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How to search for terms in
Fowler’s Dictionary of Modern English Usage

To find an entry in this e-book you can:



• Browse the Alphabetical List of Entries and select the entry you would like to view

or

• Use your Search function to be taken to a complete list of references to your search term in the Companion
◦ If your search term has its own entry, it will usually be listed at the top of your results

◦ In cases where your search term appears in more than one entry heading, the results will be listed alphabetically







A note on special characters

While most e-readers can display special characters (such as é and â), many cannot search for words containing them, unless the special characters themselves are typed into the search box. If you are unable to type these characters, please browse for your term using the Alphabetical List of Entries.





Alphabetical List of Entries

A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  I  J  K  L  M  N  O  P  Q  R  S  T  U  V  W  X  Y  Z  

a-1

a-2

-a

AAVE

abacus

abbreviations

abdication

abductor

abetter, -or

abjure, adjure

-able, -ible

able-bodied, abled

ableism

able to

ablution

abode

abolishment, abolition

aboriginal, aborigines

about

above

abridgement, abridgment

abrogation

absent

absolute adjectives

absolute comparative

absolute construction

absolutely!

absolute possessives

absolve

absorbedly

abstract nouns

abstruse, obtuse

abysmal, abyssal

Academe

academic

Academy

accent

accent, accentuate

accept, except

acceptance, acceptation

accepter, acceptor

access, accession

accessary, accessory

accessible

accessorize

accessory

accidently

acclimate, acclimatize

accommodate, accommodation

accompanist

accomplice, accomplish

accord

according as

account

accoutrement

accumulative, cumulative

accused

acerb, acerbic

Achilles heel, Achilles tendon

achingly

acid rain

acid test

acknowledgement

acoustics

acqu

acquaintanceship

acronym

action

activate, actuate

active

actually

actuate

acuity, acuteness

acumen

ad

ad

adagio.

adaptation, adaption

adapter, adaptor

addendum

address

addresses

-ade

adequate

adherence, adhesion.

ad hoc

ad idem

adieu

adjacent, adjoining

adjective

adjoining

adjudicator

adjunct

adjure

administer, administrate

admission, admittance

admit

ad nauseam

-ado

adopted, adoptive

adrift

adult

adumbrate

advance

adventurous, adventuresome, venturesome, venturous

adverb

adversary

adverse, averse

advert

advertise

advertisement

advertising, language of

advise, advice

advisedly

adviser, advisor

-ae, -as

æ, œ

aegis

aeon

aerie, aery

aesthete, aesthetic

aet., aetat

affect, effect

affinity

affirmative

affirmative action

affix

afflict

aficionado

afore-

a fortiori.

African American

African American Vernacular English

aftermath

afterward, afterwards

age

aged

ageing, aging

ageism, agism

agenda

aggravate

aggressor

agism, agist

agitator

ago

agreement

agriculturalist, agriculturist

ahead of

ahold

-aholic

aid

aide

ain’t

air

ait

aitch

-al.

à la

à la carte

alarmed

albeit

albino

Albion

alexandrine

alga

alibi

alien

-(al)ist

alkali

all.

all-around

allay

alleged, allegedly

allegory

allegro

alleluia.

allergy.

alley

alliteration

allot

allow

all right

all-round

all that

all together, altogether

all told

allude, allusion

ally

Alma Mater

almanac

almoner

almost

along

alongside

alot

already

alright

also

alternate

alternative

although, though

alto

altogether

aluminium

alumnus

alveolar

a.m.

amateur

ambidextrous

ambience

ambiguity

ambiguous, ambivalent

ameba

amen

amend, emend

America

amid, amidst

Amish

amn’t

amoeba

amok, amuck

among, amongst

amoral

amount, number

ampersand

amphiboly

amphimacer

amuck

amuse(d)

amusedly

an

an-

anacoluthon

anacrusis

anaemia, anaemic

anaesthetic, anaesthetize

analogous

analogy

analyse

analysis

anapaest

anaphora

anastrophe

anathema

anchylosis

ancien régime

ancillary

and

and/or

anemia, anemic

anemone

anent

anesthetic, anesthetize

aneurysm

angle

angle (noun2), angler, angling

Anglo

Anglo-

Anglo-Indian

angst, angsty

ankylosis

annex, annexe

anniversaries

annul

Annunciation

anorak

anorexia

another

ante-, anti-

antenna

antepenult

antetype

Anthony

anthropophagi

anticipate

antistrophe

antithesis

antitype

antonomasia

anxious

any

anyways, any ways

aorist. (Greek ἀóριστος ‘indefinite’.)

apart from

apartheid

apex

aphaeresis

aphesis

apical

apiece

aplomb

apocope

apodosis

apology, apologia, apologue

apophthegm

aposiopesis

a posteriori.

apostrophe

appal

apparatus

apparent

appeal

appear(ed)

appeasement

appendix

applicable

apposition

appraisal

appraise, apprise

appreciate

apprehend, comprehend

apprise

apricot

a priori.

apropos.

apt

aqu-, acqu-

aquarium

Arab, Arabian, Arabic

arbiter, arbitrator

arc

archaeological

archaism

archetype

arctic

ardour

are, is

aren’t I?

areola

argot

arguably

argumentum ad —

-arily

aristocrat, aristocratic

arithmetic(al), geometric(al) progression

armadillo

armour

around, round

arouse, rouse

arpeggio

arrant

arrive

arsis

artifact, artifact

artiste

as

as and when

as  …  as, so  …  as

as bad or worse than

ascendance, ascendancy, ascendant

ascension

ascetic

ascribe

as far as

as follows

ashamedly

Asian, Asiatic

aside, a side

aside from

as per

assassinate

assignment

assimilation

assist

association

assonance

assume, presume

assuming (that)

assure, assurance

assuredly

assure, ensure, insure

asterisk (*)

asthma

asthmatic

astronaut

astronomical

asylum

asyndeton

at

-atable

ate

atelier

-athon, -thon

-ati

-ative, -ive

ATM

-ato

atop

atrium

at this moment in time

attorney

attraction

attributive

au

Aubretia, Aubrieta

au courant, au fait

audience

audit

au fait

auger, augur

aught

augur

aural, oral

aureola, aureole

autarchy, autarky

authentic, genuine

author

authoress

authoritarian, authoritative

automaton

auxiliary verbs

avail

avant-garde

avenge, revenge

aver

averse, aversion

avid

avocation

avoirdupois

avouch, avow, vouch

avuncular

await, wait

awake, awaken, wake, waken

aware

away

awesome

awful

awhile, a while

axe

axis

aye, ay

azure

bacillus

back

back-formation

backlog

backslang

backward(s)

bacterium

bad

bade

badinage

bafflegab

baggage, luggage

bail out, bale out

*baited breath

balance

baleful, baneful

bale out

balk

ballad

ballade

ball game

ballon d’essai

ballot

balmy

bambino

banal

bandeau

baneful

banjo

Bantu

baptist(e)ry

barbarian, barbaric, barbarous

barbarism, barbarity, barbarousness

barbarisms

barbecue

barely

baritone

bark

barmy

baroque

barque

barrage

barring

barrister, solicitor

barytone

basalt

base, basis

based (on)

basically

Basic English

basis

bas-relief

bassinet

bated breath

bath, bathe

bathetic

bathroom

baulk, balk

bay window, bow window, oriel

-b-, -bb-

bc

be

bean

beat

beau

beau geste

beau idéal or beau ideal

beautician

beautiful

because

because of

because why?

bed and breakfast

bedevil

bedizen

Bedouin

beef

been and gone and—

begin

begrudge, grudge

beg the question

behalf

behemoth

behest

beholden

behoof

behove

being as (how), being (that)

belabour

believe me

belittle

belly

beloved

below

bemuse(d), amuse(d)

benchmark

beneath

benefited

Bengali

benign, benignant

bereaved, bereft

Berkeley

berserk

beseech

beside, besides

bespeak

bestir

bet

bête noire

bethink

betimes

better

better, bettor

between

betwixt

beware

bi-

biannual

bias

Bible

bicentenary

biceps

bid

bide

biennial

billet-doux

billion

bimonthly

binomial

biopic

bipolar disorder

bisect

bishopric

bite

bivouac

biweekly

biyearly

black

black, blacken

Black English

blamable

blame

blameable

blanch, blench

blank verse

blatant

blend

blended, blent

blessed, blest

blind

bloc

blog

blond(e)

bloody

bluebell

Blue Book

bluish

blurb

boat

boatswain

bog(e)y, bogie

boggle

bog-standard

bona fide(s)

bon mot

bonne bouche

Book of Common Prayer, The

bored

born(e)

bosom

botanic(al)

both

bottleneck

bottom line

bounden

bounteous

bourgeois

bourn(e)

bowsprit

bow window

brace

brackets

Brahman

brainstorm, brainstorming

brand-new

bravado

brave

bravo

breach, breech

breakdown

breakthrough

breech

brethren

briar, brier

bridegroom

brier

brilliance, brilliancy

bring

brinkmanship

Brit, Brit-

Britain, British, Briton

Briticism

Britisher

Britishism

Brito-

broadcast

broccoli

brochure, pamphlet

broke(n)

brow

brunch

brunet(te)

bruschetta

brusque

Brythonic

buck, doe, hart, hind, roe, stag

buffalo

buffet

bugger

bulk

bullet points

bunch

bunkum

bureau

burger

burgle, burglarize

Burma

burnt, burned

bus

business

bust

but

buy

buy-in

buzz

by

by and large

by, by-, bye

by far and away

Byzantine

cabbalist(ic), cabbala

cacao

cache, cachet

cacoethes

cactus

caddie, caddy

cadi

cadre

caecum, Caesar, caesura, etc.

Caesarean, Caesarian

caesura

café

caffeine

cagey

calcareous, calcarious

calculate

calculus

caldron

calendar

calends

calf.

calibre

caliph

calk

callus

caloric

calorie

calyx

camellia

camelopard

cameo.

camomile

campanile

can

can

canard

candelabrum

cannon

cannot

can’t

cant

cantatrice

canto.

canvas, canvass

caoutchouc

caper

capercaillie, capercailzie

capita, caput

capital

capitalist

capitals

caption

carafe

carat

caravanserai

carburettor

carcass

care

careen

caret

cargo

Caribbean

caries

carillon

caring

carnelian

carousel

carpet

carrel

cartel

case

casein

cases

casino

casket

cast

caste

caster, castor

casualty

catachresis

catacomb

cataphoric

catchphrase

catch-22

catchup, catsup

category

cater

cater-cornered

Catholic

catsup

catty-cornered

Caucasian

cauldron

caulk

‘cause

causerie

cavalcade

Cave, caveat

caviar(e)

cayman

-c-, -ck-

cease

-ce, -cy

ceiling

celeb

celebrant

celibacy, celibate

cello

Celsius

Celt, Celtic

censer, censor, censure

centenary

centigrade

centi-, hecto-

centre

centrifugal, centripetal

century

cephalo-

ceremonial, ceremonious

certitude, certainty

cervical

cesarean, or cesarian

ceteris paribus

ch

chagrin

chair, chairperson

chaise longue

challenged

challenging

Cham

chamois

chamomile

champ at the bit

chancellery, chancery

chant(e)y

chap

chaperone

char

charabanc

character

charge

charisma

charismatic

charlatan

chastise

chateau

chatterati, (the)

chattering classes, (the)

