A Little Chat about Jargon

Why does science have so many funny words? Why can’t scientists just say what they mean, in plain English? Good question, with a two-part answer.

Creating better communication

Scientists need to be able to communicate with others in their field. They say what they mean (most of them, most of the time, to the best of their ability), but what they mean can’t be said in the English language that people use to talk about routine daily matters.

Like people working in every field, scientists develop vocabularies of technical terminology and other forms of jargon so they can better communicate with other scientists. It’s important that the scientist sending the information and the scientist receiving it both use the same words to refer to the same phenomenon. To understand anatomy and physiology, you must know and use the same terminology, too. The jargon can be overwhelming at first, but understanding the reason for it and taking the time to learn it before diving into the complicated content will make your learning experience less painful.

Establishing precise terminology

The second part of the answer starts with a little chat about jargon. Contrary to the belief of some, jargon is a good thing. Jargon is a set of words and phrases that people who know a lot about a particular subject use to talk together. There’s jargon in every field (scientific or not), every workplace, every town, even every home. Families and close friends almost always use jargon in conversations with one another. Plumbers use jargon to communicate about plumbing. Anatomists and physiologists use jargon, much of which is shared with medicine and other fields of biology, especially human biology.
Scientists try to create terminology that’s precise and easy to understand by developing it systematically. That is, they create new words by putting together existing and known elements. They use certain syllables or word fragments over and over to build new terms. With a little help from this book, you’ll soon start to recognize some of these fragments. Then you can put the meanings of different fragments together and accurately guess the meaning of a term you’ve never seen before, just as you can understand a sentence you’ve never read before. Table 1-1 gets you started, listing some word fragments related to the organ systems we cover in this book.
But why do these terms have to be Latin and Greek syllables and word fragments? Why should you have to dissect and put back together a term like iliohypogastric? Well, the terms that people use in common speech are understood slightly differently by different people, and the meanings are always undergoing change. 

