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G eneral semantics means a lot to me. I first discovered general semantics as
a freshman in college, walking the library’s aisles and aisles of old ac-

ademic journals. As I remember it, it was the curious title ETC that drew me to
open up a volume of that journal, published then by the International Society
for General Semantics, and see what was inside. The contents were eclectic and
insightful, and my eager, academically minded, younger self kept reading.

I seem to remember seeing several references to somebody named Alfred
Korzybski, a book of his called Science and Sanity, probably references to S. I.
Hayakawa and others. Fortunately, my college library had at least one copy of
Science and Sanity, and I eventually got to reading it. It was fascinating. I think
as a college freshman, or maybe just as a convictional young man, I had a thirst
for being right, and what I was reading about this school of thinking called
“general semantics” offered ways for me to be “more right, more often.”

General semantics taught me about language, how there are metaphysics
and belief systems embedded in the structure of the language we use, and that
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maybe we should stop espousing those beliefs when modern science has since
contradicted them and maybe do things to update our language. General
semantics taught me how to change the structures of my written and spoken
sentences, subtly, to be just a bit more true to facts. General semantics taught
me about the problems with using absolutisms like the words “all” and “al-
ways,” and how it is nearly impossible for our nervous systems to know all
about anything … and so to maybe stop acting as if I do. It taught me about
the problems with be-verbs and adjectives, and how they can suggest a belief
that qualities like color are an inherent ingredient in the objects we see, rather
than being something our nervous systems construct for us.

Most of all, general semantics taught me that no two people’s nervous
systems are exactly alike in all respects. Instead, at best, they are structurally
similar. This lesson was profound for me because it taught me that these little
differences between yours and my nervous systems can account for little dif-
ferences we have in our interpretations of events, such that my opinion may be
just as valid as your opinion and vice versa. As a result, more and more of my
arguments ended with agreeing to disagree with people, rather than conten-
tiously arguing that my way was theway to see things and your way was wrong.

The lessons of general semantics were so eye-opening and exciting for me that
I joined the International Society forGeneral Semantics as a college freshman, and
eventually also the Institute ofGeneral Semantics.My career pathwas and is as an
actor, and in college, I dreamed of, you know, maybe being a famous actor and
doing a public service announcement for general semantics that would air on TV
and drive interest in the subject. I believe in general semantics and had thought its
value had long ago been academically and culturally demonstrated—thatmaybe a
public service announcement here and there would help keep up its profile in the
public realm and simply remind people about it.

I’ve since learned that still not really a lot of people know about general
semantics and that it is getting older and older along with the people associated
with the field. This perception of mine, whether it is a reality or not, leads me to
a feeling of responsibility to keep general semantics alive: to preserve it so that it
can be accessed and rediscovered.

And this leads me to my regrets with respect to general semantics, which I
live with each time I see a need for general semantics. Because although I am
receiving this award for contributions, accomplishments, and efforts in the field
of general semantics, and although I do my part to maintain a respectable
image for general semantics by managing its website, I continually regret that I
cannot do more for general semantics. The demands of working in TV and film
are large, and the pursuits of my career require focus. So some time ago, I had
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to draw a bit of a line, albeit fuzzy, that I can only do so much for general
semantics because time does not permit me to engage the passion I have for
general semantics without compromising my professional pursuits.

This is to say that (1) there is so much more that I want to do for general
semantics and (2) it is more or less realistic that I can’t do all of those things with
the speed and focus that I want to use. General semantics deserves more speed
than I can offer.

So I want to call on you. Not you who are doing things for general se-
mantics already. Thank you so much. But you who have some energy and
interest in general semantics, and recognize its social and cultural value. What
can you do for general semantics?

And just so you do think about this question, I want you to ask yourself
this: What can you do for general semantics by the end of October 2018? And
what can you do for general semantics by December 31? What can you do in
2019 for general semantics and in 2020? Through your efforts, you might be
next year’s recipient of this award, or a future recipient…

…Because general semantics needs people, and energy, and follow-
through. We are again in an era wherein the lessons of general semantics
would critically help people sort through the speech and writings of their
leaders and give people tools for staying sane in the face of confusing language
and propaganda. We are in an era where prominent figures are insisting
“Words matter.”1 “Words matter” might as well be a slogan or hashtag for
general semantics. If there is anything that general semantics calls attention to,
it is words and matter because general semantics focuses us on matter in the
empirical realm and the words used to describe it. Knowing the relationship
between empirical reality and the words we use is half the battle. But without
people and energy and follow-through to promote and apply general semantics,
general semantics merely sits on a website or in books to be discovered. So
again, I ask you: What can you do for general semantics?

Thank you, the Institute of General Semantics, for your recognition. I am
humbled by you recommending me for the J. Talbot Winchell Award. I want
you to know that this is not the end of my contributions to the field. So refrain
from ending your paragraph about my contributions to general semantics
with a period. Instead, please end it with a comma, followed by the words
“et cetera.”

Note
1. On October 26, 2018, earlier in the day of this acceptance, former U.S. Vice

President Joseph Biden, who had recently been a target of a pipe bombmail
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campaign, spoke publicly at the University of Buffalo. In his newsworthy
speech, he said:

[…] I want to begin by addressing what you’ve all seen in the news in the recent
hours and days regarding pipe bombs that have been sent—a couple of them to
me and to other people. And, folks, we don’t have all the facts yet and we don’t
know who’s behind this—why they’re doing it—but as my mother used to say,
that out of something bad, Joey, something good will come if you look hard
enough for it. And my hope is this recent spate of these—who knows exactly
what they were—but these pipe bombs being mailed might wake everybody in
my business up a little bit and realize that we have to begin to put this country
back together again. This division, this hatred, this ugliness—it has to end.
Words matter.

Cf. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v5s5ueUXBWX3A.

WHAT CAN YOU DO FOR GENERAL SEMANTICS 289


