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Tendentious Language 

Tendentious language is exactly that: language that induces a certain tendency in thought or leads the reader/listener in a certain direction. This is sometimes referred to as leading language and is a common device in both oral and written speech. It should not be confused with building an argument; when building an argument an author or speaker is trying to lead you to a conclusion. As long as it’s based on sound evidence and logic, there’s nothing wrong with it. But if particular words are used that evoke images that have nothing to do with logic, and if such images are offered as substitutes for evidence and logic, then you may be fairly sure the author or speaker is trying to manipulate your thinking.

The most common form of tendentious language is sensationalism. But before we move to that, take a look at an example of tendentious language that does not attempt to manipulate emotions. Here’s a simple one. Compare the two statements:

"The proposal is likely to be resisted by the bureaucrats on Capitol Hill."

"The proposal is likely to be rejected by officials on Capitol Hill."

Is there a difference in the implied meaning?

In the next example, an editorial in the 1960s advocates the construction of a huge airport complex in the Everglades, a wetlands habitat at the southern tip of Florida.

Populated now by deer, alligators, wild turkeys, and a tribe of Indians who annually perform a rite known as the Green Corn Dance, the tract could someday accommodate a super jetport twice the size of Kennedy International in New York and still have a one-mile buffer on every side to minimize intrusions in the lives of any eventual residents. (New York Times, November 30, 1968)

Consider the careful choice of language and the way its presented. Indians are lumped together with deer, alligators and wild turkeys. "Intrusions in the lives of ... residents" evidently does not include Indians, which is apparently not important since they are sufficiently "superstitious" enough to engage in something called a "Green Corn Dance." Why is the dance mentioned? It has no relevance to the point except to provide a rationale for dismissing them as worthy of concern. And the new airport? It’s to be a super jetport twice the size of New York’s Kennedy airport. Tendentious?

Now, imagine this kind of language in a poll. Legitimate pollsters spend a lot of time carefully constructing their questions -- and often pretesting them -- to ensure that there is no tendentious language in them that will elicit one type of response over another. Even at that, they make mistakes. But not all people who conduct polls are legitimate pollsters. Consider the following example.

Evangelist Billy James Hargis conducted a poll of 200,000 "subscribers to various publications...a sampling of 200,000 average Americans," and reported the results in a letter to the Houston Post (April 1979). Here are a few of the questions and the responses:

Are you in favor of the diplomatic death of Taiwan as the price of recognizing Red China? 111 said yes; 16,889 said no

Do you favor retaining loud-mouthed, pro-terrorist, racial agitator Andrew Young as a U.S. ambassador to the United Nations? 564 said yes; 16,436 said no

Are you willing to pull U.S. troops out of Korea and risk surrendering the country to the Communists after our boys bled and died on the Korean battlefield? 503 said yes; 16,497 said no

Are you ready to surrender our way of life in order to "accommodate" left-wing forces here in America? 52 said yes; 16,780 said no

Notice that the response to each question was overwhelmingly negative. Take a careful look at each question and identify the language that is tendentious and that might lead to the warped responses (Andrew Young was actually a rather popular U.N. Ambassador, yet this poll indicated that fully 97% of the population wanted him removed.)

Sensationalism 

Sensationalism is a rhetorical device that uses extreme or exaggerated examples to support an argument or that employs emotive language to elicit a response. It is a form of tendentious language. 

This example is taken from the National Review, a very conservative news magazine that (as one can see) is strongly opposed to assisted suicide:

"Perhaps more than ‘mercy’ was on the mind of Jack Kevorkian these past few weeks, as he has moved to kill recorded victims 36 through 40. After an unflattering Michigan coroner's report on August 20 charged that number 35 suffered from nothing more than obesity and depression, Kevorkian no doubt thought it wise to return quickly to ‘normal’ practice, killing patients with Lou Gehrig's disease, Multiple Sclerosis, etc." 

The Review was reporting on Kevorkian’s latest assisted suicides (at that time -- 1995). Yet the choice of language reveals that this is not an impartial report. What language in this quote is sensationalist?

