Misused and Overworked Words and Phrases
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In the July 22nd issue of The Washington Post, the word icon popped up four times--in reference to Spider-Man, Sly and the Family Stone, the Barbie doll, and Tammy Wynette. On that same day in England's Guardian newspaper, a politician and a kitchen appliance--Enoch Powell and the Kenwood Mini Mixer--were also certified as icons.

Other icons recognized last Friday included the Dublin Horse Show, novelist John McGahern, the iPhone, and reggae performer Dennis Bovell (all by way of The Irish Times); rugby player Richie Gray, bluesman B.B. King, and actor Gérard Depardieu (in The Scotsman); novelist Margaret Atwood, fashion designer Iris Apfel, Wrigley Field, Captain America, baseball executive Branch Rickey, and the recently opened Vaughan City Hall (all from Canada's iconic newspaper, the Toronto Star).

With this proliferation of icons throughout the English-speaking world, it's time to call in a bona-fide iconoclast--author Joe Queenan: 

Icons are increasingly hard to avoid. Last month I attended a funeral at which a mourner referred to the deceased as a local icon. While visiting Dublin in June, I found myself dining with a Scottish author of terrifying murder mysteries who described herself as "an international cultural icon." I also read in the press that McDonald's was an iconic franchise. Then I got an email announcing that Creative Artists Agency had just added Greg Norman to its roster of clients. That is, Greg Norman, "international golf icon."

The term "icon" has two basic meanings, neither of which apply to Michael Jackson, Greg Norman, Ed McMahon, most Scottish mystery writers or anyone from Paul Revere & the Raiders. Originally it referred to sacred images painted on tiny wooden panels back in the days of the Eastern Empire. Thus, in theory, Farrah Fawcett's famous '70s poster could vaguely qualify as an icon. But for the longest time the word "icon" was used to refer to what Webster's describes as "an object of uncritical devotion." No more. Today it is used to describe anyone reasonably famous who is completely over the hill, on a respirator, or stone dead. . . . 

This is just another case of hyperventilating journalists hijacking an otherwise admirable language because they are desperate to insert an infectious banality into their work and don't care if it belongs there. There is no such thing as "the mother of all stimulus packages." One cannot go in search of the Holy Grail of killer apps for the iPhone. The English language doesn't work that way. It's flexible, but it's not stupid.
(Joe Queenan, "Icons Aren't What They Used to Be." The Wall Street Journal, July 20, 2009)

