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The most dangerous use of OR, however, is shown by the last example sentence. As we
just pointed out, English doesn’t typically distinguish between inclusive and exclusive
ORs, so perhaps both should handle it. Just by making that statement, however, we limit
our options severely. Perhaps it should be handled by Pat or Bill. There is a presupposi-
tion (we talked about presuppositions in an earlier article) that either Jack or Jill is the
correct answer.

In a business setting, limiting our choices in this way is rarely the most productive way
to think. Especially if we are having trouble making a decision, we need to look at the
problem again and see if there aren’t shades of gray between the two poles. Perhaps
there is an “out of the box” solution that addresses a higher-level problem at the same
time. Even the “inclusive” OR excludes many possible answers to our problem. By being
more aware of our language, we can open the doors to alternatives that might be other-
wise hidden.

We have seen that the short word OR has a lot of problems in regular English usage.
Sometimes, it’s a wimpy way of saying “if . . . then,” limiting our thinking and turning
attention away from the speaker. Sometimes its meaning is ambiguous. And sometimes
it serves to artificially limit our alternatives. Becoming sensitive to these nuances can
help you express yourself more clearly, and more easily find alternatives when respond-
ing to others.
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