Another example comes from the other end of the political spectrum.  The Nation is a leftist leaning newspaper that carries on a tradition of investigative journalism and highlights issues often not found in the mainstream media. But it also employs some radical columnists who are not timid in resorting to strong -- and often clearly sensationalist -- language.  The following paragraph comes from 1993 and is in reference to political infighting in the early days of the Clinton administration.  At that time, Clinton was more liberal than he is now and had proposed a public works program (referred to as an "investment strategy" below) designed to reduce unemployment and stimulate the economy.  Senator David Boren, a conservative Democrat from Oklahoma, opposed the plan.  Here is a commentary:

Not too long ago, in the midst of the Senate mud-wrestle over President Clinton’s economic plan, a cheeky Senator David Boren appeared on a talking-head show and blathered about the death grip liberals had on poor old Bill.  "Should I sit silent as a moderate Democrat . . . and allow only those on the left wing of the party to speak out?" he asked.  One wonders what cable system the Senator is hooked up to.  On economic matters—the subject of Boren’s ranting—the debate in Washington and the media has been overwhelmed by conservatives bashing Clinton’s proposals. Democrats on the right and Republicans succeeded in drowning out Clinton’s investment strategy with the mantra of deficit-reduction.  When Clinton proposed his $16.3 billion stimulus package, no liberal Democrat screamed about its modesty.  The most vocal reaction came from the piranhas who said the jobs plan was pork and then devoured it.  Had others criticized the bill for not being more extensive, the debate might not have tilted so sharply to the right.  During the subsequent House deliberation on the budget, liberal Democrats did not protest loudly when Clinton caved in to business lobbyists battling his small proposed hike in corporate taxes; instead, a "give him a chance" attitude prevailed.  While conservative Democrats quickly learned that with Clinton the whining legislator gets the deal, Congressional liberals were afflicted by Carteritis (a paralyzing fear of criticizing a President of your own party) and a chronic inability to work together.  Finally, when the Senate was in the throes of the budget battle, Senators Tom Harkin and Paul Wellstone organized a group of progressive Democratic senators to oppose the conservative rush to shear Medicare.  Their actions helped slow the raid.  It was a small win, late in the process, but it should give them a taste for more.  Applying pressure from the left is the only way to prevent the Borenized President from drifting further to the right.  It may even help Clinton keep one or two of his progressive campaign promises.

Clearly, the columnist does not think of the President as too liberal.  Nor does he respect Boren.  Find examples of sensationalist words and phrases in the text and underline them.  Think about alternatives the author may have used to make his point(s) without resorting to such language.

Picturesque Language

This is another type of tendentious language. But instead of evoking extreme or exaggerated imagery (as in the case of sensationalism), it is designed to evoke positive emotions, associations with happy experiences and feelings.

Example (from A Logger's Lament"):

“…one sees the beautiful new trees with their brilliant greens thrusting their tops to the sky and, in the clear-cuts, before the new trees obscure the view, one sees the huckleberry bushes with their luscious-tasting berries, the bright pink of fireweed and deer and elk feeding.”

The author is describing a new forest in contrast to an old-growth forest. Doesn't it sound lovely?

Another example, this one from an advertisement promoting charter schools: 

"Clean children, sitting in neat rows in their bright uniforms, attentively listening to their lessons... minds churning, expanding and growing... these are the children of charter schools."

***

(The following two sections are taken largely from http://carmen.artsci.washington.edu/propaganda/contents.htm.)

Euphemisms

Sometimes speakers and authors attempt to pacify the audience in order to make an unpleasant reality more palatable. This is accomplished by using words that are bland and euphemistic.  

Since war is particularly unpleasant, military discourse is full of euphemisms. In the 1940's, America changed the name of the War Department to the Department of Defense. Under the Reagan Administration, the MX-Missile (a highly destructive nuclear weapon with multiple warheads capable of flying halfway around the globe in less than 30 minutes) was renamed "The Peacekeeper." During war-time, civilian casualties are referred to as "collateral damage," and the word "liquidation" is used as a synonym for "murder."  

