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Introduction

shoot the puppy

meaning: to dare to do the unthinkable, to grasp the nettle, to bite the bullet

‘Can we please align our requirements and promulgate the deliverable through our go-to guy?’ asks the senior manager, and of course it’s an instruction, not a question. How his subordinates react depends on many things, including how well they know him and whether they think his tongue is somewhere in his cheek. Novel and colourful language sticks in the mind, pretentious and intimidating language sticks in the craw. It isn’t always easy to separate the former from the latter; often they are one and the same. A survey of attitudes carried out by IrishJobs. ie recruitment agency in 2005 revealed that workplace jargon is most likely to be used by those in the 30–40 age group. The younger (18–25) and older (50 plus) age groups are the least likely to use this type of language. Sixty-eight per cent find this style of language annoying or very annoying. Exactly the same percentage think that it is primarily used to impress rather than to communicate information. Sixty-three per cent think that ‘business-speak’ is primarily used to hide a lack of knowledge, while 26 per cent think it is used to intimidate. Sixty-four per cent think it is actually detrimental to communication, but 41 per cent admit to having used such language to impress someone in the context of work. I have carried out my own informal surveys, with BBC World Service Radio and later for King’s College, London, and compiled lists of the most prevalent (‘penetration’, ‘b2b’ – that’s ‘business-to-business’ – ‘ownership’, ‘downside’, ‘hands-on’, ‘synergy’, ‘ring-fenced’ and ‘best practice’ were all high on the list) and the most disliked (‘no-brainer’, ‘a win-win situation’, ‘push the envelope’, ‘seamless’ and ‘proactive’ all featured) jargon expressions and workplace clichés. My findings confirmed the Irish opinions: it’s the young and the old who resist and criticize the use of jargon, while mid-lifer professionals accept it with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Whichever camp you find yourself in, the new language of innovation, persuasion and obfuscation (as represented by the extracts quoted here) will inevitably infiltrate and colonize a little part of your consciousness.

We mustn’t forget that there is nothing inherently bad about unorthodox language from a strictly linguistic point of view. Inventing and using jargon or colloquialism is taking creative advantage of the conventions of modern English. In any case, ‘the cliché’, as the French provocateur Alfred Jarry once observed, ‘is the armature of the absolute’, by which I think he meant that it enshrines important truths: our own George Eliot stated (in Middlemarch in 1872) that ‘correct English is [just] the slang of prigs who write history and essays’. It’s context that is all-important, along with the speaker’s intention and the listener’s reaction.

Much new language is work-related. A client has just phoned to give me, in her words, a heads-up, a combined reminder and warning that I need to finalize our agreement. No one is quite sure where this originated; the image is probably either a deer sniffing imminent danger on the breeze, or a wake-up call for someone with their head down, nose to the grindstone. Once you are sensitized to a new expression, you start to hear it all the time, see it in print everywhere, then you become aware that it’s used in a different context – a heads-up display is a transparent display of data superimposed over another image, on a windscreen or gunsight, for instance – and that it appears in different forms, typically somewhere down the line as an abbreviation or acronym: HUD in this case.

Some new terms are heard both within the work environment and in the wider world: a plus-one can mean a sidekick, a less assertive or impressive friend or a superfluous member of the group. I think it comes from invitations which name the invitee and add ‘plus one’ almost as an afterthought. When it means an assistant or a ‘gofer’, Australian English renders this as an off-sider, proof that even in the era of global English some terms don’t travel.

Words may submerge and resurface in the public consciousness, and sometimes their meanings mutate in unsettling ways. The ‘new’ use of the word gay, to mean feeble, disappointing or clumsy rather than homosexual, caused a national controversy in the summer of 2006, when it was employed by 31-year-old radio DJ Chris Moyles rather than by the teenagers who have been using it as an all-purpose term of derision since the end of the 1970s. Although novel and unfamiliar to most, this is not jargon (a category usually reserved for the specialist vocabulary of jobs and technology), but slang, the highly informal code of a subculture.

Other items included in this book are best brought under the catch-all title (it subsumes jargon, slang and other unorthodoxies) of ‘buzzwords’, terms which are highly topical and which have a resonance in society over and above their actual meanings. The jokey category metrosexual (a heterosexual male with ‘gay’ consumer preferences), treated here together with its offshoots, has just recently been joined by or has spawned heteroflexible and pomosexual, words popular in the Indian subcontinent. The former denotes an open-minded and presumably ‘sexually adaptable’ hetero, the latter someone exhibiting ‘postmodern sexuality’, whatever that may be.

