Chapter 2: Slogans
“Talking the Talk?”

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, 'it means just what I chose it
to mean— nothing less, and nothing more.

'The question is,' said Alice, ' whether you can make words mean so many different things.'

The question is,' said Humpty Dumpty, 'which is to be master — that's all.’

2 Lewis Carroll

This chapter explains how slogans promote apparent agreement while, in fact, undermining
practical cooperation. It also lays out specific techniques for using this knowledge to best advantage
in analyzing controversies.

Americans, when faced with choices, often disagree. But as successful politicians know well, slogans are a way
of temporarily avoiding these stubborn disagreements. Sufficiently vague to mean different things to different people,
slogans are easy to agree with 2 SURYLGHG ZH GRQI/D PV WHEBOW NE&HWDIRO 7KDWIV ZKH

that others interpret them in ways we find objectionable.

Defining Slogans

Slogans are vague statements whose ambiguity conceals potential conflict while promoting broad but shallow
consensus. Consider the traditional wedding vows. They are sloganistic. Both bride and groom promise to "love and
honor" one another, for instance. After the honeymoon, however, many couples find themselves struggling to reach
agreement about what "love" or "honor" means in specific cases. That is how it is with slogans; their characteristic
vagueness, encourages a shallow but vital initial unity of feeling and spirit. But the very vagueness that makes them

appealing also makes them potential points of conflict.

Here is another example, this one dealing with multicultural education. To find a slogan for analysis we entered
SPXOWLFXOWXUDO HGXFDWLRQ LQWR D :RUOG :LGH mdkEadth® UFK HQJLQH
second-ranked New Horizons for Education UHIHUHQFH RIIHUHG W KH/tidifora RlZdad VSHFLPHQ

>

harbors a place for a multitude of voices in a multicultural society and a place for many dreams.’

7KLV VORJDQYY DSSHDO WR HDV\ WROHUDQFH LQLWLDOO\ PD\ VHHP DS!
need to consider only the status and rights of females in different cultures around the world. Some cultures, for
example, tolerate wife beating if the husband thinks it is needed to preserve his "manhood." Does that mean we
VKRXOG WROHUDWH ZLIH WKUDVKLQJ E\ #RbFdpRice FoXdOnldetdf D?HYV LI WKH
Similarly, in some cultures pregnant women frequently have ultra-sound testing to determine the sex of their unborn;

female fetuses are then aborted because they are unwanted. Female infanticide is also widely practiced for the same
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reason. In both cases the parent’s “dream” is to have a boy. But should the US accept these practices in order to

become more “multicultural?”

Continuing in this vein, how tolerant should we be of cultures that practice genital muig@aninitiation into
womanhood? Does listening to other culture’s “voices” require Medicare officials to fund the surgical removal of the
clitoris of pubescent females if their parents desire it? Likewise, there are cultures where feminist authors are
imprisoned, even executed, for “offending the pious." Should America’s female writers be legitimate targets for

religiously motivated assassins in order to fulfill the “dream” of another culture’s spiritual leader?

To be sure, much can be learned from other cultures. Moreover, intolerance often fosters misery and injustice.
Nevertheless, many difficulties lurk in the slogan “Multicultural educatiorharbors a place for a multitude of voices
in a multicultural society and a place for many dreams.” Unfortunately, the ambiguityf the slogan obscures them

all. That’s what, at the outset, makes it appealing.

60RJDQV OHDQ 6RPHWKLQJ % XW «

Slogans are not so vague as to be meaningless. On the contrary, they are powerful persuaders precisely because
they do measomethingo people. Crueilly, however, what that "something" is differs dramatically from person to
person. Consider a school district that adopts the slogan, “Every school a good school!” Everybody agrees that "good"
schools are desirableybwe often do not agree on what "good" schools should be like. Do they emphasize math and
science, or languages and art? Should they be fun? Should everyone get a diploma, no matter what? Any experienced
principal will tell you that one person thinks iS§good” school another regards as “mediocre,” even "awful." Why,
then, is “Every school a good school!” initially persuasive? It’s convincing because the slogan’s vagueness obscures

these, and similar, disagreements.

Here are some possible indicators thea statement is a slogan.

