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from Smoke*Signals
to Smartp|

Thanks to technology, we no longer need to rush to the
telegraph office to send an expensive two-word message “Safely
Arrived” to our family when we are on an overseas trip. Nor do
we need to ask hotel telephone operators to put us through to our
sweethearts. We will certainly not bother to write letters to our
friends to recount our adventures on foreign shores. Letter writing
is dismissed by many as a hobby for those who have time to kill.
Today, simply stroking our fingers across the touch
screen will let our family and friends know instantly
what we are doing, with stories vividly told by
pictures, emoticons and music.

People in the past were, however, not as lucky
as we are. Before handy gadgets were brought into
existence, smoke signals were considered a smart
way for long-distance communication. If the
forefathers of today’s Native Americans were
brought back to life, they would jump for joy as
they would not have to burn damp grass halfway up
the hill to tell their tribesmen that all was well. Nor would they
have to climb up to the hilltop to send smoke signals to warn
them of imminent dangers. Powerful and versatile gadgets would
save them the trouble.

The rapid development of electronic communication has
reshaped the world. The landline phone, once considered the
greatest invention in the world, has been surpassed by the
smartphone, which allows people to stay connected wherever
they are. Also, the emergence of a large number of social-
networking sites has redefined the meaning of “friends”, who
are now not only people you know well and like, but also those
whose backgrounds and interests are mysteries to you. They are
called “cyber friends”. Many people, especially introverted ones,
enjoy this kind of cyber friendship, and have so much to share
with strangers in chat rooms.

To chat online, there is a
set of rules to follow. For
people who are not regular
participants in chat room
conversations, this guideline
may help them: Do not tell
others of your real name,
address and telephone number,
or even your gender. Telling lies is a sub-culture rather than a sin
in chat rooms. Why bother to do this? Perhaps in the virtual
world, the authenticity of personal information is not important
at all. What matters most is that with a “new” identity, you can
talk freely and boldly, and you will not be judged by anyone you

know. Or perhaps, for some people, chat anonymity makes
communication more interesting and exciting.

A smart chat room visitor must be good at the language
used on the Internet, in particular internet jargon, which has long
been bemoaned as the downfall of the written word. In this fast
moving world, not many of us bother even to write grammatically
correct messages in chat rooms, let alone something
more poetic. Do you know what “LOL” and
“RUF2T” stand for? As explained by some experts
of cyber language, the three-letter phrase may mean
“laughing out loud”, “lots of love”, or sometimes
“log off loser”, depending on the context of the
conversation. “RUF2T”, which looks more like a
mathematical equation, is short for “Are you free
to talk?” Compared to these two alien expressions,
phrases like “ur welcome” and “Meet u there at 8”
are much more reader-friendly. In the face of an
impending language disaster, linguists have issued
a strong warning to us: cyber language is killing the English
language and illiteracy is on the rise.

But even before the arrival of the language disaster, we
may already have become slaves to modern gadgets. Our over-
dependency on such devices has increased the isolation of
individuals. The next time you are taking a bus, pay attention to
your fellow passengers. The chances are that you will see many
of them, with their heads down, tapping the screens of their
tablets or texting on their smartphones. Convenient gadgets do
help us stay in touch with an extended network of people at all
times, but they can also erode our communication with those
sitting right next to us. Have you ever felt an obsessive urge to
constantly check your e-mail, even when on vacation with your
family? Do you grab your smartphone immediately when you
hear the sound alert of an incoming message during a get-
together with your friends?

True. Gadgets can be relationship killers. So put your tablet
down while your kids are trying to talk to you. Switch off your
smartphone when you are watching a good show with your lover.
But gadgets can also be relationship boosters.

Send your friend a cute text if you forgot to wish

him or her luck on an important occasion. Write =
an e-mail message to your partner saying you

feel guilty about last night’s argument.
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Modern digital devices, when used _ B =

a iatel ke life a lot \
ppropriately, make

easier. g
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The ballet begins with an exuberant swordplay between
members of the Capulets and the Montagues in the early hours
in a street of Verona. The male dancers move forward and back,
twisting and turning, brandishing their swords to provoke their
enemies. Their powerful jumps and strikes vividly reveal their

' d?p—seated hatred for their long-time rivals.

‘f ~ Guests are seen arriving at the Capulets’. Romeo
- Montague, a gallant and handsome young man, makes his way
_ into the ballroom in disguise. Men and women, all in glamorous
costumes, twirl around the dance floor. Romeo sees Juliet
Capulet and is enthralled by her beauty. He glides across the
floor with delightful steps. Shy of each other, they swirl
together, carried away by their blooming love. Their pas de
deux, like a romantic hide-and-seek, beautifully
conveys the adolescent shyness and fascination
- between the lovers.

