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One of the least exciting aspects of academic life is wading through the great piles of paper that emanate

from government bodies of various kinds.

Week after week, trees are felled to provide the paper for redundant messages, usually referred to as
"consultation exercises". This is hardly new, of course, and 19th century writers were complaining of
similar bureaucratic excesses, but what does seem to be new is the language in which so much of this
stuff is written. Sometimes I feel I need a dictionary to help me understand what is being said, and I am

supposed to be an expert on languages.

Words are misused, abused or strung together in meaningless sentences. Let's take a few recent

examples. I sat in a meeting the other day where some HR bloke (ves, personnel departments have

now moved up-market to become Human Resource units) explained the policy of "supporting

presenteeism'. What does this mean in English?

Well, you're not supposed to chide people who don't turn up for work, ( absenteeism, to vou and

me) as this sends the wrong message: chiding might make them feel uncared for. Instead, you

encourage them to be present. Positive presenteeism is the name of this game. When I pointed out

that people are actually paid to be present if in employment, I met with stony looks.

Linguistic distortion reflects distorted values, just as linguistic redundancy reflects poor quality

thinking. The Higher Education Funding Council's strategic plan boldly sets out aims and

objectives which, when scrutinised, turn into a sort of linguistic porridge, all gloop and no taste.

What, in plain English, does it mean to state that one aim is to ensure ""that research can be

supported without prejudice to the sustainability of the sector's long-term financial, physical and

human resources, or the delivery of other activities in the public interest"? I bet 10 people sitting

in a room would translate that sentence into 10 completely different things.

All too often in these communiqués words mean next to nothing when analysed closely. One key

test in finding out what words mean is to translate them into other languages.
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Translate the following excerpt from a technical report. (total: 501 characters)

HBHARES DR T  BLHMHFT 24 L5 —B2E > BARYE
T3 TRURAIE A AT > A5 A ETLURA R Bt em T
BBHTMERY  ANBRTRANFIN - AEFUENBR oL RELT
o HEERRE S EERM T HBH T RET Ay MmA LY RAFHEMAS -
BB RREEITRHFIRAEST A S A 518 - e HELE T - EF Rk
BR o~ REEFTE - BREBF S bl SR o o

ERBRERERIIT > BIBAN BRI > Lo BBAC BAEAN » dof]
RAANTE > Mol RBGASF S LAREF QMM BEEHRESR
GEEBHFTHERMM - L ERL - B ANER  AAFALTHACNBREE
¥OES MY MALIH THRAZROREE

K BREASF — e GHAYBRAELE  TE B BHAKEE
BORHE B BRI KB B PR A > H R I A A
REWRH > EEAHMBE BROETRE - B L BRAZES - @Y hdoth &
EAERR 0 BB T BT T S BRI AT S BT T a) 0 & A L g
o~ FREVRZE HERA P EARM - FH o 2 HBMHE T L -

Source: http://www.npf.org.tw/post/2/1733
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