chauvinism

cheap, cheaply

check

checkers

checkmate

cheerful, cheery

cheers

cheque

chequered

cherub

chiaroscuro

chiasmus

chic

Chicano

chide

chiefest

chiffon

childish, childlike

children’s language

chilli

chimera

Chinaman

chiropodist

chivalry

chlorine

chloroform

chock-full

chocoholic

choir

choler

cholesterol

chomp at the bit

chorale

chord, cord

chorizo

Christian name

chronic

chrysalis

chuffed

chute

-ciation, -tiation

cicada

cicatrice

cicerone

cigarette

cinema

Cingalese

cinque

Cinquecento

cinquefoil

cion

cipher

circuit

circumbendibus

circumcise

circumlocution

circumstance

cirrus

civil partnership

clad

claim

clamant

clamber, clamour

clandestine

classic, classical

clause

clean, cleanly

clear, clearly

cleave1

cleave2

cleft

cleft lip

cleft sentence

clematis

clench, clinch

clerestory

clerk

clever

clew, clue

cliché

client

clientele

climacteric

climactic

climate

climatic

climax

clime

cling

clique

clitoris

clone

close

close

close, closely

closure

cloth

clothe

clothes

cloture

cloud

cloven

clue

co-

cobalt

cobra

cocaine

coccyx

cockscomb, coxcomb

cocoa

codex

coed, co-ed

coffin

cognate

cognizance, cognizant, cognizable

cognoscenti

coherent, cohesive

cohort

coiffeur, coiffure

colander

coldslaw

cold war

coleslaw

colic

coliseum, colosseum

collaborate

collation

colleague

collectable, collectible

collective noun

college

collide, collision

collocation

colloquial

colon

colossal

colosseum

colour

coloured

columnist

combat

combat

combining form

come

come-at-able

comedian

comedienne

comestibles

comic, comical

comma

commando

commence

commentate

commercialese

commiserate

commissionaire

committee

commonality

communal

commune

community

commuter

compact

comparable

comparatively

comparatives

compare to, compare with

comparison, grammatical

compendious

compendium

compensate

competence

complacent, complaisant

compleat

complected

complement

complementary, complimentary

complex

complexion

complexioned

compliment

complimentary

compline

compose

composite

compost

compound

compound

compound prepositions

comprehend

comprise

comptroller

computerate

computerese

comrade

concave

concede

concensus

concept

concerned

concert

concerto

concessionaire

concessive

conch

conciseness, concision

concord

concordat

concur

condemn

condom

conduct

conduit

confederacy, confederation

confer

conferrable

confidant, confidante

confine

confiscate

conflict

confusable words

congeries

conifer

conjoined twins

conjugal

conjugation

conjunction

conjure

conjuror

connection

connoisseur

connote, denote

conscience

conscientious

consensus

consequent, consequential

conservative

conservatory

consider

considerable

considerateness, consideration

considering

consist

consistency, consistence

consistory

consolatory

console

consols

consommé

consort

consortium

conspectus

conspicuity

conspicuous

constable

constitution(al)ist

construct, construe

constructive

construe

consubstantiation

consummate

consummation

consumption

contact

contact clauses

contagious

contango

contemn

contemporaneous

contemporary

contemptible, contemptuous

content

content(ment)

content(s)

contest

Continent

continual, continuous

continually, continuously

continuance, continuation

continue

continuous

continuously

continuum

contract

contractable, contractible

contractions

contractual

contralto

contrary

contrast

contribute

controversy

contumely

conundrum

convenance, convenience

conversant

conversationalist, conversationist

conversazione

converse

conversion

convert

convertible

convex

convict

convince

convolvulus

convoy

cony, coney

cooee

cookie

coolie

coomb

cooperate, co-opt, coordinate

cope

copula, copular

coquette

corbel

cord

cordelier

cordon

core

co-respondent

corn

cornelian

cornucopia

corolla

corona

coronal

coronary

coroneted

corporal, corporeal

corps

corpulence, corpulency

corpus

corpuscle

corpus delicti

corral

correctitude

correctness

corrector

correlative

correspond

corrigendum

corrupter

corsage

corset

cortège

Cortes

cortex

coruscating

coryphaeus

’cos

cosmonaut

cosset

cosy

cot

cote

cotemporary

co-tidal

cotillion

cottar, cotter, cottier

cotyledon

couch1

couch2

couchant

could

could of

coulomb

coulter

council, counsel

countable nouns

countenance, face, physiognomy, visage

counterproductive

count nouns

countrified, countrify

couple

couplet

coupon

course

courteous, courtesy

courtesan

courtier

court martial

Coventry

covert

cow, cower

cowrie

coxcomb

coxswain

coyote

cozy

crabbed

craft

cranesbill

cranium

crape, crêpe

crasis

crayfish

crèche

credence, credit, credibility

credible, creditable, credulous

credo

crenel

creole

crêpe

crescendo

cretic

cretin

crevasse, crevice

crick, rick, wrick

cringe

cripple

crisis

criterion

criticism

critique

crochet

crocus

croquet

crosier

cross

croup

croupier

crow

crown

crozier

cruel

crumby, crummy

crystalline

cubic, cubical

cui bono?

cuirass

cul-de-sac

culinary

cullender

cult

cultivable, cultivatable

cultivated, cultured

culture

cum

cumin

cumulative

cumulus

cuneiform

cupful

cupola

curaçao

curare

curator

curb, kerb

curio

curriculum

cursed, curst

curtsy =

curvet =

customer

cute

-cy

cyber-

cybernetics

cycle

Cyclopean

Cyclops

Cymric

cynic, cynical

cynosure

cypher

czar

Czech

dactyl

dado

dahlia

Dáil

dais

Dame

dampen

dangling participles

dare

darkling

darky

dash

data

datable

date

davit

day and age

days

D-Day, D-day

-d-, -dd-

de-

dead letter

deaf mute

deal

dean, doyen

Dear

dear, dearly

debacle

debar

debatable

debauchee

debouch

debrief

debris

debut

debutant

debutante

decade

decade names

deca-, deci-

deceptively

decided, decisive

decimate

decisive

declaredly

déclassé

declension

décolletage, décolleté

decor

decoy

decrease

decry, descry

deduction

deem

deep, deeply

deer

defect

defective, deficient

defence

defer

deficient

definite article

definite, definitive

defriend

defuse, diffuse

dégagé

degree

deity

déjà vu

deliberate, deliberative

delimit

deliver

delusion, illusion

de luxe

demagogic

demagogue

demand

demean

demi-

demise

demo

demonetize

demoniac

demonstrable

dengue

denote

denouement

dental

dent, dint

denture(s)

denunciation

depart

department

depend

dependant, dependent

dependence, dependency

deponent

depositary, depository

depot

deprecate, depreciate

deprival

deprivation

Derby(shire)

de rigueur

derisive, derisory

derring-do

descant

descendant, descendent

description

descriptive grammar

descry

desert, dessert

deserter

deservedly

déshabillé

desiccated

desideratum

designedly

designer

desist

despatch

desperado

despicable

despise

dessert

destruct

destructible

detail

détente

deter

determinately, determinedly

determiner

detestation

detour

detract, distract

deuteragonist

Deuteronomy

develop, developable, development

Devil’s advocate

devise

deviser, devisor

devoid

devolve, devolute

dexter

dexterous

diabolic, diabolical

diachronic

diaeresis

diagnose

diagnosis

diagram

dial

dialect

dialectal, dialectic, dialectical

dialogue

diamond

diaphanous

diarrhoea

diastole

dice

dichotomy

dictate

dictum

didn’t ought

die

die

diesel

dietitian

differ

different

differentia

differentiation

differently

differently abled

diffuse

diffusible

dig

digest

digraph

dike

dilapidated

dilatation

dilatory

dilemma

dilettante

dim

diminuendo

dinghy

dingo

dint

diocese

diphtheria

diphthong

diploma

diplomat, diplomatist

direct, directly

direct object

dirigible

dis-

disability, the language of

disabled

disassemble

disassociate

disastrous

disbar

disc

discernible

*dischord

disciplinary

discomfit

disconnection

discontent

discord

discotheque

discount

discourse

discourse analysis

discreet, discrete

discriminating, discriminative, discriminatory

discus

discuss

discussible

disenfranchise, disfranchise

disgruntled

disguise

dishabille

disheveled

disinformation

disinterest

disinterested

disjunctive

disk

dislike

dislodgement

dismissible

disorient, disorientate

dispatch

dispel

dispensable

dispenser

disposable

disposal, disposition

disproven

disputable

dispute

dissect

dissemble

dissimilar

dissimilation

dissociate

dissociation

dissoluble, dissolvable

dissolve

dissyllable

distaff

distendible, distensible

distich

distil

distinct, distinctive

distinctly

distract

distrait

distribute

distributive

distributor

distrust, mistrust

disyllable

ditransitive

ditto

diurnal

divan

dive

divers, diverse

divest

divisible

divorcee

dj-

djinn

do

do

docile

dock

doctrinal

docu-

dodo

doe

do(e)st

dogged

doggie

dogma

doh

doily

dolce far niente

dolce vita

doll’s house

domain

Domesday

domestic

domesticity

domicile

dominatrix

domino

donate

done

Don Juan

Don Quixote

don’t

doomsday

dos and don’ts

dossier

double

double comparison

double entendre

double genitive

double meaning

double negative

double passive

double possessive

doublespeak

double subject

double superlative

doublet

double whammy

doubling of consonants with suffixes

doubt

doubtful

doubtless, no doubt, undoubtedly

doubtlessly

dour

dove

dovecote

downmarket

downsize

Down(’s) syndrome

downstairs

down to

downward(s)

doyen

drachm

drachma

draft, draught

dragoman

dram

draught

drawing

dream

drier, drily, dryer, dryly

drink

drink-driving

dromedary

drouth

drunk driving

drunk, drunken

dryer, dryly

dual

dub

dubbin

dubious

duck

due to

due to the fact that

dullness, fullness

dumb

dumbfound(ed)

dunno

duodecimo

duologue

duress

dustbin

Dutch

duteous, dutiful

dutiable

dwarf

dwell

dye

dyke, dike

dynamic, dynamical

dynamo

dynast, dynasty

dysentery

-e-

e-

each

each and every

eager

earl

early on

earn

earth

earthen, earthly, earthy

eastward

easy, easily

eat

eatable, edible

eBay

ebullient

echelon

echo

echoic

eco-

ecology

economic, economical

economical with the truth

ecstasy

ecumenical

-ed and ’d

-èd, -éd

edema

edgy

edible

editress

-edly.

educate

educationalist, educationist

-ee1

-ee2

-eer

effect

effective, effectual, efficacious, efficient

effete

effluvium

-efied, -efy

e.g

eggcorn

egis

ego

egoism, egotism

egregious

-ei-

eighties

-ein(e)

either

-eity

ejector

eke out

elder

elector

electric, electrical

electrocute

eleemosynary

elegant variation

elegiac quatrain

elegy

elemental, elementary

elfish, elvish

elicit, illicit

eligible

ellipsis

else

elusive, illusive, illusory

elvish

Elysium

emaciate, emaciation

em- and im-, en- and in-

email

emails

emanate

embargo

embarrass

embarrassedly

embed

embryo

emend

emigrant, émigré, immigrant, migrant

eminent

emolument

emote

emotional, emotive

empanel

empathy

employee

emporium

enamel

enamour

en- and in-

en bloc

encase

enclave

enclose, inclose

encomium

encrust, encrustation

encyclopedia, encyclopaedia

endear

endeavour

ended, ending

endemic, epidemic

end of the day, at the

endorse, endorsement

end product

endue, indue

enfold, infold

enforceable

enfranchise

England, English

engrain

enhance

enjambement

enjoin

enjoy

enmesh

enormity, enormousness

enough, sufficient(ly)

enquire, enquiry, inquire, inquiry

enrol

en route

ensure, insure

entail

enterprise

enthral

enthuse

entourage

entrée

entrench, intrench

entrust

entwine

enunciation

envelop

envelope

environs

envisage, envision

enwrap, inwrap

Eocene

eon

epaulette

épée

epenthesis

ephemeral

epic

epicentre

epidemic

epigram

epigraph

episcopalian

epistle

epithet

epitome

epoch

eponym

equal

equally

equerry

equilibrium

equivalence, equivalency

era

-er and -est, more and most

-er and -or

-er and -re

eraser

ere

ergative

ergo

Eros

erotica

err

errant

erratum

ersatz

erst, erstwhile

escalate, escalation, escalator

escapee

eschscholtzia

escort

Eskimo

esophagus

esoteric

especial(ly), special(ly)

espionage

esplanade

espresso

Esq

-esque

-ess

essay

-est

Establishment

estate

esthete, esthetic

estimate

estimation

estrogen, estrus

Estuary English

-et (suffix)

et al

etc.

