exactly what it says on the tin

STIR UNTIL MIXED THOROUGHLY.

CLEAN BRUSHES WITH WHITE SPIRIT.

IN CASES OF COMPLETE IMMERSION SEEK MEDICAL ATTENTION.

These are all examples of things it may say on the tin. Or might. Might say. On the tin. But none of them is what it actually does. Not, I mean, what it actually does say on the tin, because god knows it probably does say something this dull, but what the substance inside the tin actually does, (does, that is, in the real world of objects, where things are and remain obstinately resistant to description), if we have any access to such a place that is, and if we can interact with it through the use of our symbolic systems, or if it is not merely a construction of those systems itself, although that might be the basis of an illusion of interaction at least rather than entirely an impediment to meaningful understanding and effective agency; we must have a system for explaining phenomena, the world needs explaining to itself, it is a complex system, (as are we). Indeed even if it is merely a construction moulded from the almost infinite possibilities of spacetime and reduced to the simplest form like a child’s drawing, no, without that charm and sophistication, more like the crude pixel blur of space invaders. 
Oh, of course, you don’t know what I’m talking about. 
Now, when somebody, perhaps on the television, perhaps talking about football as they like to, let’s see, he says “That Claude Makelele, ‘does exactly what it says on the tin’”. I saw and heard a man really say this in such a context, it was the last straw, I can tell you. What this improbable imitation of the common man was deploying as a rhetorical and social technique was something I think we could call ‘coining a phrase’. I am trying to persuade this to mean quoting within a particular field of discourse a common phrase or saying from a different area of life by way of metaphorical description or assertion as to the nature of the subject/object the phrase is now applied to. In this example the use of the given phrase from the readily identifiable context of ‘Popular Culture (advertising)’ suggests that Claude Makelele is a player of known attributes and reliable performance, indicates perhaps that he demonstrates certain definite and restricted ambitions, to some extent the phrase acts as an acknowledgement of limitations, but it is also a celebration of plainness, of the effective, the pragmatic, the efficient, the durable. The use of such a phrase in such a new context makes high demands of the phrase itself, it designates it as a piece of popular culture, a known quantity in the shifting world of language, a little vessel bobbing on the sea of the dubious, (though always ready – perhaps especially so - to be freighted with new ambiguities). Use of this or any other solidified fragment of language in such a way gives it a status which it needs to be able to defend, and each phrase inevitably carries with it a message intrinsic to its form and context. 

Each of these linguistic coagulations is composed of and carries and preserves acts of meaning. Almost independent of its merely linguistic structures it encodes attitudes and social relationships within it. The collision of social worlds implied in the use of a phrase from one discursive field within the context of another accomplishes a sort of short-circuiting of the two, and offers vantage points on both phrase and context. In this instance it suggests a sort of collusion between audience and commentator – the expert expects us to understand the reference, he offers us fellowship which ennobles us both: we are elevated into communication with the dreadful Gods of television and punditry; he is proved to be graced by a touching humility, to be grounded in a common soil; he is one of the lads.

This particular clotted little language scab originates in an advertising campaign for a chemical or mixture of chemicals. Let’s face a few fragments of what we might dare to call ‘fact’: If Claude Makalele came in a tin he wouldn’t do anything. 
He would, at best, be a meat product.

This particular language act, in its ‘context of primary exposure’
 as the punchline of a witless gag in an endlessly repetitive series of television adverts, confers on its referee, (its player), its subject, the sacred cloak of blokedom. This is the school of ‘no-nonsense’: we are not, above all, going to be bamboozled, tricked or blinded with science when we associate with this product and its manufacturers. In fact they are going to allow us privileged yet matey access to the true world of Men, where things make sense in an uncomplicated way, and products have purposes which they state clearly. We can take this on trust. There is nothing flashy going on here. There are no gays involved. No blacks. No women. We are all part of the same grown-up club after all, these people are our friends, they are like us, and us is a good, sensible thing to be like, and they would not mislead us, good lord no, of course not. This vile little slogan hails the stupefied victim as he slumps in his chair in the fog of the family living room with an assumed complicity, it fixes him with a familiar embrace, it pretends intimacy and congruence of purpose. Already the manufacturer and their advertising agents have come to an unspoken relationship with us. Perhaps we had best leave aside consideration of the sort of questions it might be wise to direct at the manufacturers of such products. “What do you do with the waste products of your huge chemical plants?” for example, or “From which zones of perpetual war do you derive your raw materials?”

But that’s not even under consideration here. That’s not even among the ‘desirable qualities’ on the ideal candidate description on the application form for inclusion among the considerations we can afford to address. 