Unable to sleep, Juliet stays on her balcony,
thmkmg about Romeo, who then appears in the
- garden below. They fix their eyes on each other, and

- remain still as the music builds. Juliet descends from
the balcony stairs, and Romeo then shows off in a
~ solo full of big leaps and spins. He kneels with open
_arms and Juliet rushes towards him gracefully. At
- one point, she is drawn towards Romeo by his strong
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arms. At another, they exchange loving caresses. The sw
music goes on. They move with fluidity through pi
embraces and elegant lifts. The da.nce ends w1th a |
kiss. 2

The second duet takes place in a sorro wit ng.
Romeo is sent into exile because he has killed Juliet’s cousin
in a brawl. Repeatedly lowering her head and casting down
her eyes, Juliet feels the immense grief of parting with her
newlywed husband. She circles her arms around him, as if
trying to keep him from leaving. She falls onto the floor with
her whole body bent forward to express her despair. He drags
her to him, and she covers him with hysterical kisses until he
stops her. Romeo leaves and Juliet stands transfixed, w1th
unspeakable grief.

In the final act, Juliet falls unconscious after -
drinking the sleeping potion given by Friar
Laurence. Without receiving the message to rescue ~
Juliet, Romeo returns to Verona to mourn her death.
Seeing his love lying in an open coffin, Romeo is .~
heartbroken. He does high jumps and spins to pour =
out his sorrow. Before drinking a vial of poison, he
holds Juliet’s body tenderly in his arms and gives
her a final kiss. Juliet awakes to find Romeo dead
beside her, and then stabs herself to death. The death
of the two star-crossed lovers ends the bitter feud
between the two families. £
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Dressed in jeans and T-shirt, she was making funny
faces at an emaciated boy who had an intravenous catheter
taped to his arm. She rolled her eyes, pursed her lips and

ﬁ 9/ stuck her tongue out, trying to cajole him into eating the
= bowl of porridge in front of him. A smile emerged on the
boy’s face. She then carefully put a spoonful of porridge into
his mouth. Her name was Audrey. She was twenty-six years
old.

(@ oo 7 A nurse walked by and gave Audrey a thumbs-up sign

= as she saw the boy finally finish his meal. Audrey wiped the
“ boy’s lips and hugged him gently before rising to greet the
nurse. Having worked in this paediatric ward

grabbed by the young man. She then took out a notebook
and wrote: “What’ve I done wrong?” Wearing a stern face,
the assistant wrote: “Take out all the books you’ve borrowed.”
At that moment, the librarian came forward and explained
to the assistant that it was a false alarm. The red-faced
assistant immediately let go of Audrey’s bag, and Audrey
stood there, the tears welling up in her eyes. The young
assistant was Jason.

If two people are meant for each other, they will meet
again somehow, somewhere, someday. On a dark wintry
morning years later, in the same paediatric ward where she
worked as a voluntary worker, Audrey was

as a voluntary worker for years, she knew how
lonely it could be when one was cut off from
the outside world because of sickness. Her
painful stay in hospital at the age of six had
left a mark on her heart, as she had become
deaf and partially mute after an attack of a
terrible disease.

‘\y‘ Audrey was a voracious reader when she
was a teenager. Every day after school, she
would sit in a quiet corner of the library near
her home and immerse herself in the world of books.
Ashamed of her unclear speech, she was not keen on
mingling with others, except her schoolmates, who were also
suffering from hearing loss. Whenever Audrey’s friends saw
her, they made fun of her by folding and opening their hands
and raising them close to their noses — a hand sign for the
word “bookworm”. That was how they called her.

The meal time was over. Audrey walked out of the
aediatric ward with a contented smile. She then hurried
home for an early dinner. While she was enjoying her

food, an instant message appeared on the screen of her
smartphone. It was from her boyfriend Jason, who
was rehearsing his tenor solo in a concert hall. On
the coffee table was a photo Jason had taken when
he worked with a medical team in Africa some
years ago. She picked it up, and her memories
rushed back to the day they first met. Their encounter
was in no way romantic as it ended in tears.
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One drizzly afternoon a decade ago, Audrey had left
the library as usual after borrowing some books. As she was
passing through the turnstile, a loud beeping sound was
heard. A young part-time library assistant at the exit

\) immediately stopped her and asked if he could check the
contents of her bag. She looked at his lips attentively, trying
in vain to figure out what he wanted to say. Terrified and
embarrassed, she wanted to run away, but her bag was tightly

making a balloon dog to comfort a crying girl
who had just been given a shot, while Jason,
a medical intern, examined a coughing boy
— behind Audrey. Jason turned around and their
eyes met. With a surprised smile, he made
some hand signs to ask Audrey if she still
remembered him. No longer a timid girl, she
replied naughtily, “Sure, you’re the library
assistant and I was the book thief.” They both
laughed.

There are hiccups in every relationship. Jason was an L —
amateur tenor, and had a powerful singing voice. But it was /s
sad that Audrey had never been able to hear it. And it was <
much sadder that he had never invited her to his performances. —
A bit mad at Jason, tonight, she wanted to play the naughty F
girlfriend and go to his concert without letting him know.
She longed to “see” him sing. Afraid to be spotted by her
boyfriend, she sat in the last row of the hall. In a black tuxedo
and with his hair freshly pomaded, Jason belted out Ave
Maria. Like his devoted fan, Audrey enjoyed every facial
expression and hand movement Jason made, as if she could
distinctly hear every word he sang. Overwhelmed and
overjoyed, she stood up and clapped her hands loudly before
the song was over. Interrupted by the untimely clapping,
Jason looked around and saw Audrey waving her hand
frantically at the back of the hall. He then lovingly madea ,/
heart-shaped sign to her while chanting the final part of the
hymn: “Ave, Ave, Ave Maria — Ave, Ave, Ave Maria”.