Just this week the word freegan, which has been hovering in the sidelines for a year or so, has been thrust into prominence by a spate of news articles in the English-speaking press. Freegans (from ‘free’ and ‘vegan’, although they aren’t necessarily adherents of that diet) are boycotters of the profit economy and foragers, mainly for free food, in the excess and waste generated by late capitalism. Also known as dumpster-divers or skip-lickers, they represent the latest incarnation of the militant counterculture which has been attached symbiotically to consumer society since the late 1960s.

The form of words that constitutes a catchphrase or cliché may be variable. A few days ago the former Metropolitan Police commissioner Sir John Stevens, charged with ongoing investigations into the death of Princess Diana, complained that reporters had ‘got under my radar’, from the idea of a stealth fighter-plane sneaking below electronic defence systems, proving that one can be under, below or off the radar as well as on it (not on our radar is the version preferred in this book).

After writing in these pages about the trendiness of footprint (as a noun and verb meaning impact or cover(age)), I have just come across instances in Ireland and Australia of the noun footfall used in much the same way, but in a marketing rather than environmental context. Last week George Kearse wrote to point out that localizing, which I had recorded with the sense of ‘translating into local languages’, has different and ominous implications for expatriates when it means ‘forcing staff to accept local terms of employment’. Wipes one’s face is the form of one expression that appears as a headword, but just yesterday a friend quoted her bosses declaring of a good idea that it washes its face – in other words it stands up to scrutiny, justifies itself or will make a profit.

Of course where non-standard language like slang and jargon are concerned, no one is in a position to pose as ultimate authority or impose rules and restrictions on use, spelling or pronunciation. The language belongs to anyone who wishes to use it, and will survive as long as it is intelligible. Long-established, orthodox-sounding terms can undergo interesting mutations. One such is the word leverage, which in the 1970s was used to mean the degree of debt represented in a company’s financial structuring. In the takeover and merger frenzies of that era it often referred to money borrowed in anticipation of resulting profits to finance a buyout. In English there’s nothing to stop nouns being used as verbs (Shakespeare often did it) and leverage duly came to mean ‘to borrow, or to achieve by borrowing, the necessary funds’. Nowadays the word seems to mean more than the sum of its various senses; it has become iconic, a word to wield. Now denoting something like ‘to deploy, negotiate or build upon for maximum advantage’, it has undergone what linguists call semantic extension or expansion, in plain English a broadening of its meaning, but it is also invested with an aura of empowerment, a feeling of enablement. Just using it – ‘we need to leverage this proposition to impact fully across the delivery chain’ – makes you a mover and shaker.

Who invents these novelties? Who is responsible for the shifts in their meanings and connotations? The best guess is anonymous working stiffs, whether toiling in an office, a computer suite or a design studio, but also in some cases media commentators, professional trendspotters and futurologists. It is possible for the same expression to be conjured up by more than one person at different times, and this is likely to be the case with sunlighting. When I mentioned the word (which in this case means doing another job as well as one’s own, by analogy with moonlighting) in an article, Denis Baron wrote in to tell me that he had coined it in 1977, and this is attested by the Oxford English Dictionary, but I suspect that more recent instances of it in the USA are independent coinages. Women have complained that so much business-talk has a macho flavour, and it’s true that the feminization of the corporate sphere still seems a long way off, but lifestyle terminology, design buzzwords and consumer slang are just as likely to be coined and used by women as by men.

How do you go about coining a new word or phrase? English has various established techniques for forming new vocabulary. The most common is probably compounding – joining words together, either in their full forms, as with downsizing or downshifting, or by blending and merging – smirting from smoking and flirting is an example. It is almost unheard of for a word to be created from scratch; I’m sure that even stoozing, one of the most mysterious terms included here, has a rational derivation. You can also transfer meaning – using a pre-existing word like staircasing to mean something else – or coin phrases by analogy, as sunlighting.

Less common techniques include what linguists call ‘clipping’ – an example is cutting ‘awkward’ down to awk; changing grammatical function – typically from noun to verb, as in the case of solution; adding prefixes or suffixes (re-engineerable); borrowing from another language (cordon sanitaire) or using another language to make something unprecedented (proctoheliosis).