-eteria

ethnic

ethnic terms

et hoc genus omne

-ette

etymology

eulogy

euphemism

euphuism

Eurasian

Euro-

evasion, evasiveness

even

evenness

evensong

event

eventuality, eventuate

ever

every

everybody

everyday

everyone

everyplace

every time

evidence

evilly

evince

evolve

ex-

exact

exalt, exult

excellence, excellency

except

excepting, excepted

exception

exceptionable, exceptional

exchangeable

excise

excitable

exclamation mark

excusable

executive

exercise

exhaustible

exigence, -cy

exit

-ex, -ix

ex officio

exorcize, exorcise

exordium

expandable, expansible

ex parte

expect

expectorate

expedience, -cy

expertise

expletive

exploit

explore every avenue, to

export

exposé

exposition

ex post facto

expressible

expresso

exquisite

extant

extemporaneous, extemporaneously

extempore, impromptu

extend

extendable, extendible, extensible

exterior, external, extraneous, extrinsic

exterritorial

extol

extract

extraneous

extraordinary

extraterritorial

extravert

extrinsic

extrovert

exult

-ey and -y in adjectives

eye

eyot

eyrie

-f

façade, facade

facetious formations

face up to

facile

facilitator

facility

fact

factious, factitious, fractious

factor

factotum

faculty

faecal, faeces

fag, faggot

fain

fair dos

fair, fairly

fait accompli

faithfully

fakir

fall

fallacy

false analogy

false friend(s)

falsehood, falseness, falsity

falsetto

famed

fandango

fan, fanatic

fantasia

fantasy, phantasy

far

farce

faro

farrago

farther, further

fascination

Fascism, Fascist

fatal, fateful

father-in-law

fathom

faucet

fault

fauna, flora

faux ami

faux pas

favour, favourable, favourite

fay

fayre

faze

fearful, fearsome

feasible

feature

February

fecal, feces

fecund

federation, confederation, confederacy

fee

feedback

feel

feet

feint

feldspar

fellahin

fellow

fell swoop

felo de se

felspar

female

female, feminine

feminine designations

feminineness, feminism, femininity

femur

ferae naturae

feral

ferment

ferrule, ferule

fertile

fervour

-fest

festal, festive

fetal

fete, fête

fetid

fetish

fetishes

fetus

feverish, feverous

few

fewer, less

fey, fay

fez

fiancé

fiasco

fiat

fibre

fibroma

fibula

fictional, fictitious

fidget

fiducial, fiduciary

-fied

field

fifth(ly)

fifties

figure

figure of speech

fillers

fils

finable

final analysis

final clause

finale

finalize

fine

fineable

fine-tooth(ed) comb

finical, finicking, finicky, finikin

finish

fiord

fire

firm

first

first name

firth

fisc, fisk

fish

fisher, fisherman

fisk

fistic, fistical

fistula

fit

fit

fix

fix

fixation

fixedly

fixedness, fixity

fizz

fjord

fl

flaccid

flack, flak

flagrant

flair

flak

flambeau

flamenco

flamingo

flammable, inflammable

flan

flannel

flare

flat, flatly

flaunt, flout

flautist, flutist

flavour

fledgling

fleshy, fleshly

fleur-de-lis

flier, flyer

floatation

flor.

flora

florilegium

floruit

flotation

flotsam and jetsam

flounder, founder

flout

flower-de-luce

fluky

flunkey

flutist

fluty

fly

flyer, flier

fob off

fo’c’sle

focus

foetid

foetus, fetus

fogey, fogy

föhn

foist

folio

folk

folk etymology

follow

following

font

foolscap

foot

foot

footprint

for

foramen

for- and fore-

forasmuch as

forbear, forebear

forbid

forceful, forcible

forceps

fore

fore-

forebear

forecast

forecastle

foreclose

foregather

forego

foregoing

foregone

forehead

foreign words

forename

forenoon

*forsake, *foresaken

forever, for ever

foreword, preface

for free

forgather, foregather

forge

forget

forgive

forgo, forego

forgot

forlorn hope

formal words

format

former, latter

formidable

formula

forte

forth

forties

fortissimo

fortuitous

forum

forward(s)

foul

foulard

founder

fount, font

fount, fountain

four

foyer

fracas

frack, fracking

fractious

fraenum

fragile

fragmentary

framboesia

Frankenstein

frantically

fraught

free

-free

free gift

free rein

free verse

free will

French words

frenum

frequentative

fresco

friar, monk

fricative

Friday

friendlily, friendly

frier

frith

frizz

frock

frolic

from

from whence, from hence

frontier

fruition

frustum

fryer

fuchsia

fucus

fuel

fugacious

fugue

-ful

fulcrum

fulfil

full

ful(l)ness

full stop

fulsome

fun

function

fungus

funnel

funny

furore

further

furze, gorse, whin

fuse

fused participle

fuselage

-fy

g

gabardine

Gaelic

gag

gage

gainsay

gala

gallant

galley

Gallic, Gallican, Gaulish, French

Gallicisms

gallop

gallows

galop

galore

galosh

galumph

gambade

gambit

gambol

gamesmanship

gamp

gamut

gamy

gang agley

ganglion

gantlet

gaol, gaoler

gap

garage

garbage

Garden

garrotte

gas

gaseous

gasoline

-gate

gateau

gaucho

gauge

Gaulish

gauntlet

gay

gazebo

gelatin

gemma

gender

gender-neutral language

genealogy

-general

generalissimo

generator

generic names and other allusive commonplaces

genesis

genie

genitive

genius

genre

gens

genteel

genteelly

gentle art, the

gentleman

gentlewoman

genuflection

genuine

genus

geographic(al)

geometric(al)

geriatric

German

gerrymander

gerund

gesticulation, gesture

get

get-at-able

geyser

-g-, -gg-

ghat

ghetto

ghey

ghillie, gillie

ghoul, ghoulish

gibber (verb), gibberish

gibbous

gibe, gybe

gift

gigolo

gild the lily

gill

gillie

gillyflower

gimbals

gimmick

gimp

gingerly

Giotto, Giovanni

gipsy

gird

girl

girly

girt

given name

given (that)

glacial, glacier

glacis

gladiolus

gladsome

glamour

glance, glimpse

glassful

glimpse

-glish

glissade

global

glossary, dictionary, vocabulary

glue

glycerine

gn-

gneiss

go

go

gobbledegook

god, God

God’s acre

Goidelic

gold(en)

golliwog

golosh

good

good and

goodbye

good will, good-will, goodwill

google

gormandize

gorse

gossip

got

gotten

gourd

gourmand, gourmet

gourmandise

governor-general

gradable, gradability, gradience

graduate

Graecism, Graecize, Graeco-

graffiti

-gram

grammar

grammatical agreement

grammatical concord

grammatical gender

gram(me)

grand compounds

grande dame

granny

granted

gratis

gratuity

gravamen

gravel

graven

gray

greasy

great

Grecian

Grecism, Grecize, Greco-

Greek g

greenhouse effect

greenness

Green Paper

grey

greyhound

grievous

griffin, griffon, gryphon

grill, grille

grimace

grimy

grisly, grizzly

groin

grosbeak

grotto

group names of animals

grovel

groyne

gruelling

gruntled

Gruyère

gryphon

guano

guarantee, guaranty

guerrilla

guess

guesstimate

guest

guillemot

guilloche

guillotine

guimp

guipure

gullible

gumma

gunwale

Gurkha

gusseted

guts

gutta-percha

guttural

guy

gybe

gymnasium

gymp

gyn(a)ecology

gyp

gypsy, gipsy

gyre

gyves

h

habitual

habitude

habitué

háček

hackneyed

hackneyed phrases

had

haemo-, hæmo-, hemo-

haemorrhage

hagiography, hagiolatry, hagiology

hail-fellow-well-met

*hair-brained

hairdo

haitch

hale

half

half-rhyme

hallelujah

hallo

Halloween

halo

handful

handicap

handicapped

handkerchief

handsome

hang

hanger-on

hanging participles

hara-kiri

harass

harbour

hardly

hard words

hare-brained

harelip

harem

haricot

hark back to, harken back to, hearken back to

harmonium

harp on

hart

hash

hashish

hashtag

hautboy, hautbois

hauteur

have

haver

havoc

he

head

headline language

headmaster, headmistress, head teacher

headquarters

head up

healthful, healthy

hearken back to

heaved, hove

Hebraism, Hebraist, Hebraize

hecatomb

hectare

hectic

hecto-

hedonic, hedonism, hedonist

hegemony

hegira

heifer

heinous

heir

hel-

helix

hellebore

Hellene, Hellenic

hello, hallo, hullo

helmet

help

helpmate, helpmeet

hemi-

hemiplegia

hemistich

hemo-

hence

hendecasyllable

hendiadys

henna

he or she



herb

here

hereby, herein, hereof, hereto, heretofore, hereunder, herewith

hereditary

hero

heroic

heroin, heroine

herring pond

hers

hesitance, hesitancy, hesitation

heteronym

hew

hexameter

hiatus

Hibernian

hiccup

hide

hierarchic(al)

high, highly

hight

hike

hillo(a)

him

Himalayas

him or her

himself

hind

hindsight

hinge

hippo

hippocampus

hippogriff

hippopotamus

his

his or her

Hispanic

hisself

historian

historic

historical

hither

HIV

hoard

hoarhound

hobnob

hobo

hodgepodge

hoe

hoi polloi

hoist

holey

Holland

hollo, holloa, holler, hollow

home, house

home in on, hone in on

homely

homeo-

home page, homepage

homey, homy

homo

homo-, homoeo-, homeo-

homogeneous, homogenous

homograph

homonym

homophone

homosexual

homy

Hon

hone in on

honeyed, honied

honorarium

honorary

honour

honourable

hoof

hope

hope

hopefully

horde

horehound

horrid, etc.

horsey, horsy

hospitable

hospitalize

host

hostler

hotchpot, hotchpotch

hotel

Hottentot

houmous, houmos

houri

house

houseful

housewife

hove

how

however

Huguenot

hullo

human

humankind

humbug

humerus

hummus

humour

hung

huntress

hyaena

hybrids

hyena

hyperbaton

hyperbola

hyperbole

hypercorrection

hyper-, hypo-

hypernym

hyphens

hypo-

hypocoristic

hyponym

hypothecate, hypothesize

hypothesis

hypothetic(al)

hysteric(al)

I.

-i1

-i2

iambic

-ian

i before e

ibidem

-ible

-ic(al)

icon, iconic

-ics

ictus

idem

ideologue, ideology, ideological

ideology

id est

idiom

idiosyncrasy

idle

idyll

i.e.

-ie-

-ie, -y

if

if and when

-ified, -ify

ignoramus

I guess

-ile

ilex

ilk

ill

illegal, illegitimate, illicit, unlawful

illegible, unreadable

illicit

illiteracies

illogicalities

illume, illuminate, illumine

illusion

illusive, illusory

illustrative

im-

image

imaginable

imbalance

imbecile

imbed

imbibe

imbroglio

imbrue

imbue

I mean

imitate

immanent

immediately

immense

immigrant

imminent

immoral

immovable

immune

immunity

impact

impactful

impale

impanel

impassable, impassible

impasse

impeach

impel

impenitence, impenitency

imperialism

imperil

impersonal verb

impetus

impinge

implement

implicit comparative

impliedly

imply

impolitic

import

important, importantly

impostor

impracticable, impractical

impregnable

impregnatable

impresario

imprescriptible

imprint

impromptu

improvable

improvise

impuissant

impunity

in

inacceptable

inadvertence, inadvertency

in- and un-

inapt, inept

inarguable

inasmuch as

in back of

in behalf of

incage, encage

incarnate

incase, encase

in case

incentivize

inchoate

incidence

incident

incidentally

incise

incisor

incline

inclose

include, comprise

incognito

incoherent

incommunicado

incommunicative

incomparable

incompetence, incompetency

incompleted

in connection with

inconsequent

inconsiderateness, inconsideration

inconsolable, un-

incontrollable, un-

increase

incrust, encrust

incubator

incubus

inculcate

incur

indecipherable

indefeasible, indefectible

indefinite article

indent

independence, independency

index

Indian

indict, indictable, indictment

indifference, indifferency

indigenous Australians

indigestible

indirect object

indirect question

indiscreet, indiscrete

indiscriminating

indispensable

indisputable

indissoluble

indite

indoor, indoors

indorse, indorsement

induction

inedible, uneatable

inedited, unedited

ineffective, ineffectual, inefficacious, inefficient

inept

inequity, iniquity

inescapable, inessential

inexactitude, inexactness

inexpressive

infectious

infer

inferable

inferior

inferiority complex

inferno

inferrable

infinitely

infinitive

infinitude

infirmity

infix

inflammable

inflatable

inflection

inflict, afflict

infold

inform

informant

infringe

infuse

-ing

ingénue

ingrained

ingratiate

inherent

inheritor

in hopes of, in hopes that

inhuman

iniquity

initial

initialisms

-in-law

inlay

inmesh

innavigable

innings

innit

innocence, innocency

innocent of

innuendo

inoculate

in order that

in order to

in petto

input

inquire, enquire

in regard to

in respect of, in respect to

insalubrious, unsalubrious

insanitary, unsanitary

inside of

insidious, invidious

insightful

insignia

insist

in so far as

insouciance, insouciant

inspector

inst

instability

install

instance

instigate

instil, instill

instinct

instinct, intuition

instinctive, instinctual

institute, institution

in-store, instore

instruct

insubstantial

insupportable

insure

insusceptible

intaglio

integral

intelligent, intellectual

intelligentsia

intend

intense, intensive

intensifier

intensive

inter

inter-

inter alia

intercalary

intercept

interchange

interchangeable

intercourse

interdependence, interdependency

interdict

interestingly

interface

interior

interlocutor

interlope /ɪntəˈləƱp/, interloper

interlude

interment

intermezzo

intermission

in terms of

intern

internecine

Internet

internment

interpersonal

interpretative, interpretive

interregnum

interstice

interval

intestinal

in that

in the circumstances

intimidate

into, in to

intra-

intransigent

intransitive

intrench

intrigue

introit

introvert

intrusive r

intrust

intuit

intuition, instinct

intwine

inure, enure

inveigle

inventor

inventory

inversion

inverted commas

investigative

investigator

investor

invidious

invite

invoke

involve

inward, inwards

inwrap

iodine

-ion and -ment

-ion and -ness

Iran

Iranian

Iraq

irascible

Irene

iridescent

iron

iron curtain

ironic, ironical

ironically

ironist

iron out

irony

irrecognizable, un-

irreducible

irrefragable

irrefutable

irregardless

irrelevance, irrelevancy

irrelevant

irrelevant allusion

irremovable

irreparable

irreplaceable

irrepressible, irresistible

irrespective(ly)

irresponsible

irresponsive, unresponsive

irreversible

irreversible binomials

irrevocable

irridescent

is

isagogic

-ise

island, isle

-ism and -ity

issue

issue

issue

-ist, -alist, etc.

