sample speeches that follows Chapter 18. Identify the methods King uses to make his language clear, vivid, and appropriate. Look particularly at King’s use of familiar words, concrete words, imagery, and rhythm.

Applying the POWER of Public Speaking

Since graduating from college, you have developed a successful business that is located near the campus. As part of its plan to involve more alumni and community members in college affairs, the school has asked you to speak with new students during registration week for the fall term. In the opening section of your speech, you want the audience to feel what you felt the first few days you were on campus as a new student. The best strategy, you decide, is to present two or three similes that complete the sentence, “Beginning college is like . . .” Write your similes.
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