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26  Diction 
 
One of Odell’s favorite bumper stickers, one he saw plastered on a pick-up truck 
near Winslow, Arizona and no doubt intended to make a political statement 
about Latino immigrants, opined, “If English was good enough for Jesus, it’s 
good enough for me.”  Seriously.  At least one driver in Arizona wishes you to 
know that. 
 
Jesus, of course, didn’t speak English.  He spoke, depending on whom you 
believe, Hebrew or Aramaic.  He didn’t speak of God.  He called Him or Her 
Elohim or perhaps Alaha.  Those early Middle Easterners.  I swear, they had a 
different word for everything.  That’s the point of diction—there are different 
words for everything.  Simply put, diction is word choice, and the study of diction 
centers on the descriptors necessary to hold an intelligent discussion of those 
choices.  
 
Let’s forget Aramaic and Hebrew for a bit and focus on English.  Webster’s 
Dictionary’s most recent edition lists nearly 470,000 words.  The Oxford English 
Dictionary checks in at closer to 620,000.  Others estimate we have a million 
English words.  This compares with approximately 180,000 words in the German 
lexicon and slightly over 100,000 French words.  They were apparently too busy 
doing other things across the pond last century to create new words.  Mostly, the 
Germans were invading the French, and the French were surrendering to the 
Germans.  These things take time.   

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hastings can only write two words:  Help 
and Cold.  Those seem to be enough when 
you’re stuck on a glacier atop of Mt. Baker, 
Washington, Dad’s cursing the map, and 
Mom’s off taking pictures. 
 
Help. 
 
Cold. 
 
Enough said. 
 

 
Words come and go.  Gone for the most part is the eighteenth-century twattling, 
which meant to babble incoherently.  Now we have tweeting, which means to babble 
electronically.  More important than the total number of words in the language is 
the vocabulary you personally enjoy.  According to many linguists, if you’re a 
typical high school senior, you’re familiar with some 35,000 to 50,000 words, and 
you have an active, comfortable working vocabulary of 5,000 to 10,000.  As a side 
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note, the King James Version of The Bible uses 8,000 different words.  It uses 
thou and shalt and not a bunch of times.  And begat.  It’s big on begat.  It’s also 
interesting that Shakespeare had a bizarrely large vocabulary, using 30,000 of the 
150,000 English words that existed at that time.  And it’s worth mentioning that 
he added over 1500 words of his own, inventing words like blushing and lonely 
and alligator.  You might recall Act 5 of Romeo and Juliet, when our blushing 
heroine feigned her death by pretending to be bitten by a lonely alligator.  It was 
very dramatic. 
 
But enough of moronic Arizonians and scene-stealing reptiles.  Let’s look at this 
arsenal of words in a more organized way. 
 
The most salient feature of any word is its level of formality, although the 
levels are completely subjective, bordering on arbitrary.  As we move from 
informal to formal, we encounter, among other labels, slang, vulgarities, 
colloquialisms, euphemisms, idioms and esoteric words. 
 
Ambrose Bierce once referred to slang as the grunt of the human hog.  Of course, 
Ambrose also called his parents unwashed savages and kept a human skull on 
his desk.  It’s possible he had a bad attitude.  Slang is perhaps the most informal 
of informal diction.  It’s more transient than formal language; that is, it doesn’t 
have quite the staying power and depends on a sympathetic audience, here, the 
reader.  Audience, by the way, is everything when it comes to diction.  Because 
slang can change so rapidly and often lacks the authority of time-tested words, 
it’s easy to create a dated writer and a judgmental reader, a reader who assumes 
the writer uses slang for lack of discipline.  Or education.  

 
The song was hep.  It was groovy.  It was cool.  It was rad. 

It was bad.  It was sick. 
 
By the time I type this sentence, it’s three more things, and all of the earlier 
versions are archaic, that is, out of date.  Welcome to the world of slang.  The 
advantage of slang, however, is that it’s warm, disarming, and entertaining.  If 
your audience is looking to be warm, disarmed, and entertained, slang is a valid 
choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
Not many folks know that Jack Johnson’s 
“Banana Pancakes” was originally going to 
be entitled “Banana Puppy Biscuits” until 
Odell convinced him that pancakes would 
have a bigger audience.  Odell understands 
audience. 
 
He’s still a little pissed off, though, that 
Jack changed “Bubble Paws” to “Bubble 
Toes.” 
 
Whatever. 
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Vulgarities are a close cousin to slang.  I’m not sure Ambrose Bierce had an 
opinion about vulgarities, but if he did, it would have been bad.  Vulgar 
language is the language of the common man, assuming the common man is crass 
and crude.  In Victorian England, it would be considered vulgar to refer to a 
woman’s legs.  Woman didn’t have legs.  They had limbs, and decent men didn’t 
refer to them.  Victorians obviously didn’t get a lot of action. 
 
Today, this would be a vulgarity:  Kimo had to go to the bathroom. 
 