isthmus

it

Italian sounds

italics

itch

-ite

its, it’s

-ity

-ize, -ise in verbs

jabot

jackal

jacket

Jacobean, Jacobin, Jacobite

jaggedly

jail, jailer

jamb

janissary

jargon

jarl

jasmine

jazz

jehad

jejune

je ne sais quoi

jerrymander

jessamine

jetsam

jettison

jeu d’esprit

Jew

jewel

jewellery

Jewess

jibe, gibe, gybe

jihad

jingles

jingo

jinni

jiu-jitsu

jockey

jockey

joined-up

joke

jollily, jolly

journalese

journey

joust

Jubilate (or jubilate)

judgement

judging by, judging from

judicial, judicious

ju-jitsu

jumbo

jump

juncture

junior

junta

jurist

juror

just

just

kadi

Kaffir

Kaiser

kale, kail

kalendar, kalends

kangaroo

karat

kartell

kedgeree

keelson

keep

kelim

kennel

kerb

kerosene, paraffin, petrol, petroleum

ketchup

Khedive

Khoikhoi

Khrushchev

kibbutz

kibosh

kid

kidnap

kidney

kilim

kiln

kilo

kilometre

kilo-, milli-

kilt

kiltie

kimono

kin

kind

kinda

kindly

kinema

king

kinsfolk

kitty-corner(ed)

knee

knee-jerk

kneel

knickers

knick-knack

knife

knight

knit

knock-kneed

knock up

knoll

knot

knout

know

know-how

knowing

knowledgeable

kopje

Koran

kosher

kowtow

kraal

kris

krona, krone

Krushchev

kudos

kukri

kybosh

Kyrie eleison

label

labial

labium

laboratory

labour

lac

lace

laches

lachrymose

lack

lackey

lacrim-

lacuna

laddie

lade

ladleful

lady

lady-in-waiting

laid, lain

laissez-aller, -faire, -passer

lakh

lam

lama, llama

lamentable

lamina

lampoon, libel

lamprey

landslide, landslip

landward, landwards

lantern, lanthorn

lapel

lapis lazuli

Lapp

lapsus calami, lapsus linguae

larboard

large, largely

largesse

largo

larva

laryngeal

larynx

laser

lassie

lasso

last

late

later on

lath

lather

lathi

Latin plurals (or Latinized Greek plurals)

Latin pronunciation

-latry

latter

laudable, laudatory

laudanum

lavabo

lavatory

laver1

laver2

law and order

lawful

lay and lie

lay-by

lay figure

layman, layperson

lb.

LCD

leach, leech

leadership

leading question

lead, led

leaf

-leafed, -leaved

leaflet

lean

leap

learn

learned

learnedly

learning difficulties

lease

least

leave, let

lectern

lecturership, lectureship

led

leech

leeward

leftward(s)

legalese

legalism, legality

legalisms

legal, lawful, legitimate, licit

legible, readable

legitimate

legitimate, legitimatize, legitimize

leisure

leitmotif

lemma

lend

lengthways, lengthwise

lengthy

lenience, leniency

lese-majesty

less

-less

lesser

lest

let

let’s

letter forms

leukaemia

level

level playing field

leverage

lexicon

Leyden jar

liable, apt, prone, likely

liaise

liaison

liana

libel

libel, slander

liberal

libretto

licence, license

lichee

lichen

lichgate

licit

lickerish

licorice

lie

lie

lie

lien

-lier

lieutenant

life

life cycle

lifelong, livelong

lifestyle

ligature

light

light

lightning

like

like

like

-like

likeable

likely

likewise

-lily

limbo

limey

limited

limn

linage

linchpin

lineage

lingerie

lingo

lingua franca

linguistic engineering

linguist, linguistics

linking r

links

Linnaean

liny

liquefaction, liquefied

liqueur

liquid

liquorice

liquorish

lira

lissom

lit

litany, liturgy

litchi

lite

literally

literary words

literature

litotes

litre

liturgy

livable

-lived

livelong

livid

llama

-ll-, -l-

Lloyd’s

loadstar

loadstone

loaf

loan

loanword

loath

locale

locate

locative

loch, lough

loculus

locum tenens

locus

lodestar

lodestone

lodgement

loggia

logion

-logue

-logy

lonelily

longest word

longevity

longitude

long-lived

long variants

longways, longwise

loo

look

loom

Lord

Lord Bacon

Lord’s

lose, loose

lose out

loth

Lothario

lot, lots

lotus

loud, loudly

lough

lour

louvre

lovable

love

lovey

Low Countries

lower, lour

low hanging fruit

low, lowly

lucre

luggage

lunging

lustre

lustrum

lusus naturae

luvvie

luxuriant, luxurious

-ly

Lyceum

lychee

lychgate

lynchpin

lyric

lyric, lyrical

ma’am

macaroni

machinations

machismo

macho

mackintosh

Mac-, Mc-

macula

madam, madame

Madeira

madness

maelstrom

maenad

maestro

Mafia

Magdalen(e)

maggoty

Magi

magic, magical

magma

Magna Carta, Magna Charta

magneto

magnum opus

magus

maharaja(h)

mahout

maiolica

major

major-domo

major-general

majority

majorly

make-believe, make-belief

Malapropisms

male

male chauvinism, male chauvinist

malignancy, malignity

malign, malignant

mall

mamilla

mamma

man

manageress

mandamus

mandarin

maneuver

mangel, mangel-wurzel, mangold

mango

mangy

-mania

manic depression, manic depressive

Manichaean, Manichean

manifesto

manifold

manikin, mannikin, mannequin

Manila

manipulable, manipulatable

mankind

-man, man-

manner

mannikin

manoeuvre

manpower

manqué

-manship

mantra

manuscript

manyfold

Maori

maraschino

marathon

marginal, marginalize

marginalia

marijuana

markedly

marriageable

marshal

marten, martin

marvel

marvellous

Mary

masculine

Masorah

massacre

massage

massive

mass noun

masterful, masterly

mat

materialize

materiel

matey

math

mathematics

maths

matinee

matiness

matins

matrix

matt

matter

maty

matzo

maunder

mausoleum

maven

maxilla

maximum

may and might

maybe

Mc-

me

meagre

mealie

mean

meander

meaningful

means

meantime, meanwhile

measles

measurements

meatus

medal

media

medieval, mediaeval

mediocrity

Mediterranean

medium

meerschaum

meet

mega

mega-

meiosis

-meister

melodeon

melodrama

membership

membraneous

memento

memorabilia

memorandum

memsahib

ménage

mendacity

meninges

meningitis

menstruum

-ment

mental

Mephistopheles

merchandise

merino

merit

merriment

Messrs

messuage

meta-

metal (noun) and mettle

metal

metallurgy

metamorphosis

metanalysis

metaphor

metaphysical

metaphysics

metathesis

meter

-meter

method

methodology

meticulous

metonymy

metope

metre1

metre2

metropolis

metrosexual

mettle

mews

mezzanine

mezzotint

miasma

mic

mickle and muckle

micro-

mid-

midriff

midst

midwifery

mielie

might

mighty

migraine

migrant

mikado

mike

mil

mileage, milage

milieu

militate, mitigate

millenarian

millenary

millennial, millennium

milli-

milliard

mimic

mind

mine

mineralogy

mini-

minimum

miniscule

minister

minority

Minotaur

minus

minuscule

minutiae

Miocene

mis-

misandry

misanthrope

miscegenation

miscellany

mischievous

misdemeanour

miserere, misericord

mislead

misnomer

misogamist, misogamy, misogynist, misogyny

misogynist, misogyny

misprints

misquotations

misrelated clauses, constructions

Miss

misshapen, misspelling, misspent

missile

-mistress

mitigate

mitre

mixed metaphor

mixed race

mizzen, mizen

-m-, -mm-

mnemonic

mobile

mobocracy

moccasin

mocha

modal verb

model

modulus

modus operandi

modus vivendi

mogul

moiety

moire, moiré

mold

mollusc

molt

momentarily

moment in time

momently

momento

momentum

monarchal, monarchial, monarchic, monarchical

Monday

mondegreen

moneyed

moneys

-monger

mongol, mongolism, mongoloid

mongoose

monies

monk

monkey

monkey

monocle

monologue

Monseigneur

Monsieur

Monsignor

mood

moot

moral, morale

moratorium

more

mores

morning

morphia

morphology

mortgagee

mosquito

most

’most

mostest

mostly

mother

mother-in-law

Mother’s Day

motif

mot juste

motorcade

motto

mould

moult

mouse

mousey

moustache, mustache, mustachio

mousy

movable

movie

mow

MP, M.P.

Mr, Mrs

MS

Ms, Ms

much

muchly

mucous, mucus

muezzin

Mughal

mulish

multi-

mumps

Munchausen

Muses

must

mustache(d), mustachio(ed)

mute e

mutual

my

Myanmar

myriad

myself

’n

naff

naiad

naïf

nail

naive

Nama

name

names and appellations

naphtha

napkin

narcissus

narghile

nary

nasal

native

Native American

natter

nature

naughties

naught, nought

nauseated, nauseating, nauseous

nautilus

naval, navel

nay

né

near

near by, nearby

neath

nebula

necessaries

necessarily

necessities, necessaries

nectar

née

need

needle

needs must, must needs

ne’er

negation

negative

negligee, négligée

negligible

negotiate

Negress

Negro

neighbourhood

neither

nem. con

neologism

nepenthes

nereid

nerve-racking

-ness

nestle, nestling

Net

net

Netherlands, Low Countries, Holland, Dutch

neuroma

neurosis

never

nevertheless, nonetheless

news

next

nexus

Nicaea, Nicea

nice

niche

nickel

nick-nack

nickname

nidus

niece

niggardly

nigger

nigh

nightie, nighty

nihilism

nimbus

nimby

nineties

nite

nitre

-n-, -nn-

no

noblesse

nobody, no one

no-brainer

nodus

nom de guerre, nom de plume, pen name, pseudonym

nominal

nominative

non-

nonce

nonchalant, nonchalance

non-count nouns

none.

nonentity

nonetheless, none the less

non-flammable

nonplus

non-restrictive clauses

non-rhotic

nonsense

non sequitur

non-U

no one

no place, noplace

no problem

nor

normalcy

northward(s)

nosey

nostrum

nosy

not

notary public

nothing

noticeable

notional agreement

not to worry

nought

noughties

noun

noun and verb accent, pronunciation, and spelling

nouns as verbs

nouveau riche

novecento

now

no way

nowt

nth

nubile

nuclear

nucleus

number

number

numeracy

numerals

numerous

nuncio

nursling

nurturance

-o

-o

oaf

O and Oh

oarlock

oasis

oath

obbligato

obeisance

obelus

obiter dictum

object

objection

objective genitive

objector

objet d’art

obligate

oblige

oblique

oblivious

oboe

obscene

observance, observation

obsess

obsolete

obstetric, obstetrical

occasion

occiput

occur

occurrence

ocellus

ochlocracy

ochre

octavo

octocentenary, octocentennial

octodecimo

octopus

octosyllabics

octothorp

oculist

-odd

ode

odour, odorous

odyssey

oe, œ, e

-o(e)s

of

of a

of course

off

offence

offer

office

office

official

officialese

officious

off of

offset

offspring

oft

often

oftener, -est

oh

OK.

okapi

old

olde

olden

olio

-ology

Olympiad, Olympian, Olympic

omelette

omission of relatives

omit

omnibus

omniscience, -scient

omnium gatherum

on

-on

on account of

on behalf of

on board, onboard

one

one another

one-time

one word or two or more

ongoing

on line, online, on-line

only

onomatopoeia

on to, onto.

onward, onwards

oolite

opacity, opaqueness

op. cit

operculum

ophthalmologist, optician, optometrist, oculist

opinion

opportunity

oppose

opposite

opposite meanings, words of

optative

optician

optimal, optimum

optometrist

opus

opuscule

-or

oral

orate

oratio obliqua, recta

orator

oratorio

orbit

orchid, orchis

order

order

orderly

ordinance, ordnance, ordonnance

oread

oriel

orient, orientate

originator

orison

Orleans, New

ornament

ornithology

orography, oropharyngeal

orotund

orthopaedic

osculate, osculatory

ostler

other

otherwise

otiose

ottava rima

ought

ought

our.