Shoot the Puppy gathers together a sampling of these novel and exotic usages, chosen from the mass of new language recorded since the turn of the millennium. It is a personal selection and does not claim to be comprehensive since many such terms are already well known and are adequately described in existing dictionaries, many others are highly technical and of interest only to specialists, and still others are intrinsically dull. Shoot the Puppy should not be seen as a dictionary or reference book in the usual senses of those terms. Although the entries appear in alphabetical order the intention is not to define as objectively as possible, but to editorialize, to celebrate and sometimes gently to mock, as well as to explore what theorists call ‘intertextuality’, the relationship between the words in front of you and other words and other understandings of them.

My aim has been to take the insights that language theory (applied linguistics and lexicology) provides, but to offer them to the widest possible readership, avoiding too much of my own specialist terminology, except where it may enlighten or amuse. New and unorthodox language is often dismissed as risible and ephemeral (I’ve even been accused of making some of it up, but I promise this is not the case), and so it may be, but there is a subtext to this lighthearted lexicon. These expressions are actually to be cherished, as linguistic curiosities, for their formal inventiveness or wit, but perhaps even more importantly for the new concepts and new attitudes they embody. As well as a treasure-house of new words, Shoot the Puppy is quite simply a cornucopia of fascinating ideas whose time has come.


‘The adaptive enterprise engages in a proactive search for self-transformation. It immerses itself in complexity and seeks volatility. Its Digital Leader, eschewing the command-and-control tactics of the “hero boss”, actively endorses uncertainty, embraces disruptive technologies and relishes the management of paradox and ambiguity’ – insights from a management consultancy.



‘If we can’t get buy-in from all stakeholders and bring the individual players from each cost-centre along, we will have to consider a rationalization and decruitment policy’ – a warning from the Director of Human Resources.



‘One of the emerging spatial paradigms is that of the network as a system of interrelations between dissipative processes and aggregative structures that shape new patterns and protocols … our work focuses in particular on the network model’s capacity to facilitate cross-categorical and cross-scalar couplings whereby the initial systems/morphologies are not merely interconnected, but form new hybrid identities’ – statement by a design studio.



‘Our offer is based on solutions horizontally architected from the ground up, obviating silos by implementing interactive front-ends, visibility-providing infrastructure, intelligent dynamic middleware, context-aware portlets, bi-directional write-back facilities – all within a user-centric framework’ – promotion of a healthcare package.



‘You will be coming onboard a value-based bioproducts and services sector-leader focused on discovery excellence. A self-starter, you will work within a highly energetic strategic environment in the development and execution of process enhancement and workflow optimization, partnering with customers and suppliers. The role forms the foundation piece at the head of the new strategy to expand on key project success and drive client growth’ – job advertisement.
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How to Use This Book

Each main entry in the book consists of a ‘headword’ in bold type – actually one or more words or a whole phrase, followed by its definition in italics. Then follows the body of the entry in the form of a mini-essay which explores the ideas and themes suggested by the term in question, usually taking in its origins, its usage, its overtones and its undertones. The essay will consider other interesting words or phrases (highlighted in bold type) which relate to the headword, either semantically (that is, connected by meaning) or formally (that is, resemble it in spelling, sound or grammatical function). Sometimes there will be a reference within the text to another headword or highlighted term discussed elsewhere in the book, and this will be indicated by (q.v.). After the entry itself there may be a cross-reference to expressions appearing elsewhere in the book; preceded by compare, if the term in question is an alternative or is used in a very similar way, or by see also, if it is more tenuously related.

The terms which are highlighted within entries and in the introduction are also listed in a separate glossary at the end of the book, with a short definition of their meaning there.

al desko

meaning: without leaving one’s workstation

‘I think we’ll be dining al desko this evening,’ quips a member of the team ordered to stay late to complete the boss’s pet project. Now established in office slang and popularized by Hilary Price’s US cartoon strip Rhymes with Orange, the phrase probably originated as a preppie witticism among hard-pressed young workers on US political campaigns of the 1980s. It is of course a play on the well-established expression ‘alfresco’, meaning in the open air, which seems to have entered English usage via the conversation of sophisticates in the 1940s. Though al desko is a mangling of a foreign language, so, perhaps, is al fresco. It’s commonly supposed to be Italian, in which language it actually means ‘in jail’, not out-of-doors which would be rendered by all’aperto or fuori. And what’s more, the Italian for desk is the unfamiliar-looking scrivania. Al fresco is correct Spanish, though Spanish-speakers hardly ever say it.