Uncontrollably, Audrey wept.
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Good communication is as stimulating as black coffee,
and just as hard to sleep after.

y
Anne Morrow Lindbergh &
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After touring around an Arabian town under the
scorching sun for a whole day, a traveller, thirsty and
exhausted, craves a bite of mouth-watering roast lamb and a
sip of aromatic lentil soup. Not speaking a word of the Arabic
language, he tries to tell the waiter the dishes he likes by
nodding and giving a thumbs-up in a restaurant. Twenty
minutes later, the dishes arrive. But all he gets is the opposite
of what he wanted and an offended face. What has gone
wrong?

The poor traveller might have expected that nodding is
a universal gesture to show agreement or approval, but
actually it is not. In some countries in the Middle East, a nod
is a sign of saying no. The waiter might have been confused
by the traveller’s repeated nods. In the western world, a
thumbs-up is a gesture to show appreciation, but it is
considered vulgar or threatening in some Arab countries. No
wonder that the traveller has offended the waiter.

Non-verbal communication is not universal. Every
culture interprets body language, vocal sounds and eye contact
differently. The “OK” signal, a hand gesture made by
connecting the thumb and forefinger into a circle, refers to
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money in Japan and zero in France. In some other countries
it is an offensive reference to a private body part. Burping
after a meal is considered uncouth behaviour in many western
countries, but a hearty belch is a sign of appreciation for the
cook in India. The list goes on and on.

In social interactions, most Europeans and Americans
feel comfortable at an arm’s length away, but Hispanics
consider that distance unfriendly. In the Middle East, people
may get right up in your face when they talk to you. In Latin
America, you will get very touchy-feely with both strangers
and friends, often with hearty embraces. A smile should be
safe enough and will not cause any trouble, you may say. Yes,
but not always. In some places, a smiling face should be
reserved for friends only. Americans smile freely at strangers,
but in Russia this is considered strange and even impolite.

So to avoid misunderstanding and embarrassment, you
had better learn in advance the culture of non-verbal
communication of the place you want to visit. Remember
your body is always saying something, even when you are
not speaking.
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You are perhaps not a journalist or a novelist, but you are
a writer nevertheless of a job application letter, a heartfelt
condolence e-mail to your friend or a report on work. Mind and
pen poised, you will soon realise that the gap between what you
want to say and what appears on the paper is as wide as an ocean.

The ability to write well is a valuable asset, and often helps
us achieve our goals. Moreover, everyone is capable of enhancing
their power of written communication by practising the basic
principles of writing. To be a good writer, we have to write more
tightly. Less is often more. However, we tend to lengthen the
things we want to write by using sometimes meaningless
expressions. Consider the following sentence:

Needless to say, we are, if you like, facing a problem
which, when all is said and done, we did not create ourselves.

The three highlighted phrases are meaningless in the
sentence. A shorter sentence is more powerful: We are facing a
problem which we did not create ourselves.

Also, we all tend to use clichés. It is true that familiar
phrases sometimes are a handy way of expressing ourselves.
But most of us are unaware of the irritation that overuse of clichés
can cause. If we want to use clichés only when appropriate and
avoid them when not, it is better for us to recognise them. Give
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yourself a quick test. Can you complete the following tired and
well-worn phrases with the missing word? Check the answers
at the bottom of this article. 4

>§><><><><><><><>‘>CQ< OOV
. L Ifyowvegotit, it

. 2. agift from the
3. quantum

4. weighed in the

5. light at the end of the
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and found wanting
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Apart from meaningless expressions and clichés, we often
use redundant words: free gifts, added bonus, and utterly unique,
to give just a few examples. A gift, if not free, is not a gift; a
bonus is normally an addition; and unique means the only one
of its kind. You cannot get much more unique than that.

So when you want to place an advertisement in the
newspaper to announce the arrival of your little darling, don’t
write: Mr and Mrs John Chan are delighted to announce the
birth of a baby girl, Anne Chan.

Why not? We all know it is a baby. Can Mrs Chan give
birth to an adult g1r1‘7
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The most important thing in communication is hearing

what isn’t said.
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£ olution of Issue No. e following winners will be notified individua ost:
Solut fI No. 52 The foll g 11 be notified individually by post
‘l‘ 0 1. comes 7. beholder
Not=a- Mlndbuggl er 2. costs 8. pros Au Wai-chun  Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
3. thirsty 9. cons Ng Pui-yan Census and Statistics Department
4. alive 10. procrastinate Kelvin Ling Financial Secretary’s Office
5. intrinsic 11. worry/whine Tsang Ching-man Home Affairs Department
6. varies 12. difficult Ng Man-fung Hong Kong Observatory

Issue No. 54 (December 2013) : Knowledge is Power
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Issue No. 55 (March 2014) : Day and Night

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please refer to Issue No. 42 for details.
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Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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