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' Most politicians speak vaguely. Indeed the political world often
seems as if it were a collective dream: precision, rigor, careful explanation
of ocne's views, formal, systematic, and logical analysis are almost absent.

1 put

George Orwell thought the language of politics "ugly and inaccurate,
he was not the first intelligent man to be discomfited: Plato viewed his
fellow men and described them as talking of shadows and attempting to meke
sense of echoes.? Clearly there is samething odd about the verbal behavior
of politicians, and it wants explaining. |

After reviewing the literature and thinking about this subject I
have located or conjured up fourteen different theories, each of which
seems plausibly to account for the vagueness of elite wverbal behavior.
The theories may be divided into three classes: those which consider primar-
ily the nature of the speaker, those which consider primarily the political
subjects about which he is speaking, and those which consider the broader
social and political situstion of which the speaker is a part.
I. Theoifies of Speaker Characteristics

1. Tnadequate Intelligence
| The first theory postulates simply that most politicians are
dub. - They are vague, nonlogical, and sloppy in their speech because
that is the innate nature of their m:mls ”

2. Inddegp.ate Training

A second theory grants substant:.al native intelligence to politi~-
cians but considers them to be inadequately trained. By this account,
clear, logical, and rigorous self-a;pressmn results only fm explicit



training and hard work {as in the graduate training of scientists or
~ trained as scientists or philosophers would speak cogently or sensibly.
3. Ambltlm (NaI'C‘lSSJ.Sth Personallty Disorder)
A recent theory, based on psychoanalytlc :.nvest:.gatmn of men
‘vgith great personal ambition, proposes that pollt:.c:.ans speak with a
‘habitual "veil of ambiguity and indirection.” This arises as a correlate
of their grandlose str:.vmgs 3

4, Political Lanquage is Vague Decause of the Social Symbiosis of the
Politician; It is a Defense Aaaa.nst Separation Anxiety.

By this theory the culprit is “separat:.on anxiety". Most men
are bound together by certain unquestioned authority structures, as-
sumptions, taboos, and values, and the politiciéhﬁhconsciousijf fears

| tostandapartfmnmasssocletyandspeakandthlnkclearly.4 o
Bertrand Russell felt a similar fear of loss and anarchy led many ‘
philosophers to hide in‘mists of fallacy and obscurity;" the ex:.steh—
tial philosopher Walter Kaufman has ‘recently chided modern man for
cognitive degeneration which masks an ‘individual's fear of developing
his own separateness.s Politicians, like many other people, are in-.
‘secure cowards who manuever around uncomfortable. thoughts.

- B~ Political Language is Vague Because of the Social Symbiosis of the
Politician; It is a Cognitive Adapbatlon.

Recent work on "language codes” suggests a more cogmtlve, less
psyc}manalytlc vers:.on of the precedmg solution to the mystery
Careful emlanat:.on, rlgomus analys:.s and formal logu: charactenze

a persor u,..h a h:.gh degree of mdw:.duatlon. Such an autmnmus

mdlvn.dual not only feels a need to express hlS indlvxduality, but



ﬂ also he has the subjectlva distance, the sure sense of a separate

self, to have a definite v:.ewooint. But political leaders, on the other
hand, are symbiotically integrated parts of a political system without
a clear sense of themselves as individuals. They function in a per-
vasive state of synb:.os:.s, tx:apped m a system of reactlon to foms:
Prescures, anxieties. They thus mmcate in a restncted language
code, a Vague shorthand which is camprehensible to others within the
system {and only. appears vague. to an outsa,der), such degenerated

< speech reflects a reduced neces i_-:x for clar:.ty and logical explanatlon.7

. Theories of the Subject Matter of Politics

6. Pol:.t:.cal Language is Vague Bec:ause Polltlcal Issues are Vague.

By theory six there are two classeswof issues in sqc:.ety, tlxe
scientific and the political. Scientific issues can be settled clearly
because, in principle, one knows how to tiink clearly about them and
how to settle them. But polii;igians deal withythe‘ residual class of
issues, those for which there is no clear and agreedmeamng or estab-
Vllshed mtellectu.al method of settlement. The rational mind (and
" hence speech) gets stuck, trapped, and flails abaxtw!m:.tdeals
with such issues that are not amenable to loglc ‘and clarity Political
'issues are the tar-baby of the mind.

7. Political Lanquage is Vague Because Political Issues are Fmoticnal

A related explanation views politics as specifically an avena
of emotion. Political issues are highly salient, of great emotional
import - i3ues of freedom, justice, monéy, democracy, identity, sec-
urity, aggression, communism, morality, and so forth. People become



_‘,am:io'xo, aroused, rezssuvsd, or supportive in relation to vsuch issues.
Enotional engagement means that polz,t:.cal language becomes emotionally
express:.ve - that is, e)qaress:.ve of a part of the mmd wh;.ch does not

0perate dlspassmnately and 1oglcally.

III. The Nature of the Political Setting and the Political Process

The final group of theories focus from different angles upon different
_ aspects of ‘the political settmg and the polltlcal process.