Other unorthodox eating habits, by the way, are the early-in-the-office-worker’s deskfast (a meal, not a fast), dashboard dining, snacking while driving or parked (apparently practised by 65 per cent of North Americans), also known as eating à la car, and helicopter grazing which involves swooping on an official function just to raid the buffet.

[image: image]

Jocular deformations of other languages are a staple of US campus slang, where the German farewell auf Wiedersehen becomes ‘my feet are staying’, and French au contraire becomes ‘au Cointreau’. Among professionals the most excruciating example I have heard recently was when a Californian acquaintance mentioned that she was ‘suffering from Someheimer’s’, meaning that she was forgetful part of the time. The pun depends on a mispronunciation of the first syllable of Alzheimer’s as ‘all’, as in ‘all of the time’.


awk

meaning: a technical difficulty, obstacle or glitch

The great auk is for some reason renowned as an extinct seabird, and AWK is a programming language named after the initials of its creators, but if you hear an IT or engineering specialist complaining that ‘we’ve hit an awk’, he (it’s probably a he) is referring to a particularly challenging or irritating problem.

This is an example of what linguists and telecom specialists call a ‘clipping’: a word shorn of one of its syllables and thus transformed into a snappier piece of slang or jargon. Some of these colloquial shortenings like spec, perk, stats and rep have long been entrenched in business language. Others only work in context: apps may be applications or appointments or appraisals; ops opportunities, operations or options.

Some formerly trendy clippings have failed to catch on: the verb to shroom, as in ‘we’ve been comprehensively shroomed’, an abbreviated version of the old phrase to give someone the mushroom treatment (that is, keep them in the dark and regularly dump on them), is rarely heard nowadays. Pulling a shen on someone (from ‘shenanigans’, late-1990s hacker slang for a practical joke or prank) seems to have disappeared altogether.

Clipping is often a feature of someone’s private language (in linguistic jargon, their idiolect), or of the quirks of speech developed by a small group (known as a sociolect). Among colleagues sharing an office, for example, it can become infectious as conversations are peppered with ‘what’s the diff?’, ‘no probs!’ I’ve cringed at UK alpha-geeks who start nearly every statement with the hideous unforch, while in the USA whole phrases are clipped as in deal! (short for ‘Just find a way to deal with it!’). Jason Cheskes, Director of Sales and Distribution for Ecolab Canada, is fed up with seeing ‘I will look into and follow with you’ instead of good old ‘follow up’. Some professionals, either playfully or in ignorance, coin terms that are recognizable but officially don’t exist. ‘Charlotte’s not very ept’ (derived from inept), ‘We’ve got to try and be more ert’ (as opposed to inert), and ‘Old Dennis is a fairly scrutable character’ (unlike his inscrutable boss) all have a certain charm as do gruntled, evitable and cognito. People are sometimes taken to task for using intuit, on the grounds that only intuition exists, but in fact the verb dates from at least the eighteenth century.


aye aye, shepherd’s pie!

meaning: I will comply with your wishes or carry out your orders

What is it about the work environment that causes adult professionals – especially the British it seems – to regress to a childlike state, at least judging by the catchphrases they use?

In the middle of business discussions we recreate the nursery or kindergarten with triumphant cries of bish bash bosh! (meaning roughly ‘job well done’). But when the boss exhorts members of the group to get your ducks in a row (‘get organized, come to an agreement’), what exactly is he up to? Is he (it’s usually a he) being patronizing? Is he trying desperately to bond, to flatten the pyramid momentarily so that everyone feels equal? Someone indulging in a fit of temper is said to be throwing teddy out of the pram (or cot), while something trivial that messes up the system is known as a sweet-on-book or chewing-gum-in-hair situation. Advertising agencies and film production companies are particularly fertile breeding grounds for this sort of banter. I’ve been told that many of these buzz-terms (good plan, Batman! is another example) are introduced into the office by the service staff, especially electricians and builders, and are then picked up by the suits. Some foreigners say that the childish humour favoured by the British is a symptom of social anxiety, serving to smooth over differences in status and stress from overwork, but other English-speakers do it too. The Australian term for a public tantrum is spitting the dummy, and okey-dokey, artichokey! is apparently a favourite with the very un-childlike senator for New York, Hillary Rodham Clinton. Some baby-talk is actually borrowed from kids – the jaunty aye-aye phrase (which can also be followed by Popeye!) is one such, along with easy-peasy, lemon squeezy! and Brillo-pads! (meaning ‘well done!’ or ‘great news’). Other expressions are more obscure: a colleague who is always trying to attract the boss’s attention is mockingly referred to as a window-licker. Does this describe a toddler trying to distract a parent, or have I misread the imagery here? I cringe when I hear that so-and-so is not a happy bunny (both an awful cliché and nearly always a grotesque understatement: s/he is invariably furious, devastated or just-unemployed), but baby-talk can be infectious and I caught myself uttering the very same atrocity the other day.


