

      

         

            

         

      


   





Steven Poole is the author of the books You Aren't What You Eat, Unspeak, and Trigger Happy and a journalist, cultural critic, broadcaster, and composer for documentaries and short films, including the award-winning EVOL. He writes for the Guardian, Edge, the New Statesman and the Times Literary Supplement.










Also by Steven Poole


 


You Aren’t What You Eat


Unspeak


Trigger Happy










Who Touched Base in my Thought Shower?


 


A Treasury of Unbearable Office Jargon


 


Steven Poole


 


 


[image: TitlePg_S_LOGO]


 


 


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2013 by Sceptre


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


1


 


Copyright © Steven Poole 2013


 


The right of Steven Poole to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 78436 7


Hardback ISBN 978 1 444 78184 7


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk










‘By means of the spectacle the ruling order discourses endlessly upon itself in an uninterrupted monologue of self-praise’ – Guy Debord


 


‘I would prefer not to’ – Bartleby the Scrivener










Preface


Among the most spirit-sapping indignities of modern life is the relentless battering of workers’ ears by the strangled vocabulary of office jargon. It might even seem to some innocent souls as though all you need to do to acquire a high-level job is to learn its stultifying vocabulary, GOING FORWARD. Office-speak is a maddeningly viral kind of Unspeak engineered to deflect blame, complicate simple ideas, obscure problems, and perpetuate power relations. Fluency in the idiom is a kind of cheap competence (or COMPETENCY) that often masks a lack of competence in anything that matters.


Now, there’s nothing wrong with jargon per se. You can’t discuss quantum physics, for example, or the technical aspects of musical composition, without specialized terms that are incomprehensible to outsiders. The paradoxical thing about modern office jargon, though, is that it is a specialized language that is supposedly applicable to absolutely everything – whether the office in question is in the field of broadcasting, advertising, manufacturing, banking, charitable fundraising, or anything else. Having noticed this, one might become rather suspicious about its alleged necessity. (Just as some insiders – such as former consultant Matthew Stewart in The Management Myth – are sceptical about the worth of ‘management theory’ itself.)


When I first wrote about this abusive argot in 2013, my article became the most viewed page on the Guardian network globally, and within hours there were thousands of comments from frustrated office workers offering examples of their own pet verbal hates. Intriguingly, they spoke of their reaction to such language in terms of violence and illness. When they hear such buzzwords in the workplace, they want to stab someone in the eye with a pen, or they feel physically sick. 


Workers resent in particular the emotional blackmail of modern office-speak, particularly the horrid cluster of TEAM-talk. Modern work, indeed, involves not just actual labour (being told to ACTION the DELIVERABLES), but emotional labour as well. Employees of the fast-food chain Prêt à Manger are required to perform a list of ‘Prêt Behaviours’ that include ‘has a sense of fun’ and ‘is happy to be themself’ (sic). Prêt workers are even encouraged to touch one another a lot. The workplace thus now insists on what Slavoj Žižek calls ‘the superego injunction to enjoy’ – not only must you do your job, you must actually be happy to do it, or at least be able to present a seamless simulacrum of doing so. 


While people are increasingly ordered to be happy and think of their work as a kind of playtime, the language in which such orders are couched is dispiriting and alienating, prompting fantasies of ocular penetration with writing implements. People feel as though such jargon treats them as objects, just as the ubiquity of the term human resources (and even worse, HUMAN CAPITAL) implies. (As Pepper Potts’s head of security in Iron Man Three enthuses: ‘The “human” part of “human resources” is our biggest vulnerability. We need to start phasing it out immediately.’) Indeed, it turns out that ordinary people are more linguistically sensitive and discriminating than is often suspected by those who wield the power to choose the official dialect. Inspired by Dilbert, they play ‘bullshit bingo’ in meetings; they sigh wearily when having to edit reports crammed with such deadening cant; they catch themselves using it too, and quietly despair. 


The irresistible rise of modern office jargon has its origin in the beginnings of business theory in the 1950s and 1960s; it was fuelled by the later rise of the discipline of ‘project management’, and went viral during the dotcom boom of the late 1990s. Now it is everywhere, from cubicle farms that represent real-life versions of TV series The Office, to government press releases. (Margaret Thatcher was the rare politician of modern times who did not embrace management jargon: she referred to it with characteristic asperity as ‘all this guffy stuff’.) For the past three years, the website of Forbes magazine (not commonly thought to be a sneering leftie anti-business operation) has run a ‘Jargon Madness’ tournament, inviting people to vote on the buzzwords that annoy them most. And yet the front-runners (e.g. in 2012, LEVERAGE) do not magically disappear from business vocabulary. 


Perhaps everyone is scared that if they don’t speak the same way, no one will take them seriously. Surveys over the last decade have repeatedly found that workers and managers alike claim to hate jargon: one concluded that it ‘results in mistrust and encourages a feeling of inadequacy’. But no one is ready to give it up. A 2012 poll found that more than three-quarters of Britons are annoyed by office jargon, but 44 per cent still admit to using it: presumably some of the others were too ashamed to confess. The pollsters speculated that the incontinent buzzphrasing of desperate contestants on The Apprentice and Dragons’ Den had made it even more ubiquitous. 