-our and -or

ourself

ours, our

out

out

outcome

outdoor

outfit

out-Herod

out of

output

outside of

outward, outwards

outwit

over

overall

overestimate, underestimate

overflow

overfly

overlay, overlie

overly

overseas

oversight

over the time

overthrowal

over time

overtone, undertone

ovum

owing to

owl-like

owt

ox

Oxford comma

oxymoron

pace

pachydermatous

pacifically

pacifier

package

paean

paed(o)-

paid

paillasse

painedly

pair

pajamas

palace

palaeo-

Palaeocene

palatal

palindrome

palladium

palliasse

Pall Mall

pallor

palmetto

palpable

pamphlet

panacea

pandemonium

pandit

panegyric

panel

panful

panic

panini

pantaloons, pants

paparazzo

papier mâché

papilla, papula

papyrus

para-

parable

paradigm

paradise

paragoge

parakeet

parallel

parallelepiped

paralogism

paralyse

paralysis

parameter

paramo

paranoia

paraphernalia

paraplegic

parasitic, parasitical

parataxis

parcel

parenthesis

parenthetic, parenthetical

pariah

pari passu

Parkinson

parlance

parliament

parlous

Parmesan

paronomasia

parricide, patricide

parsing

partake

part and parcel

Parthian shot

partially, partly

participles

particoloured

particular

partisan

partitive

partly

partner

parts of speech

party

party

pasquinade

passable

passed

passible

passionate

passive voice

past

past master

pastor

pastorale

past tense

pâté

patella

paten, patten

patent

pathetic fallacy

patina

patio

patois

patricide

patriot

patrol

patron

patroness

patten

pawky

pay

pay off

PC, pc

peaceable, peaceful

peak, peek, pique

peccadillo

pedagogue

pedagogy

pedal

pedantry

peddler

pedigree

pedlar

ped(o)-

pee

peek

peewit

peignoir

pejorative

pekoe

pellucid

pelta

pelvis

penates

pence, pennies

penchant

pencil

pendant, pendent, pennant, pennon

pendente lite

pending

pendulum

penetralia

peninsula

penman

pen name

pennant

pennon

penny

pension

pentameter

penult

penultimate

people, persons

per

peradventure

per capita

per cent

percentage

perchance

père

peremptory

perfect

perfect

perfectible

perfect infinitive

perforce

perfume

perhaps

perimeter

period

periodic, periodical

peripeteia

periphrasis

perk

permanence, permanency

permissible

permit

pernickety

perorate

perpetrate, perpetuate

perplexedly

per pro, per proc.

perquisite

persiflage

persistence, persistency

persnickety

person

-person (as a gender-neutral element)

persona

persona grata

personally

personalty

personification

personnel

persons

perspective

perspicacious, perspicacity, perspicuous, perspicuity

persuade

persuasion

pertinence, pertinency

perturbedly

peruse

pervert

peso

petal

Peter Principle

petite

petitio principii

petrol(eum)

pewit

ph-

phablet

phaeton

phalanx

phallus

phantasy

Pharisee

pharmacopoeia

pharyngitis

pharynx

phenomena

phenomenal

phenomenon

philately

-phile

philharmonic

Philippines

philogynist

philology

philosophic(al)

philtre, -ter

phishing

phlegm

phlogiston

Phoebe, Phoenician, phoenix

phone

phoney

photo

phrasal verbs

phreaking

phth-, -phth-

phubbing

phylloxera

phylum

physic

physiognomy

physiologic(al)

pianist

piano

piazza

pibroch

picaresque

piccolo

pickaxe

picket

picnic

pidgin

pie

piebald, skewbald

pièce de résistance

pied-à-terre

pietà

pigeon (English)

pigmy

pigsty

pilau

pilfer

pilot

pimento

pinch

Pindaric

pinion

pinkie

pinna

pinny

pipy

piquant

pique

pis aller

piscina

pistachio

pistil

pistol

pistole

piteous, pitiable, pitiful

pixel(l)ated, pixil(l)ated

pixie

pizzazz

pizzicato

placard

placate

-place

placebo

plague

Plain English

plan

planet

planetarium

plaster

plastic

plat du jour

plateau

plateful

plate glass

platonic love

platypus

playwright

plc, PLC

plead

please

plebiscite

plectrum

Pleistocene

plenitude

plenteous, plentiful

plenty

pleonasm

plesiosaurus

plethora

pleura

plexus

Pliocene

plosive

plough

plunder

plurality

plurals of nouns

plus

p.m

pocket

pocketful

podagra

podcast

podium

poetess

poeticisms

poetic, poetical

Poet Laureate

point in time, at this

point of view

polemic, polemical

policewoman

policy

politically correct

politics

polity

polloi

polypus

polysyllabic humour

pommel

poncho

pond

pontifex

pontificate

poof

poor

poorly

poorness

popular etymology

popularized technical terms

Porch

porpoise

porridge

portcullis

portfolios

portico

port, larboard

portmanteau

portmanteau words

posh

position

position

position of adverbs

possessive

possessive pronouns and adjectives

possessive with gerund

possible

postdeterminer

post hoc, ergo propter hoc

posthumous

postilion, postillion

postmaster general

postmistress

postmodernism

postprandial

potato

poteen

potence, potency

potful

pother

potter

poverty, poorness

pp (or p.p.)

-p-, -pp-

practicable, practical

practically

practice, practise

pratique

pre-

precautionary measure

precede

preciosity, preciousness

precipitancy, precipitateness

precipitate

precipitous, precipitate

precis

preciseness, precision

predeterminer

predicate

predominantly, predominately

preface

prefer

preferable

prefigure

prefix

prejudgement, prejudgment

prejudice

preliminary

prelude

premier

premiere

premise, premiss

premium

prep

prepared to

prepone

prepositions

prerequisite

presage

prescience, prescient

prescribe, proscribe

prescriptivism

presentiment

presently

present tense

present writer, the (or present author, etc.)

Presidents’ Day

prestidigitator, -tion

prestige

prestigious

prestissimo, presto

presume

presumedly

presumptive

presumptuous

pretence

preterite

pretty

prevaricate, procrastinate

prevent

preventable, -ible

preventive, preventative

previous

pride

prie-dieu

priest

priestess

prima donna

prima facie

primarily

Primate

primer

primeval

princess

principal, principle

prioritize

prior to

Priscian

prise

pristine

privacy

privative

prize

pro

probe

problematic, -atical

proboscis

proceed

process

process

proclitic

procrastinate

proctor

procuress

proem

professedly

professor

professorate

proffer

prognosis

program, programme

progress

progression

prohibit

project

prolegomena

prolepsis

prolific

prologue

promenade

Promethean

promiscuous

promise

promisor

promissory

prone

pronounceable

pronouncedly

*pronounciation

pronouns

pronunciamento

pronunciation

propaganda

propel

propellant

propeller

proper terms

prophecy

prophetess

proportionable, proportional, proportionate

proposition

proprietor

proprietress

propylaeum

pros and cons

proscenium

prosciutto

proscribe

prosecutor

prosecutrix

proselyte

prosody

prosopopoeia

prospect

prospective

prospectus

prosper

prostate (gland)

prosthesis

prostrate

protagonist

protasis

protean

protector

protégé

protest

protestant

protester

prototype

protractor

provable

proved, proven

provenance, provenience

provided (that), providing (that)

province

proviso

provost

prowess

prox

proximo

prude

prurience, pruriency

pry

PS

ps-

pseudonym

psychic, psychical

psychological moment

psychosis

pt-

pub

publicly

pucka

pucker

pudenda, pudendum

puisne

puissant

pukka

pulley

pullulate

pummel

pun

punctilio

punctuation

punctum

pundit

punter

pupa

pupil(l)age

purée

puritanic, puritanical

purlieus

purport

purpose

purposefully, purposively, purposely

pur sang

pursuant

pursuivant

purulent

purveyor

putsch

putrefy

puttee

putter

pyaemia

pygmy

pyjamas

pyorrhoea

pyramidal

pyrrhic1

pyrrhic2

qua

quad

quadrate

quadrennium

quadriga

quadrille

quadrillion

quagmire

quality

qualm

quantitative

quantum

quarrel

quarter

quarter

quarto. Plural

quasi

quasi-adverbs

quat

quatercentenary

quatorzain, quatrain, quatrefoil

quattrocento

queer

querist

question

question mark

questionnaire

queue

quiche

quick

quid

quiescence, quiescency

quiet

quiet (noun), quietness, quietude

quincentenary

quire

quit

quite

quiz

quoin, quoit

quondam

quorum

quota

quotation marks

quote

quotes

quoth

Qur’an

q.v

r

rabbet

rabbit

rabbit

rabies

race

raceme, racemose

rachitis

racial

racialism

rack

racket

racoon

raddle

raddled

radiance, radiancy

radiator

radical

radio

radius

radix

railroad

raise, rear

raise, rise

raise, rise

raison d’être

Raj

Rajput

Raleigh

rallentando

Ralph

ramekin

rancour

random

ranunculus

rapport

rapt

rarefaction

rarefaction, rarefy

rarely

raring to do

rase

rat-catcher

rateable

rather

ratio

ratiocination

ration

rationale

rationalize

ratline

rattan

ravel

raze, rase

re

re(-)

’re

reaction

readable

readership

real

real

realm

-re and -er

rear

rearing to do

rearward(s)

reason

reason why

rebate

rebec

rebel

rebound, redound

rebus

rebut

receipt, recipe

receive

received pronunciation

recess

recessive accent

réchauffé

recherché

recidivist Pronounced

recipe

reciprocal

reciprocal, mutual

recitative Pronounced

reckon

reclaim

recognizance

recollect, remember

recommend

recondite

reconnaissance

reconnoitre

record

recount

recourse

recover, re-cover, recreation, re-creation

recriminatory

recrudescence

recto

rector

recur

recusancy, recusance

reddle

Red Indian, redskin

redingote

reduce

reductio ad absurdum

redundancy

reduplicated words

re-enforce

reeve

reeve

refection

refectory

refer

referable

reference

reference

referendum

refill

reflectible

reflection, reflexion

reflective, reflexive

reflexible

reflexive

reform, re-form

refractor

refrangible

refrigerator

refuse

refutable

refutal

refute

regalia

regard

regardless

regenerate

regime

regime change

regimen

region

register

regnal, regnant

regress

regret

regretful, regrettable

regulable

regularly

regulatory

regulus

reign, rein

reinforce, re-enforce

reject

rejoin, re-join

relate

-related

relation, relationship, relative

relative clause

relatively

relative pronouns

relay, re-lay

relevance

reliable

relict

relievo

religious

remain

remember

reminisce

remise

remit

remonetize

remonstrate

remunerate, remuneration

Renaissance

rendezvous

renegade

renouncement, renunciation

rep

repa(i)rable

repeat

repel

repellent, repellant

repellent, repulsive

repertoire, repertory

repetition

repetitional, repetitionary, repetitious, repetitive

replace

replenishment, repletion

replete

replicate

reportage

reported speech

repp

reprimand

reproducible

reps

repulsive

reputable

reredos

rescind

research

reservedly

resignedly

resile

resilience, resiliency

resist

resistance

resister

resoluble, resolvable

resolution

resolve

resolvedly

resort, re-sort

resort, resource, recourse

resource

respect

respectively

respite

resplendence, resplendency

responsible

restaurant

restaurateur

restive

restrainedly

restrain, re-strain

restrictive appositives, non-restrictive appositives

restrictive clauses

restroom

result

résumé

resurrect

retable

reticent

retina

retiral

retractation, retraction

retrieve

retro-

retroussé

rev

reveille

revel

Revelation

revenge

Reverend

reverent, reverential

reversible

reviewal

review, revue

revolutionary, revolutionist

Rev., Revd

revue

rhapsodic, rhapsodical

Rhenish

rhetorical questions

rhino

rhinoceros

rhombus

rhotic

rhyme

rhyme royal

rhyming slang

rhythmic, rhythmical

rick

rickety

ricochet

rid

Riesling

right, rightly

rightward(s)

rigour

rilievo

rime

ring

ringleted

riot

rise

ritardando

rival

rive

rivet

road, street, etc.

rob

robust

robustious

rock, stone

rococo

rodent operator

rodeo

rodomontade

roe

roentgen

roguish

role

romance

Romania

Roman numerals

Romansh

rondeau

rondel

rondo

röntgen

roof

room

roomful

roost

root

root, rout

Roquefort

roquet

rosary, rosery

roster

rostrum

rotten

rouble

roué

rouleau

round

roundel

rouse

rout

route

rout, route

rowan

rowel

rowing boat

rowlock

royal we

RP

-r-, -rr-.