More vulgar would be Kimo had to use the john. 
 
More vulgar still would be Kimo had to take a leak. 
 
So what does one write if he doesn’t want to be vulgar and finds himself in the 
situation where bad things are going to happen to Kimo if he doesn’t get some 
privacy? 

Kimo went to the restroom. 
 
Yes, it sounds like he’s going there to rest, which isn’t exactly accurate, but at 
least it’s not vulgar. 
 
Another way of getting Kimo off the hook is to use a euphemism, a colorful, 
often comical word or phrase describing something uncomfortable, like bodily functions, 
sex, intellectual deficiencies and death.  In some places, 
 

Kimo went to see a man about a horse. 
 

This is problematic on several levels.  First, both writer and reader have to agree 
that seeing a man about a horse means using the restroom.  Second, what if Kimo 
really has to see a man about a horse?  Suppose Kimo likes horses.  And if Kimo 
were a girl, you could forget the whole horse thing.  Ms. Kimo would go off to 
powder her nose.  I swear to God I’m not making this up. 

 
 
 
 
Odell thinks Hastings 
isn’t the brightest crayon 
in the box.  The light’s on 
but nobody’s home. He’s a 
few sandwiches short of a 
picnic. 
 
Hastings thinks Odell 
isn’t the most musical 
puppy biscuit in the 
weight room.  Hastings 
obviously doesn’t 
understand euphemisms. 
 
That’s because Odell’s 
right:  Hastings had a 
little too much chlorine in 
his gene pool.   
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As long as folks have expelled bodily fluids, engaged in coitus, and died, 
we’ve tried to discuss these as inoffensively as possible.  When Shakespeare had 
Iago warn a nobleman about his daughter and Othello’s making the beast with 
two backs, he was being euphemistic.  If Shakespeare were living in Palolo today, 
he might write that Othello and the young lady da kined.  Happily, Shakespeare 
has shuffled off this mortal coil, and we are left with the beauty of his four hundred-
year-old euphemisms to confuse us further. 
 
Shakespeare aside, euphemisms, like slang, are often local and fleeting.  Equally 
informal but more universal and lasting are idioms, words or phrases that make 
little grammatical or literal sense yet are readily understood by writers and readers 
comfortable with a particular language.  They’re more or less clichés that are 
nonintrusive enough to have become acceptable. 
 
When Kahu called Druidism a god-less, evil religion, the TreeHugger had to  

bite her tongue. 
 

Slagel didn’t want to rock the boat, so he quit mocking religious leaders  
who condemn Druids. 

 
 
 
 
 
For most folks, 
“hitting a wall” 
means you’ve 
encountered a 
challenge.  For 
Hastings, it means 
coming to a wall, 
trying to climb over 
it, and getting stuck.  
 
 
Hastings isn’t really 
good with idioms, 
either. 
 
 
Colloquial language, simply put, is the spoken word transcribed.  Slang, 
vulgarities, euphemisms and idioms could all be considered colloquial.  More 
commonly, colloquial diction involves a choice of words less challenging to both 
writer and reader.  Consider this: 
 

Dad’s scolding confused Hobs, who wasn’t used to treatment like that. 
 

Such a sentence is relatively colloquial.  Few people, unless they had recently 
swallowed a thesaurus, would say 
 

Hobs, unfamiliar with disquietude, found his father’s admonishment 
disconcerting. 
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Most of us recognize the words, and with a little effort, we could derive meaning.  
But the question becomes, why? 
 
Here’s why.   
 
Sometimes the audience expects—and the situation calls for—a more formal 
level of diction.  We somewhat arrogantly assume the continuum is vertical as 
opposed to horizontal.  We say formal diction is elevated, lofty, and exalted.  I 
suppose that makes informal diction depressed, grounded, and scorned.  Low-brow 
instead of high-brow.   
 
There’s a word for this perspective:  stupid.  That’s the low-brow word.  The 
high-brow word might be injudicious.  Informal and formal diction both have 
strengths and weaknesses; both have a place in your writing.  As we move across 
the spectrum, we might replace playfulness with seriousness of purpose.  
Familiarity might be supplanted by respect.  Formal diction explores the more 
remote regions of the lexicon, often substituting polysyllabic words (That was 
a formal choice, as opposed to multi-syllable) for one-syllable words (If I wanted 
to maintain my formal façade, I would have chosen monosyllabic).  At some 
point, the words become overly obscure and the number of readers becomes 
severely limited.  We call such diction esoteric, that is, aimed at a specific, 
exclusive audience. 

 
 

Odell thinks 
the frigid 
rivulet 
cascading 
down the 
precipice 
animates the 
mountain’s 
desolate 
granite 
countenance. 
 
Hastings 
thinks it’s a 
pretty, pretty 
rock. 
 
They’re both 
right. 
 
 
 

 
 
In brief, diction is a contract between reader and writer.  Shake hands.	