beer therapy

meaning: the latest health and wellness fad

Waggish drinkers, usually male, have long recommended ‘beer therapy’, usually in the form of a couple of cold ones to help wind down, and beer shampoos have been on sale for years. Now, however, beer therapy of a different sort is for the first time available to consumers of all genders.

The spa culture which has long been prevalent in Central and Eastern Europe has belatedly spread to the UK, USA and Australasia, albeit in a slightly different incarnation. In these countries it tends to be a faddish choice for luxorexics (q.v.), particularly female, who indulge (at what are sometimes rebranded as wellness sanctuaries) either as pure pampering or as a path to weight loss and beauty rather than as part of a quasi-medicinal regime. Youngish males probably make up the smallest percentage of the regular spa clientele, but this may change with the advent of the beer spa. These facilities have appeared almost simultaneously in Austria, Germany and the Czech Republic, where the cellars of a brewery in Chodova Plana in West Bohemia have been converted to provide a comprehensive range of beer bathing, beer massage, beer wraps and inhalations, etc. The silicon and ethanol in beer are claimed to inhibit bone conditions like osteoporosis, while applications or immersions are said to be good for the skin and the whole experience, perhaps not surprisingly, is promised to impart a sense of wellbeing.

In contrast to health-farm practices the beer therapists’ is not a puritan approach and clients can drink the brew too, in some cases while they are undergoing the other procedures, after which they are invited to dine on multiple courses consisting of beer-based dishes.

Compare golden showers, home resort


Bernie

meaning: the sum of one million pounds

The UK financial sector has a robust sense of humour (what is the collective term for a group of bankers? Answer: a wunch). The City also has a long tradition of coining (sorry!) colourful ways of talking about its lifeblood, money. It’s hard to keep track of all the slang terms in use, from the well-worn like moolah, mazuma, gelt, brass to the latest novelties, squids, boyz, bollers, broccoli and papes among them.

[image: image]

Over lunch at the NatWest Tower the other day a trader was boasting that a just-done private deal had netted him ‘at least a Bernie’. His companion remarked that ‘even in today’s money that’s serious wodge’. The first expression is inspired by Formula One supremo Bernie Ecclestone’s controversial attempt to donate £1 million to New Labour, while wodge is probably a blend of wedge and wad, both vogue words from the greedy 1980s.

The City has a long memory and much of its slang is older than users think. Dosh (sometimes disguised as orange squash or rogan josh) derives from dash, an African word for a bribe, ackers from the name of an Egyptian coin; both were imported in the days of Empire. Even older are rhino (recorded in 1670, probably in wonder at London’s first rhinoceros), pelf (an archaic relation of ‘pilfer’), bunce (a corruption of ‘bonus’, though some think it’s rhyming slang from ‘bunsen-burner: nice little earner’) and spondulicks, often abbreviated to spon (originally a Londoners’ attempt at spondylikos, the Greek name for a seashell used as currency in the South Seas).

Rhyming slang and puns flourish. A fiver has long been a lady (Godiva), and just to complicate things £15 is known in some circles as a Commodore, from the Commodores’ hit ‘Three Times a Lady’. Linguistic inflation means that the same expression (Hawaii, for instance, from Hawaii Five-O) can refer to different sums – £50 or £500 – depending who you are talking to. If a monkey is traditionally £500, the newer term gorilla (a ‘very big monkey indeed’) can mean £5,000 or even £5m. Just yesterday an acquaintance claimed that he had ‘dropped half a bar’, using a word
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bitch-fest







the bleeding edge
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the China price
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