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                                            English for Academic Purposes

Advanced I
       THE USE (MEANING) OF LANGUAGE AND THE TERM “WAR”

By
Jacquelyn H. Flaskerud

1. Many political and social issues currently are framed in terms of “war.” We hear of culture wars, the war on drugs, the war on terror, mommy wars, and so forth. By casting a social or political issue as war, we convey a military framework for approaching the problem, one that involves hostilities, attacks, and battle, and one that generates fear. I became interested in this topic while pursuing how different disciplines conceptualize “culture.” Recently, I wrote about “civic culture,” a set of political beliefs and behaviors proposed to sustain a democratic form of government. Classically, culture is considered the technology, social structures and functions, ideology, language, art, and artifacts of a group taught through the family from childhood on. According to this definition, the notion of civic culture is a very limited use of the term, restricted to the beliefs and actions of a group in a political context. This month I was preparing to write about the expression “culture wars,” another limited use of the concept of culture combined with the discord-inducing
 term “war.” 
2. In American usage, “culture wars” refers to the polarization of values and ideological world views between beliefs considered traditional or conservative and those considered liberal or progressive. As such, he concept of culture is reduced to a set of values and beliefs, an explanation considered limited in scope by those who study culture anthropologically. Combining this limited use of the term culture with the word “war” is meant to convey more than just a difference between value systems but to legitimize antagonism, fighting, and attack on one another (Hunter, 1992). Hunter (1992) argued that there are a number of issues so divisive that America has split into two warring groups defined by their values and world views. These issues include opposite opinions on abortion, guns, privacy, gay marriage, the death penalty, stem cell research, the right to die, global warming, and feminism among others. Polarization of opinion surrounding these issues has been exploited by politicians and the media with the intent of focusing on an extreme division among us rather than on what connects us. Although my original interest for this column was in the use of the concept of culture in different contexts, as I continued to ponder the expression, I became more intrigued by the use of the word “war” in conjunction with culture and with other current uses of the word “war” to describe social and political issues.
3. The way we use language is often a metaphor for a set of values and beliefs we wish to convey and emphasize with the goal of encouraging or inculcating our views in others (sometimes called propagandizing). George Orwell, in his essay, “Politics and the English Language” (1946), wrote that the use of abstractions, euphemism, and vagueness in political language was meant to distort reality, leaving the average literate citizen incapable of thinking clearly. He said that political speech and writing was largely the defense of the indefensible. One thinks, for instance, of the message  intended to be conveyed by calling thewar in Iraq, Operation Enduring Freedom, and by calling the limitation of civil liberties, the Patriot Act. Referring to a political division of beliefs and values as a “war” is clearly meant to divide people, accentuate that division, create hatred, and foster fear of persons with whom we disagree politically, especially if they should come to power.
4. The expression “mommy wars” uses the term “war” with a similar intent to that of its use in “culture wars.” It is meant to divide working mothers and stay-at-home mothers, to pit them against one another and to rally them to face off against each other. It creates the fear in each group that societal values will shift to such an extreme that an individual woman’s life choices will be threatened. Each group fears that the other will become dominant and that it will no longer have a choice of whether to work or not. Again, the media and politicians exploit this division because it is to their benefit to create anxiety in order to garner votes or sell newspapers, books, magazines, and TV shows (Graff, April 29, 2007, page B01).

5. Another use of the word “war” is of more significance to mental health nurses. Distorting reality or creating fear is not the only danger in using metaphors. For instance, use of the word “war” also can signal the direction that an action will take. Think of the “War on Drugs.” By using this expression, the President and Congress convey their belief that addiction is a legal problem (not a health problem) that calls for military or police action (not health care). Consequently, spending for drug addiction will go to military or policing activities, border guards, undercover sting operations, and prosecution, and not to prevention, education, treatment, and rehabilitation. The War on Drugs has turned into a war on drug users and sellers with their imprisonment as the goal rather than prevention, education, and treatment. The annual cost of this war approaches $50 billion, two-thirds of which is spent on enforcement, courts, and prisons and one-third on education (Office of National Drug Control Policy, no date). Drug treatment is inadequately funded and unavailable to those who need it most. The War on Drugs consistently fails to reduce drug use or drug related fatalities and illnesses associated with drug use. In the case of the War on Drugs, the expression is, in part, a euphemism for the war on drug users but it also is rather clear in its intent of framing how we should think about drug use and what should be done about it: Drug use is criminal and money budgeted for drug addiction should go to prosecution, policing, and military activities.

