EXPRESS YOUR IDEAS WITH PRECISION

By Robert A. Richert, DTM


Sometimes we are a bit sloppy at expressing ideas and concepts accurately and meaningfully; we state an opinion as if it is fact, use imprecise language when it is demanded, omit qualifying terminology, or fail to back up truth claims by citing sources.  These mistakes may confuse your audience or worse, turn them off to your speech!  This article is designed to raise your awareness to the importance of the right word choices when you are making an argument or generalization, backing truth claims by citing sources, and clearly distinguishing between opinion and fact.
 
How many times have you heard the expression, “It is a well know fact that…?”  Is it really a fact, and who says so?  I advise against using this phrase in any context because it is vague and sometimes a ‘well known fact’ turns out to be incorrect.  After all, it was once a ‘well known fact’ that the earth is flat!  If your subject matter is the least bit controversial, (the mafia killed JFK), or of an extraordinary nature (the earth has been visited by extraterrestrials), don’t just toss this information out there and assume that everyone in the audience is in agreement.  Instead, back up your claim by citing sources.  If time allows, cite the opposing viewpoint and explain why you are in disagreement.  Even if some don’t agree with you, the audience will perceive that you as credible or at least understand that you have done your homework. 
Generalizations can be tricky.  For example, consider the statement, “Cigarette smoking leads to cancer.”  Is the above generalization true?  Well, that depends upon what is meant because this sentence is ambiguous.  It seems to me that there is at least one missing word here.  For example, wouldn’t it be more accurate to say, “Cigarette smoking MAY lead to cancer?”  After all, not everyone who smokes so called ‘coffin nails’ contracts the disease.  The word ‘may’ is a semantic qualifier; it implies that the statement is not true in every case; that there are exceptions to the generalization.  Recall that we encourage the use of semantic qualifiers in speech evaluation; for example we say, “In my opinion…I think that…my impression is…” because we want the speaker to understand that we are expressing our own subjective opinion.  We don’t want the audience to perceive our attitude as dogmatic.  In a similar vein, words like sometimes—in many cases (situations)—perhaps—often—frequently—may—might—occasionally​—it is possible (or probable) quantify generalizations; they add precision to your language thus enabling the audience to more clearly understand your message.
We often get into trouble by misusing or confusing the words all, many, most, and some;  especially when making generalizations composed of statistical information.  Thus it is important to choose the right qualifying word or phrases.  For example, the word ALL means that without exception all of the members of a given group or class of things share a common characteristic; for example, “ALL planets are round objects.”  This example happens to be true because part of the definition of what it means to be a planet is to be round.  Philosophers call statements like, ‘All planets are round objects’ analytic propositions.  Analytic propositions are propositions whose predicate concept is contained in its subject concept.  Here are some more examples; all triangles have three sides, all sparrows are birds, and all bottles are containers.  These statements are true by definition.  However, we tend to get into trouble with the use of the word ‘all’ when making synthetic propositions.  Synthetic propositions are those in which the predicate concept is not contained in its subject concept.  We must go beyond definitions and look to the real world for evidence in support of the proposition.  Here are some examples; all distance runners have long legs, all crows are black, and all clowns are funny.  In order to determine the veracity of a synthetic statement, we must do research; we must seek sources of information to back up our claim.  Many synthetic statements are not universally true.  For example, a small percentage of crows are not black due to albinism.  Thus, when you are making a synthetic proposition, unless you are quite certain about your facts, I suggest you avoid using the word, ‘all’.  You will be better served by using semantic qualifiers such as most—the vast majority—nearly always.
Choosing between the words some, many or most can be tricky.  For example, which is more accurate, “MOST or SOME people who smoke cigarettes eventually contract cancer?”  In this case, the correct word choice depends upon the percentage of people who smoke and eventually contract cancer.  The word ‘most’ implies that the majority falls within the generalization, and the word ‘some’ implies a smaller percentage.  Before you choose amongst the adjectives all, most, many, or some, do your homework; obtain accurate statistical information.    
“Yellow is the prettiest color” is a statement of opinion and, “Los Angeles is located in Southern California” is a statement of fact.  Sometimes, it is easy to distinguish between fact and opinion, but often it is not.  I advise caution when you are making a factual claim, especially if you are attempting to persuade the audience to adopt your viewpoint.  Consider the statement, “The assassination of JFK was a planned conspiracy.”  Is this fact or opinion?  You may feel quite strongly that this statement is true, but think about the manner in which you want the audience to perceive your message.  Suppose you say, “Everyone knows that the assassination of JFK was a planned conspiracy.”  The phrase, “Everyone knows…” is strongly stated and assumes that everyone is in uniform agreement.  Ask yourself, “Are they?”  The phrase ‘everyone knows’ is likely to turn off members of the audience in disagreement.  Whatever factual claim you make, assuming the audience is in total agreement is risky business!  If there is the slightest doubt about whether you are expressing a fact or opinion, there are several things you can do to be perceived favorably by the audience.  First, if you think a statement is factual, but you are uncertain or believe that some in the audience may not agree, use a semantic qualifier.  For example, “I think the evidence is clear that the assassination of JFK was a planned conspiracy.”  In a way you are offering an opinion that you believe the statement is factual!  This choice of language will likely be received favorably by your audience.  Another option is to provide statistical information; “78 percent of Americans believe that…, and I agree.”  Perhaps it might be wise to separate your opinion from the message; for example, “Many experts agree that the assassination of JFK was part of a planned conspiracy.”  
In summary, do not assume that the audience will automatically discern whether you are stating opinion or fact, or that they are in agreement with your message.  Thus, if you are expressing an opinion, say so.  Most audiences are much more tolerant of information with which they may be uncomfortable if it is stated as opinion instead of as fact, or qualified in the manner expressed above.  If your message is controversial, cite your sources.  Finally, use the proper language, including semantic qualifiers, to express your point accurately and meaningfully.  

Practice the suggestions in this article and you will discover that your audience is more receptive to your message; even if it is of a controversial nature!      