rubbish

ruble

ruddle

ruff

rug, carpet

ruination

rule

Rumania

rumbustious

rumour

rung

runner-up

ruridecanal

russety

Russian



-s

’s

Sabbatarian

sabbatical

sabre

saccharin, saccharine

sack

sacrarium

sacrilegious

saga

sage

sago

Sahara Desert

sahib

said

sailor

Saint

sake

salable

salad days

saleable

salivary

Salonica

saloon

salve

salvo

sal volatile

same

same as

same like

samite

samurai

sanatorium

sanction

sanction

sandal

sand-blind

’s and -s’ and of-possessive

sanguine, sanguinary

Sanhedrin

sans

Sanskrit

Santa Claus

sapid

sapient

saponaceous

Sapphics

sarcoma

sarcophagus

sardine

sardonic

sari

sartorial

Sassenach

sat

satanic

satiety

satire

satiric, satirical

satiric, satyric

satrap

Saturday

Saturnalia

sauté

savanna(h)

save

saviour, savour, savoury

saw

Saxonism

say

sc  

scalawag

scald

scallawag

scallop

scallywag

scaly

scam

scampi

scandalum magnatum

scant, scanty

-scape

scapula

scarce

scarcely

scarf

scarify

scavenge, scavenger

scena

scenario

scene

scenic

sceptic

sceptre

schedule

schema

scherzando, scherzo

schism

schismatic, schismatical

schist

schizoid, schizophrenia, schizophrenic

schnapps

scholium

school

schwa

sciagraphy

scilicet

scimitar

scintilla

scion

scirocco

scission

scissors

sclerosis

scone

scope

score

scoria

scotch

Scotch, Scots, Scottish

Scot, Scotsman, Scotchman

Scotticism, Scotticize

scoundrel

scourge

scout, gyp, skip

scrannel

scrimmage, scrummage

scriptorium

scrum(mage)

scull, skull

sculpt, sculpture

sculptress

scutum

sea change

seamstress, sempstress

seance, séance

sear, sere

seasonable

seated

second

secretive

sect

sedilia

see, bishopric, diocese

seeing

seek

seem

seigneur

seise, seisin

seize

seldom

selector

self

self-

self-deprecating, -deprecation, -depreciation

self-destruct

selfie

semantics

semaphore

semi-

semicolon

semivowel

sempstress

senarius

senator

senatus

senhor, senhora, senhorita

senior

sennight

señor, señora, señorita

sensational

sense

sense

sensibility, sensitivity

sensible, sensitive, susceptible

sensitize

sensorium

sensual, sensuous

sentence

sentence adjective

sentence adverb

sentinel

septenarius

septic

septicaemia

septillion

septingentenary

septum

sepulchre

seq., seqq

sequelae

sequence of tenses

seraglio

serai

seraph

sere

serendipity

sergeant, serjeant

serial comma

seri(ci)culture

series

serif

serious, seriously

serjeant

serum

service

serviceable

serviette

sesquicentenary

sestet

sestina

sett

seventies

Sèvres

sew

sewage

sexcentenary

sexist language

sext

sextet

sextillion

sexto

sez

sf-

sg-

shade, shadow

shag

Shakespeare

shako

shall and will

shambles

shamefaced

shamefacedly

shampoo

shanghai

shan’t

shanty

shape

shard

sharif

sharp

shat

shave

she

s/he

sheaf

shear

sheave

sheep

sheikh

shelf

shellac

shell-less, shell-like

Shelta, sheltie

shereef, sherif

sheriff

shew, show

shibboleth

shier

shillelagh

shine

shingles

ship

-ship

shoal

shoe

shoo-in

shoot, shute

shop

shop

short-lived

shorts

should and would

should of

shovel

show

shred

shrievalty

shrink

shrivel

shy

Siamese twins

sibilants

sibling

sic

sick

sidle

siege

sienna

sieve

sight unseen

signal

signatory

significant other

signifier

signor, signora, signorina

Sikh

silex

sillabub

sillily

silo

silvan

simian

similar

simile

simple

simpleness, simplicity

simplistic

simulacrum

sin

since

sincerely

’s incongruous

sinecure

sine die

sine qua non

sing

Singalese

singeing

single most

singular -s

Sinhalese

sinister

sink

sinus

Sioux

siphon

Sir

sirloin

sirocco

sister

sit

situation

sixteenmo

sixties

sizeable, sizable

sjambok

skald

skeptic

skewbald

ski

skiagraphy

skier, skyer

skilful

skill-less

skin

skip

skull

skul(l)duggery

skyer

slander

slang

slash

slate

slave

slay

sledgehammer

sled, sledge, sleigh

sleight

slew

slew

slew, slue

slier, slily

*slight of hand

slime

sling, slink

slither, sliver

sloe-worm

slogan

slosh

slough

slow, slowly

slow-worm

sludge

slue

slur

slush, sludge, slosh

sly

smart

smell

smite

smog

smoky, smokey

smoulder

snail-like

snaky, snakey

snapshot

sneak

snivel

snuck

so

sobriquet

sobriquets

socage

so-called

soccer

social media

sociolinguistics

sociologese

socker

socle

Socrates

soft

soften

soi-disant

sojourn

solarium

solemnness

Solicitor General

solidus

soliloquy

solo

so long

soluble, solvable

sombre

sombrero

some

-some

somebody, someone

some day, someday

someone

someplace

somersault

-something

sometime, some time

sometimes, some times

somewhen

somewhere

sonant

songstress

son-in-law

sonnet

soprano

sorceress

sort

sotto voce

soubriquet

soufflé

sough

soulless

sound bite

soupçon

sow

spadeful

spam

Spanglish

spastic

spats

spavined

-speak

spec

special

speciality, specialty

specially

specialty

specie

species

specifically

specious

specs

spectator

spectre

spectrum

speculator

speculum

speed

spell

spel(l)icans

spelling

Spenserians

sphere

sphinx

spill

spillikins, spel(l)icans

spin

spin doctor

spindrift

spinet

spinney

spiny

spiraea

spiral

spirit

spiritism

spit

spitting image

splendiferous

splendour

split infinitive

spoiled, spoilt

spokesman

spondee

sponge

spontaneity

spoondrift

spoonerism

spoonful

spouse

spring

spry

squalor

squeeze

squib

squirearchy

squirrel

-s-, -ss-

St

stadium

staff

stag

stage

stain(ed) glass

stalactites, stalagmites

stamen

stanch

stand

standard English

standpoint

stanza

state

stationary, stationery

statistic

statistic, statistical

statist, statistician

status

statutable

staunch

stave

stave

stem

stem

stemma

stencil

step-

stereo

sterile

sternum

stewardess

stichomythia

sticking place, point

stigma

stiletto

still and all

still less

still life

still more

stimulus

stimy, stimie

stink

stoep

stoic, stoical

stomach

stomacher

stone

stone

stood

stop

stops

storey

stove

Strad

straight away

straight-faced

straight-laced

straight, strait

strappado

strategic, strategical

strati-, strato-

stratum

stratus

street

street cred(ibility)

strew

stricken, struck

stride

stride

strike

string

strive

stroma

strophe

strow

struma

strung

stubbornness

stucco

studio

stupefy

stupor

sty

stylo

stymie

subduedly

subject

subjective genitive

subjunctive mood

submerge

submissible

subpoena

subscribe

subsidence

sub specie aeternitatis

substantial, substantive

substitute

subtle

succinct

succour

succuba

such

suchlike

Sudan, Sudanese

sudarium

suddenness

suede

suffice

sufficient(ly)

suffix

suffixes added to proper names

suffragette

sugar

suggest

suggestible

suggestio falsi

suitor

sullenness

sulphur

sumac

summersault

summon, summons

Sunday

sung

sunk, sunken

super-

*supercede

superficies

superior

superiority

superlatives

supersede

superstitions

supervise

supervisor

supine

supplement

supposedly

suppositious, supposititious

suppressio veri

suppressor

supreme

surcease

sure, surely

surety

surly

surmise

surprise

surprisedly

surveillance

survey

surveyor

survivor

susceptible

suspender

suspense, suspension

suspicion

suspicion

sustain

sustainedly

svelte

Swan of Avon

swap

swat

swathe1

swathe2

sweetie

swell

swim

swine

swing

swinging

swivel

swop

swot

syllabication, syllabification

syllabub

syllabus

syllepsis

syllogism

sylvan

symbolic, symbolical

symbology

sympathetic

symposium

synaeresis

synchronic

syncope

syndrome

synecdoche

synonymity, synonymy

synonyms

synopsis

syntax

synthesis

synthesize

syphon

syrupy

systematic, systemic

systole

syzygy





tabes

table

tableau

table d’hôte

tablespoonful

taboo

tabula rasa

tactile, tactual

taenia

tag question

take

talc

talented

talent, genius

talisman

talkative

talus1

talus2

-t and -ed

tantalize

Taoiseach

Taoism

tapu

target

target

tarmac

tarry

tarsus

tart

Tartar, Tatar

tassel

tasty

Tatar

tattler

tattoo

tautology

taxi

taxi

teasel

teaspoonful

tec

techno-

techy

Te Deum

teem

teem

teenager

teetotaller

tele-

televise

temerarious

template

tempo

temporal, temporary

temporary, temporarily

temptress

tend

tend

tenderhooks

tendinitis, tendonitis

tenet

tenor

tenses

tenterhooks

tercentenary

tercet

teredo

-teria

term

terminal (noun), terminus

terminate

terminological inexactitude

terminus

Terpsichore (muse of dancing)

terrain

terrible, terribly

tertium quid

terza rima

tessera

testatrix

test match

tetchy

tête-à-tête

tetralogy

tetrameter (prosody)

text

text message

textual, textural

thalamus

Thalia

than

-th /θ/ and -th /ð/

thankfully

thanks to

thank you

that

that

that

that

that

the

theatre

thee

their

theirs

theirselves

them

themself

then

thence

theoretic, theoretical

thereabout(s)

thereafter

thereat

therefor

therefore

there is, there are

there you are

there you go

thesaurus

these

thesis

they, their, them

thief

thimbleful

thin

thing

thingumajig, thingumabob, thingummy

think

think

thinkable

thirties

this

this

this

thither

-th nouns

those

tho, tho’

thou

though

thought shower

thral(l)dom

thrash, thresh

Threadneedle Street, Old Lady of

threaten

three-peat

three-quarter(s)

threnody

threshold

thrice

thrive

throes

through

thru

thunderer

Thursday

thus

thusly

thyme

-tiation

tibia

tidal

tidbit

tigerish, tigress

tight, tightly

tike

tilde

till, until

tilth

timbre

time

timeous

times

timpani

tin

tinge

tinker

Tinseltown

-tion

tip

tipstaff

tiptoe

tirade

tire

tiro

tissue

titbit, tidbit

titillate

titles

TLA

tmesis

to

tobacco

tobacconist

toboggan

today, tomorrow, tonight

to die for

together

together with

toilet

token

tomato

tome

Tommy (Atkins)

tomorrow

ton

ton

tondo

tonight

tonne

tonsil

tonsorial

too

toothcomb

tormentor

tornado

torpedo

torpor

torso

tortoise

tortuous, torturous

torus

tost

total

to the manner born

tother

touchy

toupee (wig) /ˈtuːpeɪ/

tourniquet

tow- and towing-

toward, towards

towel

trachea

trademarks

trade union

trade wind

traditionalist, traditionist

traffic

tragedienne

tragedy

tragic, tragical

traipse

trait

trammel

tranche

tranquil

transcendence, transcendency

transcendent(al)

transexual

transfer

transfixion

transgressor

tranship, transhipment

transient, transitory

transistor

transitive verb

translator

transliterate

translucent

transmit

transmogrify

transparence, transparency

transparent

transpire

transsexual

transship, transshipment

trapes

trapezium

trash

trauma

travail, travel

treachery

treble

trecento

trefoil

trek

trellis

tremor

trepan

trephine

trial balloon

tribunal

tricentenary

triceps

triclinium

tricolour

triforium

trigger

trill

trillion

trilogy

trimeter

trio

triolet

triplet

triple, treble

tripod

triptych

triumphal, triumphant

triumvir

trivia

-trix

troche

trochee

trolley

troop

troop, troupe

troublous

trough

trousers

trousseau

trout

trow

truculence, truculency

truculent

true and false etymology

truffle

truly

trumpet

trunkful

trustee, trusty

truth

try and, try to

tryst

tsar

-t-, -tt-

tub

tubercular, tuberculous

tuberose

Tuesday

tulle

tumbrel, tumbril

tumefy

tumour

tumulus

tun

tunnel

tu quoque

turban

turbidity, turbidness

turbid, turgid

turbine

Turco-

Turcoman

tureen

turf

turgid

turkey

Turkish

Turkoman

turnipy

turnover

turps

turquoise

turret

tussore. (in full tussore silk)

tutoress

tweet

twenties

twilight, twilit

Twitter

-ty and -ness

tyke, tike

tympanum

type

-type

typo

typographic, typographical

tyrannic, tyrannical

tyrannize

tyrant

tyre, tire

tyro

Tyrrhenian

u

U and non-U

ukase

ulna

ult

ultima

ultimatum

ultimo

ultra

ultra vires

ululate

-um

umbilical

umbilicus

umbo

umbra

umlaut

’un

un-

unabashedly, unadvisedly

unanimous

unapt, inapt, inept

unarguable

unartistic, inartistic

unashamedly

unattached participles

unavowedly

unaware(s)

unbeknown, unbeknownst

unbend

unbias(s)ed

uncharted, unchartered

uncia

Uncle Sam

uncommon

unconcernedly, uncontrolledly

uncooperative, uncoordinated

uncount(able) nouns

under

underestimate

underlay, underlie

underneath

understatement

under the circumstances

undertone

under way, underway

underwhelm

undeservedly, undesignedly

undiscriminating

undisguisedly

undistinguishable

undistributed middle

undoubtedly

uneatable

uneconomic, uneconomical

unedited, inedited

unequalled

unequivocal

unescapable

unessential

unexceptionable, unexceptional

unfeignedly

unfollow

unfriend

ungula

unhuman, inhuman

uninterest

uninterested

Union Jack

unique

United Kingdom

unities

university

unlawful

unlearned, unlearnt

unless and until

unlike

unlike

unparalleled

unpractical

unputdownable

unravel

unreadable

unreligious

unrepairable

unreservedly, unrestrainedly

unrivalled

unsanitary

unseasonable, unseasonal

unsolvable

unthinkable

until

unto

unvoiced

up

up and down

upcoming

upmost

upon

uppermost

upside

upward(s)