Because the strongest linguistic implication here is that there are other things – other products, presumably, perhaps similar in appearance and – who knows – purpose that don’t do this. 

Don’t do what? 
Well, this whatever it is that is so exactly done. Or products that don’t do it exactly. Or even that exactly don’t do it. It’s almost like politics. “New Labour: tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime” (for example). “I have 3 priorities, education education education.” You can see that even the great Tony, Mr. Plausible himself must have admired this one: “Does exactly what it says on the tin.” I mean. “Trust me on this.”  It’s perfect. Other products are not trustworthy. Other products have offered us solutions to our specific needs and lacks and then on purchase failed to satisfy our inner emptiness. Other products deceive or confuse us. They are labelled with impenetrable complexity left over from histories no longer understood, or with blatant nonsense and mere lies. “No More Nails” “I can’t Believe it’s not Butter” “Dr. Mungo’s Sacred Vanishing Powder” “Ronseal Preservative Woodstain, Light Oak”. This exactly-substance alone can offer us security and acceptance, it will not judge or exclude us, it will not be two-faced and deceptive, it will accomplish that which it proposes efficiently and without fuss. ‘What they undertook to do / They brought to pass.’
 
This marvellous substance is imbued with a natural, a spiritual integrity, a true essence. It has integrity. Just imagine, explore its potentialities with your mind for a moment. It is transformative, thus it has miraculous powers, it resists corruption, therefore it is pure, it is alchemical, and its heart is simple; it is the very water of life. Straight from the fountain of youth chemical works and bottling plant to YOU.  

So there are some things to be said about ‘doing what it says on the tin’, and some of them are about tins, but most of them are not. As for tins, they themselves are not without a symbolic value. They are not merely neutral containers for goods, they are rich in specific cultural markers; even empty they are filled with meaning, they have substance. Tins are mildly old-fashioned. In itself this denotes an older, more plainly-spoken technology. It generates nostalgia for the cobblestone certainties of imaginary history. Tins, cans, tin cans, tin can alley, alley-oops a daisy gorblimey guvnor days of true values and a whiter empire. Ignore coca cola and ringpulls, and even Campbells’ soup, think of the postwar creosote, the canned goods of the commonwealth, the army rations, of bully beef and bomb-shelters. Think of Grandad’s shed, the old allotment poisons, hearty campfire beans, sliced cling peaches in aggressive syrup. A tin is in itself a bluff, no-nonsense artefact.

In any case, very little does come in tins any more. Jars are still popular, and there are all manner of plastic tubs and bottles. We should, I suppose, attempt to distinguish between ‘tins’ and ‘cans’, hopeless as it seems perhaps there might be some practical distinction between the two. Beer comes in cans like soft drinks come in cans, but beer is often in cans so thin that the Australian term ‘tinny’ seems appropriate, even ‘tube’. Beer did once come in tins, if only in the ghastly form of the Watney’s ‘Party Seven’. This vast, nightmare tin was full of beer so filthy that it was the staple of teenage parties in the 1970’s. Excessively fizzy, sweet, weak beer, bad chemical beer which came in a tin containing seven pints, therefore enforcing on those foolhardy enough to pierce the thick golden lid with the strange, triangle-ended spanner-like device not only a sticky splash but the duty of consuming the whole thing before it went flat. But now beer comes only in cans or bottles, except when in industrial quantities, and this is generally to be applauded since at least it is no longer Watney’s Red Barrel. 

And I have to admit, it was very popular at first, the plain-speaking assertion that the particular product ‘does exactly what it says on the tin’. A very new-labour plain-speaking, this, a very Blairite levelling with the people. But now, of course, things have gone too far. The latest in a series of products to be promoted under this slogan is called “Decking Stain”. This is clearly not something that can be done. I mean, I have no comment to make on the efficacy of the product, but then how difficult, how exacting and specialised can it be? It’s obviously a normal preservative woodstain, the sort of creosote substitute that is a perfectly standard stock-in-trade of chemical companies. It is the linguistic and conceptual problem that interests me here. It says “Decking Stain” on the tin, and this is not something you can do, not even allowing for a considerable level of inexactitude. Certainly ‘stain’ has a function as verb as well as noun, so I can stain something, perhaps by pouring coffee over it, but if I say I’m going to ‘decking stain’ it, or even that the substance in this can is going to ‘decking stain’ it, it sounds like I’m pretending to be a gangster in Eastenders:

“If you don’t gerartovvit nah I’m going to have to decking stain you, mate.”