8. Political yuage fie Because Politicians - Ratlcmal and Shrewd
‘Men - Seek to Build Winning Coalitions of People Wlﬂ'l | Different Views

A politician is vague, by th:.s theory, because he seeks to be
all things to all men - or at least many things to a majority. If he
expressed clearly exactly what he believed, most of his constituents

* (the argument goes) would disagree with him in at least some respect
and would be more leely to vote for his opponent. So he appears
friendly and speaks vaguely in the hope different sub-groups will

‘read their own scm\ewhat dlfferent but oongen:.al meanings into his
benevolent amblgu.lty

- 9. Polltlcal Language is Vaque Because It is Des:.gned 0 mumte Action
an& Ccmm,tment v , B o

" Theories 6 and 7, above, postulated vagumess m lelthS as
arising from the nature of polltlcs - from the vagtxeqess of the questions
‘y,neoessanly left to rwolut:.m by pol:.tlcal means, oOr fmm the emotion-
ality neoessanly aroused by pol:Lt:Lcal 3.ssues.‘ The presmt theozy
argues that poln;:,c:;.ans themselves induce the etntlonallty of politics
- through vagueness and illogic because they seek to motivee positive
- suport or action. Thus they use rhetaric rather than logic.’ And
they use vague terms because these cperate as ambiguous projective



" mechanisms for the mass public to read in its own feelings to make

‘10,

vivid the sinister threats and magnificent utopias, the anxieties,
security, and rurturance which the politician conjures up. =

Political lanquage is Vague ‘Bacause It is Designed to Be Boring, to Iull
the Crltlcal Facultles, and ﬁaereby o Induee Mass Political m:.escence

Gmrge Orwell's famcms newspeak theory of mass mampulatlon in
1984 has xece:.ved emp:.r;cal conf:.nnatlon In the clinic it has been

_deternu.ned that a hlghly effectlve way to short—c:.rcult hlgher cognitive

. ;abllltles and mduce a type of qulescent hypnotlc trance is the "verbal

) confusxon tectma.que" e'rployed by someone of hlgh status ‘The idea is

, eventually surrenders

s:mple. be vague, contra.dlctory.and dis;)omted, and your audzence .

12 Fdelmanhasazguedananalogouseffectof

V polltlcal 1anguage in Amerlca - geople glve up on polltlcs because it

seems SO aunrphous, too sllppery to grasp m the terms 1n whlch it is

L presented Such vagueness J.S del:.berate, a calculated management

‘ tec:hmque to ma:v.ntam el:.te danmanee and regme stablllty by inducing

1l

13

_mass qulescence

Political language is Vague Because Polltlcz.ans, vhen They Speak in

Public, are Physiologically Aroused and. Apprehensive Over the Reactions
of Their Audience; this Iréues a Sltuatlcmal Detenoratlon and Paralvsls
of Higher Cognitive Processes, ’

' Laboratory research has deonstrated a so-called "audience effe
“Jell"rdiearsed behaviors are performed better when there is an audience

‘ (e.g. tramed athletes perfennmg before spectators) But original

thought J.S undemmed by the same mecham.en.A Phys:.ologlcal amusal
apparmt..y generated by a.nx:.ety over visibility and possible criticism,
tends to iihibit the mind. Politicians, so the argument goes, can

" “think and speak clearly and logically in private but become repetitious



(6}

. and vague in public via this physiological process over which they

have no c:c:»ni:.r:ol.l4 ,

12. Political Lanquage is Vague Because of Mass. Democratization.

Byth;saccoxmttheKnx;sEnghshwasaereatweoftheansm-
cracy. As masses obtamed the vote, a smphfled, “famenzed" mode
of discussion became a necessxty for political actors. Half the pop-

' ulation of the United States has an I.0. below 100; and, while this
is true by definition, the fact is illustrative of' the problem of
appearmg a "man of the people" and ccmnumcatmg in the s:.mpllfled,

general, and vague terms that are all they (nreswna.aly) will understand 15

13. Pollt:l.cal Language is Vague Becaxme of the Speed of Modern Llfe

' Poincaré once remarked, ‘wplease excuse the length of this letter;
I had no time to write a sherter one." He was 'illuStrating the hypothesis
that cogent, clear, loglcal self-expressz.on requlres time for prior
reflect:.on Wlth the demands for mstantaneous comnent and the alleged
pressures of modern pollta.cal life, the pOllthlan frequently ‘speaks
off-the-cuff explaining a position provided h:.m in a briefmg paper by
his staff “The "mlrla,glg of pol:.t::.cs leaves no tJme for developmg
the aesthetics of logic and clanty | ‘

14. Political Language is Vague Because Pollt,lc:.ans are. Scclalized to
Perform this Role

By th:.s theory pol:.t:.c:.ans learn thelr rules by unltatmg their
predecessors and colleagues " Somehow norms of vagueness orz.gmated,
‘and they have sirply been perpetuated generatien by generatmn.

~ In all thn, we have fourteen different causal theories. A diagram
in Figure I maps the possible relations. None of the theories yet has been



tested syswwatmaliy, alﬁmgh one theory (11) has been subject to care-
: wcrk with mﬁequ:aduat&s One may be true,

fully cm’a:plled perdment
hat perhaps all Qf t:hem am tn;ler‘m d:z.tferemt moportlon for d:.ffermt

pol;.t:.ca.ans,.




Figure I
- A Map for the Causal Analysis of the Vagueness of Politicians' Speech

Social and Political Conditions Nature of Politicians Political Issues
Spéed o: TAfe (13) ) Seeking Rational Discourse Y | Vague (6) |
Recrux@:mem; of Elites / ing Flection (8) Emotional (7)

1. Intelligence (1) Seeking to Motivate Action A '

2. Training (2 and Commitment (9)

3. Personality Traits (3)-. Seeking to Instill Ouiescence (10).

4. social symbiosis (4, 5)\\ >
\9’Psychodynamic Vagueness (10) Vague Speechi

Role Modela (14)'\ MSocial Symbiosis (4,5)-

Audlence , \\), Playing Roles (14)-— ,9‘

i ‘1. Presence (11)w-~ s . .
P Susceptibility to Physiological
. 3 Charactenst:.cs (12) Arousal (11)

fee
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