X The statement is difficult to disagree with without sounding perverseior example, “Take a

bite out of crime!” “Support our troops!” “Protect the environment!” “Just Say ‘No!” to Drugs!”

X Multiple interpretations can be given for key termsFor example, the tertaw in “The Lawis

too soft on criminals.” Also, peacein “Peace-keeping Force” or “Peace-loving Nations.”

x The statements are used at political or ceremonial gévgethers,e.g. “A thousand points of

light!” or “Contract with America!” or “with Liberty and Justice for All!”

X 7KH VWDWHPHQWY DUH SDUW_gRThDTiaHGHe Dertt®° X QeeitE L W H

Reduction”, “Liberals” and “Conservatives!”

A Caution

We have to be careful not to identify every vague statement as a slogan. Some imprecise statements are simply
generalizations or summaries that do not mask important options. Imagine, for example, someone saying, “New cars

are expensive!” So far as “new cars” are concerned, there is a substantial difference between the price of a Hyundai
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and a Ferrari. And what “expensive,” means is also vague. What is clear, however, is that the statement does not
obscure dissensus or preempt important options in the same important way a slogan like “Every school a good

school!” does.

Slogans in MottoForm

The most obvious slogans are those in motto form. “Every child can learn!” is an example. But can every child,
even the most profoundly handicapped, learn to read, for example? No, not really. In fact, there actually are very few

things that every child can learn. Why doesn’t this get discussed? The motto's vagueness obscures critical details.

"It's time to put government on a diet!" works the same way. This motto generates broad enthusiasm. Few object
to trimming "fat" from "government." Enthusiasm diminishes, however, when we have to decide which is "fat" and
which "lean." Then we quickly discover that what one person sees as waste, another sees as compassion for the

homeless, prudent investment in military preparedness, minimal consideration for the elderly, and so forth.

...The Devil can cite scripture for his purpose.

— Shakespeare

37U\ +DUGHU" ORWWRHV

Try harder mottoes, such as “When the going gets tough, the tough get going!” often serve to pass the buck to
subordinates for problems created by the people in charge. Such mottoes are based on the assumption that people
could, if they only tried harder, do better. Politicians proclaim, for example, that “Every Child Can Learn!” The
implication is that if teachers tried harder, every child would learn. But because of political neglect or indifference,
those same teachers might toil with inadequate equipment in dilapidated, over-crowded schools destabilized by

violence. Try harder mottoes lend themselves to this sort of buck passing.

Here Are Possible Indicators that Statements are Mottoes:

e Itis an emotionally stirring maxim. “Remember the Alamo!” Remember Pearl Harbor,” “Save

the Children,” “Be All You Can Be,” “Never have so many, owed so much to so few.”

e It is the statement of a guiding principle. 37 D[DWLRQ ZLWKRXW 5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ L
BUHSDUHG " 3,Q *RG :H 7UXVW ~ 3&DYHDW (PSWRU"~ /HW WKH

(Seize the Day).

e It expresses the spirit or purpose of an organization or other group, often inscribed on a badge,

banner, etc. 36 HPSHU )LGHOLV"~ $0ZD\V )DLWKIXO 38QLWHG :H 6WDQC
3ROLFH ~ 3'RQTYW 7UHDG 2Q OH ~ 3 HWW DIRKIQUVNOBIY $0O0zZD\V *

Analyzing Controversy Introduction ‘ 15



The Humpty Dumpty Principle -- power through slogans

At the beginning of this chapter we quoted Lewis Carroll "When I use a word, ” said Humpty Dumpty, "it means
Jjust what I choose it to mean.”- + XPSW\{V DVVHUWLRQ SRLQWYV W RTHose\inShdfgd ILF GLIILFXO\
usually get to decide what a slogan means in specific cases. That gives those who use slogans a great deal of arbitrary

power.

Imagine a chain of restaurants owned by a very conservative, bon-DJDLQ &KULVWLDQ 7KH WHUP 3FRC(
bomn-DJDLQ &KULVWLDQ LV LWVHOI VORIJDQLVWLF EXW DW OHDVW LW GLVYV
Anglicans, Lutherans, Presbyterians, and so forth; as well as Catholics, Jews, Muslims and others.) Our "born-again"
owner insists that employment contracts include this statement, "I agree to always conduct myself in accordance
with Christian principles.” This is a slogan. Why? Because of there is fundamental disagreement among Christians

UHJDUGLQJ ZKDW VSHFLILFDOO\ 3&KULVWLDQV® SULQFLSOHV DPRXQW WHFR

meaning without taking into account that others understand "Christian principles" very differently.