The comedian George Carlin notes that, in the wake of the first world war, traumatized veterans were said to be suffering from "shell shock." The short, vivid phrase conveys the horrors of battle -- one can practically hear the shells exploding overhead. After the second world war, people began to use the term "combat fatigue" to characterize the same condition. The phrase is a bit more pleasant, but it still acknowledges combat as the source of discomfort. In the wake of the Vietnam War, people referred to "post-traumatic stress disorder": a phrase that is completely disconnected from the reality of war altogether. 

"Plain-folks" Appeals: "I’m a regular guy/gal."

By using the plain-folks technique, speakers attempt to convince their audience that they, and their ideas, are "of the people." The device is used by advertisers and politicians alike. 

America's recent presidents have all been millionaires, but they have gone to great lengths to present themselves as ordinary citizens. Bill Clinton ate at McDonald's and read trashy spy novels. George Bush Sr. hated broccoli, loved to fish, and claimed in the 1992 campaign that pork rinds were his favorite food. Ronald Reagan was often photographed chopping wood, and Jimmy Carter presented himself as a humble peanut farmer from Georgia. 

We are all familiar with candidates who campaign as political outsiders, promising to "clean out the barn" and set things straight in Washington. The political landscape is dotted with politicians who challenge a mythical "cultural elite," presumably aligning themselves with "ordinary Americans." As baby boomers enter their fifth decade, we are starting to see politicians in blue jeans who listen to rock and roll. 

During the 1980s, Bartels and James appeared on television in comfortable, farm-style clothing, and, with a folksy drawl, thanked consumers for their continued support. The irony was that these two "regular guys" who pushed wine coolers were actually multi-millionaires – hardly like you or me. In all of these examples, the plain-folks device is at work.

Obfuscation

Obfuscation is another rhetorical device, often used in order to avoid directly addressing a question or issue. The idea of obfuscation is to either evade a question or issue or at least to soften its impact. One way to do this is wander from the point to safer topics (essentially, a red herring strategy). Another is to lose the issue in an inordinate amount of detail.

As an example, witness the following Congressional testimony by Col. Oliver North. He was testifying in 1987 about the Iran/Contra scandal in which arms were sold illegally to Iran and the profits diverted -- again illegally -- to the contras who were fighting the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua. During the transactions some $17 million were transferred to the personal bank account of former General Richard Secord, an arms broker.

Question: "Who in the United States government chose to structure the transaction [of money collected from the sale of arms to Iran] so that there would be $17 million left in Mr. Secord’s bank accounts?"

North: Well I don’t know that it was structured to leave $17 million in the account, to start with. It was structured so by the time we got to the February transaction, it was structured in such a way that General Secord would become the person who actually conducted the transactions, that the government of the United States would be paid exactly what it asked for whatever was shipped. And that was what we did with the 1000 TOWs in February, and that’s what we did with the Hawk parts that were shipped in May. And eventually the Hawks - excuse me, the Hawk parts - and TOWs later in the Autumn. In each case, the decision was made to allow General Secord to be the broker, if you will, for that transaction, that it would be his accounts that would then transfer monies to the Israelis, to the various people who needed to be paid, to include the government of the United States. I initially thought the money was coming from the Israelis in the person of Mr. Ghorbanifar - who was widely regarded in our government, at least in the CIA people I talked to, as an Israeli agent - to Mr. Secord’s account, to the CIA, and then to the Pentagon, to pay for the weapons - or the material, whatever it was that was being shipped.

That was done for a number of purposes. One, to accrue sufficient funds to pay for Israeli replenishments for what had been shipped in `85; second of all, to generate revenues to support the Nicaraguan resistance; and third, to cover the costs of these transactions; and ultimately, further the cause of the approach that we made with the second channel.

[At this point the questioner was frustrated and repeated the question.]