Thrusting executives also need to talk the talk. Patrick Gray, a consultant, told Forbes: ‘There’s a thieves’ code in the corporate world: “I’ll use words that sound important but make no actual sense and give you the same privilege if you don’t call me out on it.”’ John Rentoul, the witty anti-cant crusader and author of The Banned List, suggests that terms such as SYNERGY and THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX are just ‘fancy ways of saying simple things, or saying nothing much at all . . . they are used in the vain hope that their fanciness will convey a dynamism or sophistication that the writer or speaker fears is lacking.’ If so, the consequences of this unspoken conspiracy of fear are woeful indeed. 


Certainly a lot of office jargon is engineered to jolly its targets along by making the fluorescent-lit days sound more exciting and important. To do so, it steals terms from the military (ON MY RADAR, PUSH THE ENVELOPE, STRATEGY), sport (DEEP DIVE, CLOSE OF PLAY), information technology (DELIVERABLES, DRILL DOWN), or science (OPTICS, PARADIGM SHIFT), while happily abandoning the specific technical meanings that made such words useful in the first place. But office jargon has darker and more brutalizing tendencies, too. This language tends to dehumanize workers, treating them as computers or robots (DOWNLOAD, BANDWIDTH, INTERFACE), at the same time as it forces on them a kind of wheedling, unwelcome intimacy (TOUCH BASE, REACH OUT), condescends to them as if they were children (BUCKETS, HANDS AND FEET), and obscures management responsibility for things that have gone wrong or might go wrong in the future (GOING FORWARD, ISSUES, RISK). It is at its most insistently creative, tellingly, when dreaming up euphemisms for sacking people (DEMISING, RESIZING), which makes office jargon a kind of wonderfully impermeable condom for the executive conscience.  


What is the TAKEAWAY from all this; what are the LEARNINGS? The jargon is all around, yet there is a groundswell of popular loathing for it. We need to be PROACTIVE and fire up a linguistic resistance movement. DRILLING DOWN with the power tools of etymological understanding and merciless ridicule, we can all fight back against the filthy tide of verbal slurry that treats us like idiotic automata every day. Scorn is our best weapon. Workers of the world, unite: you have nothing to lose but your CREATIVE ABRASION.










across the piece


In 2013, the shadow chancellor, Ed Balls, implied that an incoming Labour government would look at cutting pensions. ‘The majority of most welfare spending is in fact going to people over sixty,’ he said. ‘That’s the truth and we should look across the piece.’


Across the what? What the piece? The piece of what? The peculiarly common across the piece means simply ‘throughout’ or ‘everywhere’, but it seems that no one knows quite why. Across the piste is often heard, as though people or fencers made a foolish habit of skiing or fighting sideways, but this is a minority variant of much more recent origin: it’s probably a simple mishearing, or an attempt (ironically mistaken) to sound more sophisticated. (Piste is French, innit?)


Synonymous with the business use of across the piece is the phrase ‘across the board’, whose origin is said to lie in what the British call an ‘each-way bet’ in horse-racing (the ‘board’ is the bookmaker’s). Why ‘board’ might have given way to ‘piece’ in modern office-talk is mysterious, unless it was thought offensive to wooden people such as the Ents, Tolkien’s talking trees. 


What seems to me the likeliest origin is the sense of ‘piece’, venerable in English, that means an area of enclosed or otherwise demarcated land (as in the park in Cambridge called Parker’s Piece). The phrase across the piece is used in just this sense in William Gilpin’s Observations on the River Wye of 1782, where he points out glumly that nature rarely offers a completely harmonious composition to the eye: ‘Either the foreground or the background is disproportioned; or some awkward line runs across the piece; or a tree is ill-placed; or a bank is formal; or something or other is not exactly what it should be.’ 


Slightly later, across the piece was also used in the context of practical matters, such as in an 1807 printing patent (which offers variation of the pattern ‘by changing the order of figures across the piece’) or in Edward H. Knight’s 1874 The Practical Dictionary of Mechanics, which defines a ‘traverse-saw’ as ‘a cross-cutting saw which moves on ways across the piece’. Perhaps from there across the piece came to mean ‘covering the whole width’ – of anything at all, rather than just a piece of lumber. 


This is one example of office-talk that has gone viral in the world of politics too. As though participating in some sort of secret jargon-deployment competition, the virtuosic under-secretary at the Ministry of Justice, Jonathan Djanogly MP, managed in a single answer to the Public Administration Select Committee’s 2012 hearings on justice administration to use across the piece an impressive four times. He understood why people wanted ‘to have some kind of policy format across the piece’; he reported that ‘we can look across the piece in terms of where these tribunals actually sit’ and that ‘we now have the ability to look across the piece in terms of judicial careers’; and he reassured the committee members that ‘we are now looking at courts and tribunals across the piece.’ Impressive!