So I hope it doesn’t do that, or Homebase will look like a war zone, or worse still like somewhere with a ‘peacekeeping force’ deployed in it. 
Decking stain is not easily accomplished within either law or language. There is a deep ontological confusion implicit here, well in line with larger cultural assumptions. ‘Misapprehensions’, I am tempted to say;
this hideous slogan represents an exemplary instance of a metaphysical blindness all too current in this rapidly globalising culture. For example, on meeting a stranger, perhaps at a cocktail party or other social event people of the ‘West’ will enquire “And what do you do?”, very like the Dear Old Queen, whereas representatives of a different society might be inclined to gain an understanding of us by asking whether we have brothers, whether our parents are still living, if we are married and do we have children? Our relationship to the world is defined in different ways by these questions, our significance is understood from different perspectives and by different rules, both we and the world have different meanings. It is uncomfortable that ours is the impersonal, instrumental view rather than the social and familial, I feel. This attitude is echoed in the ontological confusion transfixed here on the point of this enquiry. There is a confusion here between being and doing. Hegel’s fundamental binary distinction, being and becoming, this impossible division of existence and action is again elided or erased. This is a primary psycho-cultural site for the westerner (perhaps ‘northerner’). Can we in the West only ‘be’ if we define ourselves through an economic, commercial or at the very least practical role? ‘What do you DO?’ (Well, I breathe a lot. Sometimes I walk about.) Ours is a depressing perspective, and the metaphysical crisis it exposes seems one sure symptom of our fatal disease. Nothing is what it is, it can only be considered in terms of its possible use or market value. Even when we have an object or substance clearly defined as ‘Decking Stain’ we have to talk about it in terms of its use which are grammatically inappropriate. After all, I could accept that it is Decking Stain, although why that should be supposed to exist as a distinct class of substance I have very little idea, but it does not DO Decking Stain. 

Well really, one doesn’t, one just doesn’t.
And anyway imagine how embarrassed the Queen would be to be asked that question. “Weell. One walks about and greets people. And one eats at state occasions and meets people. Awll in awll I suppose one does one’s best to represent the Nation.”

This is not merely a syntactical error but a patent misrepresentation of long-supposed and fundamental categories of existence, of ‘is’ and ‘does’. Such confusion might be fruitful if it were argued that the two concepts could be reconciled into a greater whole, but this is not intended as any such transcendent leap. This is a simple and erroneous misidentification of doing with being, or a superimposition of the grammar of action on the ground of description. Language is in disagreement with itself under the tension of such misrepresentation. An account of the falsification of the world is hereby being falsified.
What’s more, it doesn’t even come in a tin, this stuff, it comes in a sort of rounded oblong plastic tub. So our snappy New Labour straight-talking slogan ‘does exactly what it says on the tin’ becomes a slightly more cumbersome ‘can be used to accomplish the effect implied by the phrase or title on the lid of the rounded oblong plastic tub if applied in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions’. 
This is clearly less than entirely satisfactory.

There is a clear attempt in the specific instance with which we began
 of seeking to influence the viewer by coming into collusion with him, (and I do mean him), by duping him with a picture of shared values. This usage seeks to create an illusory community, and each community by its nature (contentious word, that) is an entity which defines itself through the exclusion of others. (As indeed any entity must in a universe of symbols.) So we base our false and deceptive community of collusion (just as we base all meaning) on the exclusion of others, and through this we are to be persuaded to do things that may not be in our interests. This sounds like Nationalism to me. This sounds like the Popular Press. This is a sociolinguistic strategy entirely suitable for a demagogue. We are being duped here, tricked in any number of ways we can scarcely enumerate, even the desire to turn away from false claims, the reaction against linguistic trickery is turned against us, and through this blatant and repeated misapplication of the virtually meaningless our faith in the possibility of communication is further undermined. 
So let’s get this straight, if only for a moment. The phrase is a calculated deception, using as its strategy the pretence that it undercuts or short-circuits deception. It does not do what it says on the tin. It does not do it even inexactly. It says nothing. It does nothing. There is no tin. 
� I borrow my neat and formal terminology here, (and thus also something of the scholarly rectitude of the academic register) from the learned interactivist Dr. Vivian Crowhook and his seminal work Semen and Semantics – priapic ritual in everyday interaction, Runcorn Academic Press, Runcorn, (1986).


� ‘To the unknown sages’, W.B.Yeats, Doubleday and Tripleday, NY, (1826)


� The ‘site of secondary exposure’, or in Florence Babcock’s terms (Babcock 2007c) ‘referential utilisation’.