Suppose, for example, that a religiously devout manager of one of this firm's restaurants is arrested for criminal
trespass. Motivated by Christian principles, she has broken into a defense plant and splashed blood on nuclear missile
warheads. (Such an incident actually happened in the Philadelphia area.) Will this devout manager get fired if the

restaurant chain's owner decides she violated Ais sense of "Christian" principles? It's a good bet.

The rule is: When it comes to slogans, sooner or later those in power get to be Humpty Dumpty and say, "... that

means just what I choose it to mean." So, with slogans, always ask, "Who gets to decide what things mean?"

A Procedure

When considering how slogans might be involved in a controversy the following steps may help.

Step 1) I"#$96&'()*+,- $YHES-)0"4")%,)*011,2%) 1, *8%&.$*)/()+,,38&$-)4. 24 0++()' 2)5.-0#)3#()
%tt26*7

Step 2) 8+*)+,,3)',2) 6,%%,#*)%9.%)68&-0%) 4, $4#.+)"&* - 24H6H#$%*).$") #254#)6.$&10+.%&,$7
Step 3) ) :&*%)"&" #2H#$Y6)6#.$8$-*) 1#, 1+#)6.&-9%) . **&-$)%,)%9#)5.-0#) 3#() %#26*)8$);).$")<) ./ 5#7
Step 4) =,$*&"#2)9,>)%9,*#)" & #2#$%)6#.$&$-*)>,0+")49.$-#)%9#)$.%602#),") %6 9#)"&* 10%#7

Chapter Highlights

Analyzing controversies requires an appreciation for the subtleties of language; and slogans are a crucially
important aspect of that subtlety. While there are characteristic forms for slogans, e.g., mottoes, it is the way they
function that is crucial. Sloganeering is what people do to encourage superficial agreement. But this superficial

agreement often covers over profound depths of controversy. (See Chapter 3. Reification)

Other Related Chapters in This Text
3, Reifications 12. Authority

5. Pseudo-solutions  14. Inquiry
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Blockers

8. Presuppositions

Keywords for Further Data Base Search

programmatic definition stereotype

propaganda consensus
generalization dissensus
Test Yourself

Although slogansneansomething, what that something is differs significantly from one person to another. Still,

prejudice
motto

catchwordor catch phrase

you may find it difficult to imagine more than one interpretation. That demonstrates whyssérgaso convincing. It

is hard to imagine any other interpretation than our own. This is what causes consensus to dissolve when slogans are

interpreted. Different interpretatiomemmit us to different expectations, different claion resources, and so forth.

As vague as they are, however, slogearenot be interpreted in just any way. Certain possibilities are ruled out.

For example, if somebody says, "We have to get things moving around here," no one willttakenthemn, "Let's all

go home and go to bed." Knowing what a slogan rules out is as important as knowing that a slogan says little

specifically.

Here is a list of sloganistic statements. Make them more specific by creating two different acceptable

interpretations Also create two examples of nanceptable interpretations. Follow the examples.

Slogan

Acceptable vs. Unacceptable Interpretations

"Support quality education."

Acceptable: 1. Pass the school tax increase.

Acceptable: 2. Require everyone to take two years of algebra an
foreign language.

Unacceptable: 1. Slash school taxes so that taxpayers can use
money for other things.

Unacceptable: 2. Allow more illiterateso graduate.

"Requireexcellence in all things."

Acceptable: 1. Bench baseball players who bat less than .250.

Acceptable: 2.
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Unacceptable:1. Count basketball shots near the rim the same as
those that go through it.

Unacceptable:2.

Just say "no" to drugs." Acceptablel.

Acceptable2.

Unacceptable:1.

Unacceptable:2.

"Reduce government interference in our lives." | Acceptablel.

Acceptable2.

Unacceptable:1.

Unacceptable:2.
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