North: If I - and I’m going to ask you for the latitude to make a more - a longer discourse than ten words. When Mr. Nir arrived in the United States in the end of December or early January of 1985, early `86, the principal concern that he had, as he expressed it to me, was to keep this initiative moving, to further the goals that we - that I clearly understood of an opening to a more moderate regime in Iran, to get beyond the obstacle of the hostages - in other words, to recover them safely, because they were both a - a - a legitimate political problem here in the United States - you couldn’t deal with the Iranians without getting beyond that - and to carry out a hoped for, and I think successful while we did it, program of reducing Shia-sponsored terrorism. He also had as a - as a very obvious goal, insurance that the Israeli TOWs that had been shipped in September be replenished, and that the Hawks, which were sitting in Iran at the time, be returned to Israel.

I had, by this time, had absolutely come to the conclusion that there was no way to do it by having the Israelis walk into the Pentagon and buy 508 new TOWs without it becoming a public issue. They knew that, and I knew that. And so Mr. Nir is the first person to suggest that there be a residual, and that the residual be applied to the purpose of purchasing replenishments, and supporting other activities. Now, at that point in time in early January, he did not raise with me the specifics of supporting the Nicaraguan resistance. That proposal came out of a meeting in, as I recall, later in January, where I met with Mr. Nir and Mr. Ghorbanifar - I’m gonna say London, but it may have been Frankfurt or it may have been elsewhere - and in that meeting, I expressed our grave reservations as to how the structure, which at that point in time focused on several thousand TOWs, would result in what we wanted. And, what we wanted were laid out very clearly in the January findings, and what we wanted was a more moderate regime, ultimately, in Iran, the cessation of Iranian Shia fundamentalist terrorism, and the return of the American hostages, which I viewed as an obstacle, and we had to overcome as a first step.

I expressed our reservations that the arrangements that were being made by Mr. Ghorbanifar, and by then acting in our behalf as well as the Israelis, were not going to lead to what we wanted. What we wanted, as a part of that overall program, was to establish a higher level meeting, well above my pay grade. In fact, I suggested a number of people, and I’m sure you’ve seen it in my messages to my superiors, a number of people who could meet with senior Iranian officials, in various ways in which that could happen.

[The questioner gave up and moved in a different direction.]

Did North answer the question in any way? Did you find his answer confusing? If so, why? Can you identify specific points where the response changes course or gets lost in detail?

Testing Phrases and Terms in Focus Groups.

One of the great masters of the use of language and political marketing in American politics was former Speaker Newt Gingrich. He led the successful Republican effort in the nineties to retake the House of Representatives. As part of a nationwide campaign to get Republicans elected, hundreds of words and phrases were tested in focus groups to see how people perceived them and to what words and phrases voters would respond positively. 

This is a list of words the Republican candidates were encouraged to use in the campaign speeches and advertisements. They were deemed to be both "positive" and "governing" by Republican political marketers after the focus group testing.

· Active(ly) 

· Activist 

· Building 

· Candid(ly) 

· Care(ing) 

· Challenge 

· Change 

· Children 

· Choice/choose 

· Citizen 

· Commitment 

· Common sense 

· Compete 

· Confident 

· Conflict 

· Control 

· Courage 

· Crusade 

· Debate 

· Dream 

· Duty 

· Eliminate good-time in prison 

· Empower(ment) 

· Fair 

· Family 

· Freedom 

· Hard work 

· Help 

· Humane 

· Incentive 

· Initiative 

· Lead 

· Learn 

· Legacy 

· Liberty 

· Light 

· Listen 

· Mobilize 

· Moral 

· Movement 

· Opportunity 

· Passionate 

· Peace 

· Pioneer 

· Precious 

· Premise 

· Preserve 

· Principle(d) 

· Pristine 

· Pro-(issue) flag, children, environment 

· Prosperity 

· Protect 

· Proud/pride 

· Provide 

· Reform 

· Rights 

· Share 

· Strength 

· Success 

· Tough 

· Truth 

· Unique 

· Vision 

· We/us/our 

· Workfare
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