Uranus

urinal

us

-us

usable

use

usherette

uterus

utilize

utmost, uttermost

uvula

vacation

vacillate

vacuity, vacuousness

vacuum

vade mecum

vagina

vainness

valance

valence, valency

valet

valise

Valkyrie

valley

valour, valorous

van Dyck, Van Dyck, Vandyke, vandyke

vanguard

vanity

vapidity, vapidness

vapour

variability, -bleness

varia lectio

variance

variant

varicose

variegated

variorum

various

varlet

vasculum

vastly

vast majority

vaudeville

’ve

-ve(d), -ves

vehement, vehicle

velamen

velar

veld

vellum

velum

velvet

venal, venial

vendor, vender

venery

venison

venturesome, venturous

venue

veranda(h)

verbal

verbal noun, verbal substantive

verbatim

verbing

verbless sentences

verb. sap

verbs from nouns

verbs in -ie, -y, and -ye

verdigris

verger

veridical

verify

verily

veritable

vermeil

vermilion

vermin

vermouth

vernacular

verruca

verse

versify

vers libre

verso

verso, recto

vertebra

vertex

vertigo

vertu

very, much

-ves

vesica

vest

vet

veto

vexillum

via

viable

viaticum

vibrato

vibrator

vicar

vice

vice

vice-

vicegerent

viceregal

vice versa

vicious circle

victual

vide

videlicet

vie

view

viewpoint

vigour

vilify

villain, villein

-ville

vinculum

viola

violoncello

virago

viral

virement

virger

Virgil

Virgin Queen

virile

virtu

virtual

virtue

virtuoso

virtuous circle

virus

visa

visage

vis-à-vis

viscount

vise

visé

visibility, visibleness

visible, visual

vision

visit

visitor

visit, visitation

visor

visual

vitamin

vitellus

vitrify

vitta

viva1

vivace

vivarium

vivat

viva2, vivat, vive

viva voce

vive

vivify

viz

vizor

vocabulary

vocal chords, vocal cords

vocation

vogue word

voiced

voicemail

volcano

volley

volte-face

voluntarily

vomit

vortex

vouch

wage, wages

wagon, waggon

wait

waitperson, waitron

waitress

waive

wake (verb), waken

wallop

walnut

wantonness

wapiti

war

Wardour Street

-ward(s)

warp

warranty

washroom

wash up

wassail

wast

wastage

wastepaper basket

Watergate

wave

wax

way

waylay

ways

-ways

we

weave

web

weblog

website, web site

Web, the

wed

Wedgwood

Wednesday

ween

weft

weigh

weird

Welch

well

well and well-

well-nigh

Welsh

welsh

Welsh rabbit

wen

were

werewolf

wert

westernmost

westward(s)

wet

wh

wharf

wharfinger

what

what ever, whatever

when

whence

when ever, whenever

whereabouts

whereby

where- compounds

where ever, wherever

wherefore

wherein

wherewithal

whether

which

while

while

whilom

whilst

whin

whine

whinge

whir

whisky, whiskey

whit

Whit

white

whited sepulchre

white(n)

White Paper

whither

whitish

whizz

who and whom

whodunnit, whodunit

who else’s

who ever, whoever, whomever

whole other

wholesale, wholescale

wholly

whom

who’s

whose

why

wide

-wide

wide(-)awake

widely

wife

Wi-Fi

wight

wilfing

wilful

will

will

willful

wimmin

wind

windward

wine, wire

wireless

-wise, -ways

wish

wishful

wisteria

wit

witenagemot

with

withal

withe

withhold

without

with regard(s) to

witticism

wizard

wizened

wolf

woman

-woman

womyn

wonder

wonder child, wonderkid

won’t

wont(ed)

woodbine

woodenness

woof

wool

word division

word order

work

workaday

worldly

World Wide Web

worn-out humour

worry

worsen

worsened words

worser

worship

worst

worsted

worthwhile, worth-while, worth while

-worthy

would

wove

wove

wow factor

wrack

wraith

wrapt, wrapped, rapt

wrath, wrathful, wroth

wreak

wreath

wrick

write

writ large

wrong (adverb)

wroth

wrought

wry

wunderkind

-x

xenophobia

Xerox

-xion, -xive

Xmas

X-ray

-y

Y’all

y and i

Yankee

yclept

ye

yeah

year

yellowhammer

yen

yeoman

yes

yet, still

Yiddish

yodel

yog(h)urt

yoke

yon, yore

you

you-all

you’re

yours

yourself

yous, youse

youth

-yse, -yze

zed

zeitgeist

zenith

*zenophobia, *zenophobic

zero

zero-derivation

zeugma

zigzag

zinc

zoology

zwieback

zythum

-z-, -zz-

zzzs
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To my beloved parents, who gave me my first copy of Fowler when I was at the Royal Grammar School, Guildford.







Conflicting views




Ours is a Copious Language, and Trying to Strangers.

mr podsnap in dickens’s our mutual friend, 1865




Grammar is like walking. You have to think about it when you start but if you have to go on thinking about it you fall over. It should come as second nature.

alice thomas ellis in the spectator, 1989




Arguments over grammar and style are often as fierce as those over Windows versus Mac, and as fruitless as Coke versus Pepsi and boxers versus briefs.

professor jack lynch, the english language: a user’s guide, 2007




Time changes all things; there is no reason why language should escape this universal law. (Le temps change toute chose; il n’y a aucune raison pour que la langue échappe à cette loi universelle.)


ferdinand de saussure, course in general linguistics
, 1959 (1916)









Dislikes



First (for I detest your ridiculous and most pedantic neologism of ‘firstly’).

thomas de quincey, 1847



Comments on hopefully by members of a usage panel, as reported in 1985:


I have fought this for some years, will fight it till I die. It is barbaric, illiterate, offensive, damnable, and inexcusable.




I don’t like chalk squeaking on blackboards either.




‘Hopefully’ is useful or it would not be used so universally.




‘Grounded’ meaning a withdrawal of privileges is a word I dislike. It’s off the television (Roseanne notably) but now in common use. (I just heard it on Emmerdale Farm, where they probably think it’s dialect.) I would almost prefer ‘gated’, deriving from Forties public school stories in Hotspur and Wizard. Other current dislikes: ‘Brits’; ‘for starters’; ‘sorted’; and (when used intransitively) ‘hurting’.

alan bennett in london review of books, 4 JAN. 1996









A revision for the twenty-first century



This new, fourth edition of Fowler’s Dictionary of Modern English Usage has been thoroughly revised and updated to reflect how English speakers the world over use the language now, in the early twenty-first century. It offers detailed, reasoned guidance on thousands of points of grammar, spelling, punctuation, syntax, style, appropriate word choice, and pronunciation. It presents the facts of disputed or controversial usages and illuminates them with up-to-date examples, thereby enabling readers to make informed choices for themselves about their own usage.

In order to make the book relevant to modern users, my editing has consisted of three major tasks. To take editorial decisions, I have drawn on my observation and knowledge of contemporary usage issues derived from my experience as a teacher, translator, author, and former Editor-in-Chief of dictionaries.

First, the addition of over 250 new entries. These entries discuss words and phrases that have been coined or that have become more widespread since the previous edition. Many of them reflect the staggering changes in the way we communicate: blog, to google, hashtag, homepage, online, phablet, selfie, social media. Many, in contrast, are not new but raise usage or style issues not previously covered: achingly (pretentious? clichéd?), ad nauseam (misspelt as -eum), to address (overused?), brainstorming (not, contrary to urban myth, politically incorrect), challenging (meaning exactly what?), epicentre (misused?), the problem is, is, to name just a few.

Some of the new entries also reflect changed attitudes towards (or ‘around’ as many now say) language dealing with race, gender, disability, sexuality, and so forth: ageism, conjoined twins, the language of disability, Indigenous Australians.

Secondly, I examined each entry to see whether the points raised were still valid. In many cases, naturally, they were. That was particularly true of more straightforward matters such as spelling and alternative plural forms—although even here some surprises emerged, such as changing conventions for plurals of Latin-derived words ending in -um, which can cause so much head-scratching.

But in less cut-and-dried areas, many of the conventions that applied at the time of the previous edition, nearly twenty years ago, have changed, and I have updated entries accordingly, e.g. between you and I, hopefully, or the much debated use of they, their, etc. after singular noun phrases and pronouns such as every student, everybody, everyone.

Thirdly, I have modernized, where appropriate, the style and tone of voice of entries. Sometimes this involved rephrasing dated or literary wording, or language that is ‘lexicographerspeak’; sometimes it meant removing a tone which was socially or linguistically outdated. Most visibly for the reader, because Fowler is a book that has always elucidated points of usage by well-chosen examples, I have carefully selected and added hundreds of examples of words being used in their modern contexts. To do this, I have drawn on a great variety of contemporary British, US, and international sources, ranging from the Yorkshire Post and the Daily Telegraph, to Socialist Worker and Private Eye, from The Times of India and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, to Scotland on Sunday and CNN news.

These examples are all drawn from the unparalleled resource that is the Oxford English Corpus.


The Oxford English Corpus

The use I have made of the Oxford English Corpus marks a watershed in the life of this book. Since many readers will be unfamiliar with the term ‘corpus’, it is worth explaining what this possibly funereal-sounding Latin word means in modern lexicography and linguistics. A corpus can be defined as ‘a collection of written or spoken texts in machine-readable form, assembled for the purpose of linguistic research’. But such a definition is abstract, and raises questions such as ‘How does a corpus work?’, ‘What are the practical benefits’, and ‘What does it contain?’ To answer the first, the corpus allows users to analyse all the examples of a given word contained in it. For instance, the noun challenge appears in nearly a quarter of a million different sentences. These sentences can be read on screen, and are exhaustively analysed using linguistic software.

For this book, the practical benefits of using a corpus included establishing how often competing forms of a word are used, e.g. geographic(al), or website versus web site. Corpus analysis also shows whether a word is more frequent in one variety of English than another: British English favours educationalist whereas educationist is widely used in Indian English. Lexically, it makes it possible to tease out differences between similar words through the word associations revealed by the data (e.g. optimal/optimum, repertoire/repertory). The corpus also brings to light previously unsuspected uses, malapropisms such as to be clambering to do something instead of clamouring, or misspellings such as to take a peak at something instead of peek.

As regards contents, the Oxford English Corpus contains over 2.5 billion words, consisting of twenty-first century texts from the year 2000 onwards, and is continuously updated. It is based mainly on texts collected from pages on the World Wide Web supplemented by printed texts to make it truly comprehensive. All types of English are included, from literary novels and specialist journals to everyday newspapers and magazines, and from Hansard to the language of blogs, emails, and social media.

And, the Oxford English Corpus reflects the international reach of English, comprising as it does not merely texts from the UK and the United States, but also Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, the Caribbean, Canada, India, South Africa, Singapore, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Hong Kong.

The Web

This preface was written shortly after the twenty-fifth anniversary of the World Wide Web, and the Web has enormously benefited the editing in several ways.

It has allowed remote online access to the Oxford English Corpus, the benefits of which have already been summarized. In my reviewing of entries, the information I gleaned from online searches proved invaluable in establishing contemporary relevance. In particular, online discussion groups, blogs, and forums for and by copy editors, copywriters, learners, and word buffs provided fresh perspectives on issues that continue to cause puzzlement or controversy.

Lastly, the World Wide Web provides unparalleled access to a panoply of scholarly resources that previous editors would find mind-boggling: from the complete works of any classic author you care to name, to online dictionaries of all kinds, to long-forgotten books which may hold the key to a word’s historical development. In particular, it has been a joy to be able to consult the Oxford English Dictionary online throughout this revision.