In discussing welfare spending, Ed Balls could easily have said, ‘We should look at all options’ or ‘We should consider everything.’ Unfortunately he spurted, as though it came quite naturally to him: ‘We should look across the piece’ – and so alienated countless voters who are constitutionally allergic to the cliquey argot of managerialese.
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action


Some people loathe verbings (where a noun begins to be used as a verb) on principle, though ‘text me’ is a lot easier to say than ‘send me a text’. What about the queasy office verbing to action? In his Dictionary of Weasel Words, the Australian doyen of management-jargon mockery Don Watson defines to action simply as ‘do’. This is not quite right: someone asking you to action an email is not asking you to ‘do’ it but to reply to it, or do what it asks, et cetera. The office action can probably always be replaced with a more specific verb, such as ‘reply’ or ‘fulfil’, even if they sound less excitingly action-y. Somewhat more useful is the phrase action item, by means of which you can refer to anything that needs doing, regardless of the type of action necessary.


It is difficult wholly to despise the business-jargon use of action, anyway, since it is used by none other than the espionage novelist extraordinaire Len Deighton in The Ipcress File. At least there, its vigorous semantics might be thought appropriate to the cloak-and-dagger doings of a spymaster. 


Such is the hunger to develop new and disgusting things to say in the office that we now also have the syllable-stacking construction actionables. This means nothing more than ‘things to be done’, which is also a good translation of the familiar term agenda. Mind you, agenda comes from Latin, so some people would despise it simply on that basis. (Including George Orwell, whose lunatic strictures in ‘Politics and the English Language’ include avoiding all words of classical derivation.)


Personally, I find that trying to say actionables makes me feel like my mouth is stuffed with pebbles. If only using office jargon were actionable in the sense of leading to a devastating lawsuit.
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adjacency


Let’s innovate through connected adjacencies! Let’s find some innovation adjacencies and create some adjacent innovation platforms in order to make some adjacency moves to usher in a new era of radical adjacency. You with me?


We all know, of course, that ‘adjacent’ means ‘next to’. Presumably the office-jargon of adjacencies means something more technical and interesting than merely ‘things that are next to another thing’? Actually, that’s just what it means. An adjacency is a market that is somehow ‘close’ to yours, which you could move into. If you make lawnmowers, why not move into the garden furniture business too? Simples!


More exciting is the concept of a radical adjacency, whose inspirational rhetoric (notice how business language appropriates the left-wing vocabulary of radicalism, revolution and so on) masks an odd contradiction. A radical adjacency is an adjacency that, er, is not really that adjacent. As an educational Forbes article explains, the company Jawbone is ‘evolving a radical adjacency strategy’. How so? ‘Jawbone makes mobile speakers. It has moved into the medical device and monitoring market.’ Radical, man. But not really, you know, all that adjacent?
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air cover


‘We need air cover on this’ is not literally a call for a couple of F16s to roar overhead and unloose a payload of missiles, but just a way of saying that something needs signing off by senior management. Not only is this military metaphor flattering to the people who say it, who are thereby portrayed as kick-ass grunts on the ground, but also – and perhaps more importantly – it’s a nice little piece of rhetorical ass-kissing. Senior management, after all, are probably quite pleased to be portrayed as elite fighter pilots, spending the whole day snapping towels at each other, Top Gun-style, in a steamed-up locker room.
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aligning


 Aligning is getting two things lined up, or one thing pointing in the right direction towards another. Seems normal enough. Alignment happens to turntables and antennae and no one complains. But the use of the term in business seems to upset people, including a number of American executives polled in 2008 who offered it as one of their most annoying buzzwords. 


One reason might be that it sounds so neutral – a mere operation of geometry – and so can be deployed as a mealy-mouthed reason for why bad things (e.g. TRANSITIONING) need to happen down the road. As one Guardian commenter puts it: ‘When an American with an MBA starts talking about aligning this with that, you know there’s going to be blood on the carpet.’


An equally good reason to resist alignment, meanwhile, is that the things being aligned are often purely abstract notions that don’t naturally have any sides or direction they point in, and so can’t strictly be aligned at all. When people start babbling about the need to align ‘goals’ or ‘values’ or ‘philosophies’, then the concept of alignment is just, as Forbes puts it, a ‘gratingly pretentious version of agreement’. It’s more vacuous still when it is actually impossible to tell what, if anything, is being aligned, as in a 2013 Microsoft memo that promised the company would be ‘Organizing for Speed and Strategic Alignment’. (Of what, pray tell?)


I am told that a fine way to end a meeting is for everyone to agree: ‘We are aligned.’ But utter disaster is indicated if anyone pipes up to point out: ‘Hang on, we’re not aligned!’ One does hope that, at least once, an infuriated employee somewhere has offered to align his fist with his boss’s face.


˜










annual leave


When even the word holiday is thought to sound too frivolous and hedonistic, so that people on their holidays set their out-of-office autoreply to announce grandly that they are instead on annual leave, then surely we have entered a hellishly self-parodic downward spiral of capitalist civilization?
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