



 EMBED PBrush  [image: image1.png]customs. They may represent ““in”” attitudes better than the more conservative items
of the vocabulary. Their importance is shown by the fact that it was though(‘neces—
sary to give the returning Vietnam prisoners of war a glossary of eighty-six new
slang words and phrases, from acid to zonked. The words on this list—prepared_ by
the Air Force—had come into use during only five years. Furthermore, by the time
this book is published, many of these terms may have passed out of the language,
and many new ones will have been added.

A number of slang words have entered English from the “‘underworld,”’ such
as crack for a special form of cocaine, payola, C-note, G-man, to hang paper (*'to
write ‘bum’ checks’’), sawbuck, and so forth.

The now ordinary French word meaning ‘‘head,”’ tére, which was once a
slang word derived from the Latin festa, which meant ‘‘earthen pot.” Some slang
words seem to hang on and on in the language, though, never changing their status
from slang to “‘respectable.’’ Shakespeare used the expression beat it to mean
*‘scram’’ (or more politely, *‘leave!”’), and bear it would be considered by -most
English speakers still to be a slang expression. Similarly, the use of the .word pig for
“‘policeman’” goes back at least as far as 1785, when a writer of the time called a
Bow Street police officer a “‘China Street pig.”’

Jargon and Argot

Practically every conceivable science, profession, trade, and occupation has its own
set of words, some of which are considered to be **slang’” and others ‘‘technical,””
depending on the status of the people using these ‘‘in’* words. Such words are

sometimes called jargon or argot. Linguistic jargon, some of which is used in this
book, consists of terms such as phoneme, morpheme, case, lexicon, phrase struc-
ture rule, and so on.

The existence of argots or jargons is illustrated by the story of a seaman
witness being cross-examined at a trial, who was asked if he knew the plaintiff.
Indicating that he did not know what plaintiff meant brought a chide from the
attorney: ‘“You mean you came into this court as a witness and don’t know what
‘plaintiff’ means?’’ Later the sailor was asked where he was standing when the boat
lurched. **Abaft the binnacle,”” was the reply, and to the attorney’s questioning
stare he responded: ‘‘You mean you came into this court and don't know where
abaft the binnacle is?"”

Because the jargon terms used by different professional groups are so exten-
sive (and so obscure in meaning), court reporters in the Los Angeles Criminal
Courts Building have a library that includes books on medical terms, guns, trade
names, and computer jargon, as well as street slang.

The computer age not only ushered in a technological revolution; it also intro-
duced a huge jargon of “‘computerese’’ used by computer **hackers,’” including the
words modem (a blend of modulator and demodulator), bit (a contraction of binary
digit), byte (a collection of some number of bits), floppy (a noun or adjective
referring to-a flexible disk), ROM (an acronym for Read Only Memory), RAM (an
acronym for Random Access Memory), and morf (an abbreviation for the question
Male or female?).

Many jargon terms pass into the standard language. Jargon, like slang,
spreads from a narrow group uatil it is used and understood by a large segment of
the population.
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