6. Since September 11, 2001 all of us have become familiar with the expression “war on terror.” This phrase is used to describe the military, political, legal, and religious campaign of the U.S. government under the Bush presidency to gain support of efforts to counter terrorist activity. The War on Terror has been described by its critics as a war on a strategy rather than an enemy (Brzezinski, 2007). As such, it is a vague and shadowy threat but it has engendered an atmosphere of fear in the United States that feeds our prejudices and is used by those in government to justify unilateral preemptive war, human rights abuses, rendition, suspension of constitutional checks and balances, and permanent mobilization of the military. War produces fear, but so does the rhetoric of war.

7. Common to all of the examples discussed here about the use of the term “war” is the creation of an atmosphere of fear—fear of those who do not share our values gaining power over us; fear of drugs, criminals, drug growers, and smugglers; fear of an unseen enemy that terrorizes us. The way in which we use language has the ability to influence our values and beliefs, our emotions and our actions. If we live in fear, we are not likely to think about language and the words used, nor to step out of line, ask too many questions, risk asking the wrong questions, or to even know what questions to ask. When language is corrupted it can lead to corrupted thinking and distorted politics. In using language Orwell (1946) advocated that the meaning should choose the words and  a not the other way around.
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Answer the following questions according to the article

Paragraph I
1. What does the writer mean by "civic culture" according to paragraph 1? 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(5 points)

2. How are many political and social issues framed? In terms of war
---------------------------------------------------------------------

(2 points)
3. COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING SENTENCE

Culture is classically considered ------------------  taught through the family from ----------------- on.
(2 points)
4. What does the word "I" in paragraph I refer to? 

-----------------------------

(2 points)

Paragraph 2

5. What does the expression "culture wars" refer to? 
( 5 points)

6. What are the two results of combining the term "culture" with the word "war" according to Hunter?
a. ---------------------------------------------------
b. --------------------------------------------------

(4 points)
7. Hunter argues that because of the divisive issues, America--------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------------------  (5 points)
8. According to paragraph 2, divisive issues include
a. Similar opinions on education and teaching
b. Mainly feminist theories 
c. Only opposite opinions on guns
d. Opposite opinions on social, political, scientific and environmental issues 
(5 points)
9. What is the negative effect of polarization? 

--------------------------------------------------------------
(5 points)
10. Fill in the missing words (one word in each space)
Politicians and the 1 ---------------  exploit polarization of opinions by 2 ------------------  not on 3----------------  connects us, but on what 4------------  us.

(4 points)

11. a) Write True/False 
The author is writing about the use of the concepts of culture in different contexts

True/ False   (2 points)
b) Justify your answer

--------------------------------------------------

(3 points)
Paragraph III

12. How do we use language according to the third paragraph? 

(5 points)

13.  COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING SENTENCE

Propagandizing is a 1 ---------------  use of language in order to

 2---------------- [convey] and emphasize our 3--------------.

(3 points)
14. Why do we use propagandizing according to the third paragraph? 
 (5 points)
15. Why does the writer mention the war of Iraq?
As an example of ------------------------------------------- (3 points)
------------------------------------------------------------------
Paragraph IV
16. What is the result of dividing working mothers and stay-at-home mothers?
---------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------

( 5 points)
17. Why do politicians and media exploit the division between working mothers and stay-at-home mothers? 
-----------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------    (5 points)
Paragraph V

18. COMPLETE THE SENTENCE
"The War on Drugs" is another use of -------------- 
( 3 points)
19. What is the purpose of using the expression of "War on Drugs" according to paragraph 5? 
--------------------------------------------------------------------

-------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------

(5 points)
Paragraph VI

20. What does "War on Terror" describe? 

------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------

(5 points)

Paragraph v

21. Write false/ True
Critics argue that the "War on Terror" is a war on a strategy rather on enemy. 

True/ False                          (5 points)
Justify your answer 
--------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------

(5 points)

22. Circle the correct answer according to paragraph 6
a. Neither war nor the rhetoric of war produces fear

b. Both rhetoric of war and war produce fear

c. Both war and rhetoric of war don’t produce fear
(5 points)
Guided Summary
23. Fill in the missing words according to the text
The aim of using the term 1 ---------------  is to 2 ---------------  an 3--------------  of fear. Language is used to 4 ------------------  our beliefs and values, our 5 ----------------  and 6 ------------. Living in fear prevents 7 -------------  from thinking about language and the words used, asking 8 ----------  questions, or even 9 -------------  what questions to ask. 10 ---------------  of language leads to the corruption of 11 ------------  and 12 ------------  of politics. Therefore, the 13 ----------  claims that in using language, the 14 ------------  should choose the words and not the other way 15 -----------------.  (15 points)
Good luck
Dina Abu Abied