Making the fullest use of this book

It sounds almost crass to point this out, but the main use of a dictionary—which is what this is, albeit a dictionary of usage—is as an alphabetically ordered look-up resource. If you have a query about the difference between imply and infer, you go straight to the relevant entry; similarly for the spelling of sizeable, sizable; if you have doubts about whether ‘the man whom they claimed is a member of a dissident faction’ passes grammatical muster, you go to who and whom; if you find yourself swithering between ‘If it was up to me’ and ‘If it were up to me’, the entry on the subjunctive mood may be instructive.

But if you use the book only as a look-up of last resort, a sort of linguistic emergency service, you will unwittingly deprive yourself of at least half its pleasure and usefulness. The book covers, as it has since Henry Fowler created it, issues to do with every feature of English, including etymology (forlorn hope), very similar words (flagrant versus blatant), changing meanings (nonplussed), changes in the acceptability of words (shag), pronunciation (chorizo, macho), and bugbears, such as -ize verbs, split infinitives, and avoiding the passive, which, like Broadway hit musicals, just run and run.

And it also includes unexpected information. For example, Fowler included numerous technical terms from grammar, rhetoric, and poetry, many of which have been retained. They can provide an insight into mechanisms of language that we use without thinking and without naming, e.g. hendiadys, litotes, personification. There are several lengthy articles that explain a rule or feature governing innumerable different words (recessive accent, doubling of consonants with suffixes). A comprehensive web of cross-references guides you from one entry to others on the same topic, or related topics. There is also more than occasional humour, Fowlerian (mot juste) or other (misprints).

Previous editors’ examples

Previous editors did not pluck their conclusions out of thin air: they too had their own evidence, of disparate kinds. For Henry Fowler, it consisted partly of the files he had access to as an Oxford University Press lexicographer. But he was clearly also an avid collector of journalistic examples, often of ill-advised usage, hundreds of which he used to illustrate his discussions in the original edition. Those that illustrate a point still relevant for today’s speakers of English have been kept.

For his 1965 revision, much of Sir Ernest Gowers’ evidence came from a rather different source: the morass of official documents he had to wade through in his distinguished civil service career. To his eagle eye for cant and jargon we owe, for example, the entry on officialese, which has been retained and updated.

In preparing the third edition, in the pioneering days of computerized language analysis, Robert Burchfield created a personal database of quotations, drawn from language of the 1980s and 1990s. To his industry this current edition owes the many hundreds of examples drawn from literary authors of all stripes, such as Chinua Achebe, Peter Ackroyd, Peter Carey, J. M. Coetzee, Kingsley Amis, Raymond Carver, Iris Murdoch, and Vikram Seth.

Prescriptive or descriptive?

It is usually only literary giants—Shakespeare, Milton, Byron, etc.—whose names stand for their entire work. Henry Fowler is one of that select non-literary band who have achieved such status (Baedeker, Bradshaw, Debrett’s, Hansard, Wainwright). Apart from being a metonym—people refer to ‘Fowler’, meaning the book—he has become a common noun: one can talk of ‘the latest Fowler’, ‘a Fowler for today’, and even ‘a Fowler of Politics’. The publication of Henry Fowler’s original 1926 edition as an Oxford World’s Classic highlights its legendary status as the most famous book about English usage ever written.

All this suggests Fowler’s almost superhuman status as an arbiter of ‘correct’ English. And because of that people have taken it for granted that he laid down cast-iron rules to be adhered to absolutely. That belief is far from the truth. He was, paradoxically, both descriptive and prescriptive. On the one hand, his analysis of authentic English usage is often both penetratingly accurate and commonsensical (he considered the ban on prepositions at the end of a sentence ‘a superstition’). On the other hand, his training as a classical scholar and his career as a schoolmaster meant that he had an ingrained attachment to prescriptive rules.

This tension between a descriptive and a prescriptive approach is something that any compiler of a modern usage dictionary inevitably feels. My method has been to assess critically the statements made by the previous troika of authors/editors, and present their views tempered by contemporary evidence so that readers can make their own judgements. However, like many commentators on usage, to an extent I want to have my cake and eat it, to square the circle of descriptivism and prescriptivism. As a lexicographer and editor I favour the former; as a language-user I have my own preferences, tastes, habits, and bugbears, as all previous editors had. Fowler would not be Fowler without them.
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Dedication, 1926


To the memory of my brother

francis george fowler, m.a. cantab.

who shared with me the planning of this book,

but did not live to share the writing.

I think of it as it should have been, with its prolixities docked, its dullnesses enlivened, its fads eliminated, its truths multiplied. He had a nimbler wit, a better sense of proportion, and a more open mind, than his twelve-year-older partner; and it is a matter of regret that we had not, at a certain point, arranged our undertakings otherwise than we did.

In 1911 we started work simultaneously on the Pocket Oxford Dictionary and this book; living close together, we could, and did, compare notes; but each was to get one book into shape by writing its first quarter or half; and so much only had been done before the war. The one in which, as the less mechanical, his ideas and contributions would have had much the greater value had been assigned, by ill chance, to me. In 1918 he died, aged 47, of tuberculosis contracted during service with the B.E.F. in 1915–16.

The present book accordingly contains none of his actual writing; but, having been designed in consultation with him, it is the last fruit of a partnership that began in 1903 with our translation of Lucian.

H. W. F.







Key to the Pronunciation



The pronunciation system is that of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) and, except where otherwise specified, is based on the pronunciation, widely called ‘Received Pronunciation’ or RP, of educated people in southern England. The necessary adjustments have been made when standard American English pronunciations are given.

The symbols used, with typical examples, are as follows:



Consonants



b, d, f, h, k, l, m, n, p, r, s, t, v, w, and z have their usual English values. Other symbols are used as follows:





	ɡ (get)
	ŋ (ring)
	Ʒ (decision)



	ʧ (chip)
	θ (thin)
	j (yes)



	ʤ (jar)
	ð (this)
	



	x (loch)
	ʃ (she)
	










Vowels






	Short vowels
	Long vowels
	Diphthongs



	a (cat)
	ɑː (arm)
	eɪ (day)



	ɛ (bed)
	ɛː (hair)
	ʌɪ (my)



	ә (ago)
	iː (see)
	ↄɪ (boy)



	ɪ (sit)
	ↄː (saw)
	әƱ (no)



	ɒ (hot)
	әː (her)
	aƱ (how)



	ʌ (run)
	uː (too)
	ɪә (near)



	Ʊ (put)
	
	Ʊә (poor)



	i (happy)
	
	








(ә) before /l/, /m/, or /n/ indicates that the syllable may be realised with a syllabic l, m, or n, rather than with a vowel or consonant, e.g. /ʌmˈbɪlɪk(ә)l/ rather than /ʌmˈbɪlɪkәl/ The main or primary stress of a word is shown by a superior ˈ placed immediately before the relevant syllable. When a word also has a secondary stress this is indicated by an inferior ˌ placed immediately before the relevant syllable.

The mark ~ (called a tilde) indicates a nasalized sound, as in the following sounds that are not natural in English:





	æ̃ (timbre)
	ɑ̃ (élan)
	ↄ̃ (garçon)














Abbreviations and Symbols





	†

	obsolete




	→

	becomes




	*

	unacceptable construction, spelling, etc.




	*

	precedes a reconstructed etymological formation




	?

	precedes a questionable or contentious use




	~

	varies freely with; by comparison with




	ʌ

	indicates the omission of a word







small capitals refer the reader to the article so indicated, for further information.




	a, ante

	before, not later than




	abbrev.

	abbreviation, abbreviated as




	acc.

	accusative




	adj.

	adjective




	adv.

	adverb




	advt

	advertisement




	AmE

	American English




	arch.

	archaic




	Aust.

	Australian




	aux.

	auxiliary




	AV

	Authorized Version (of the Bible)




	BEV

	Black English Vernacular (US)




	BrE

	British English




	c.

	circa




	c.

	century, centuries




	Canad.

	Canadian




	cf.

	compare




	colloq.

	colloquial




	conj.

	conjunction




	const.

	construed (with)




	d.

	died




	dat.

	dative




	det.

	determiner




	dial.

	dialect, -al




	EU

	European Union




	e.g.

	exempli gratia, ‘for example’




	ELT

	English Language Teaching




	Eng.

	English




	esp.

	especially




	et al.

	et alii, ‘and others’




	exc.

	except




	f.

	from




	fem.

	feminine




	fig.

	figuratively




	Fr.

	French




	Ger.

	German




	gen.

	genitive




	Gk

	Greek




	ibid.

	ibidem, ‘in the same book or passage’




	idem

	‘the same’




	i.e.

	id est, ‘that is’




	IE

	Indo-European




	Ir.

	Irish




	It.

	Italian




	L, Lat.

	Latin




	lit.

	literally




	math.

	mathematical




	MDu.

	Middle Dutch




	ME

	Middle English




	MLG

	Middle Low German




	mod.

	modern




	modE

	modern English




	modF

	modern French




	mus.

	music




	n., n.pl.

	noun, plural noun




	NAmer.

	North American




	naut.

	nautical




	NIr.

	Northern Irish




	nom.

	nominative




	obs.

	obsolete




	obsolesc.

	obsolescent




	occas.

	occasional(ly)




	OE

	Old English




	OF

	Old French




	OProvençal

	Old Provençal




	orig.

	originally




	pa.t.

	past tense




	pa.pple

	past participle




	perh.

	perhaps




	pers.

	person




	Pg.

	Portuguese




	pl.

	plural




	poet.

	poetic




	ppl

	participial




	pple

	participle




	prep.

	preposition, prepositional




	pres.

	present




	prob.

	probably




	RP

	Received Pronunciation (in BrE)




	SAfr.

	South African




	Sc.

	Scottish




	sc.

	scilicet, ‘understand’ or ‘supply’




	sing.

	singular




	Sp.

	Spanish




	SPE

	Society for Pure English




	spec.

	specifically




	s.v.

	sub voce, ‘under the word’




	t.

	tense




	theol.

	theological




	tr.

	translation (of)




	trans.

	transitive




	UK

	United Kingdom




	ult.

	ultimately




	UN

	United Nations




	US

	United States




	usu.

	usually




	v., vs.

	verb, verbs




	vol.

	volume




	WGmc

	West Germanic













Bibliographical Abbreviations





	Alford

	Henry Alford, The Queen’s English, 1864




	Amer. N. & Q.

	American Notes & Queries




	Amer. Speech

	American Speech




	Ann.

	Annual




	Baldick

	C. Baldick, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 1990




	BMJ

	British Medical Journal




	Bodl. Libr. Rec.

	Bodleian Library Record




	Bull. Amer. Acad. Arts & Sci.

	Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences




	Burchfield

	R. Burchfield, The Spoken Word: a BBC Guide, 1981




	CGEL

	A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language, ed. R. Quirk et al., 1985




	Chr. Sci. Monitor

	Christian Science Monitor




	Chron.

	Chronicle




	COCA

	M. Davies, The Corpus of Contemporary American English: 450 million words, 1990-present, 2008–. Available online at http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/.




	COD

	The Concise Oxford Dictionary, 8th edn, 1990; 9th edn, 1995




	COHA

	M. Davies, The Corpus of Historical American English: 400 million words, 1810–2009, 2010–. Available online at http://corpus.byu.edu/coha/.




	Conc. Scots Dict.

	Concise Scots Dictionary




	Crystal

	D. Crystal, A First Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics, 1980




	DARE

	Dictionary of American Regional English, ed. F. G. Cassidy et al., 2 vols. (A–H), 1985, 1991
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a-1, a prefix denoting lack of something or negation, represents Greek ἀ- before a consonant and becomes an- (Greek ἀν-) before a vowel. It occurs (a) in words representing Greek compounds, mostly adopted through French or Latin, in which the prefix is wholly or partially obscured, as abyss, adamant, amethyst, amorphous, anarchy, anomalous; (b) in terms of the arts or sciences, having Greek bases, but coming into English through medieval or modern Latin, as abranchiate (having no gills), anaesthesia (absence of sensation), anorexia (want of appetite), apetalous (without petals), aphasia (loss of speech); (c) in words formed in the 19c. on Greek elements, as agnostic, aseptic. In the last century or so, privative a-, most commonly with the pronunciation /eɪ/, has come to be attached to a limited number of adjectives in general use, as ahistoric (1937), ahistorical (1957), amoral (1882), apolitical (1952), asocial (1883), and atypical (1885), and to their derivatives (amorality, etc.). But it is far from being a free-forming prefix.



a-2. In origin a preposition, it is recorded from 1523 onwards in many literary works, (a) with be: engaged in (She is a taking of her last farewell—Bunyan; ’twas the Bishops or Judges a coming—Leigh Hunt); (b) with a verb of motion: to, into (Simon Peter sayde vnto them: I goo a fysshynge—Tyndale; We were able to set the loan a going again—Jefferson). Now interpreted as a prefix joined to an -ing word, it has enjoyed a modest revival, imparting as it often does an element of humour, informality or whimsicality to the present participle or gerund that it precedes. Probably the best known modern example—and also the most frequent in the OEC—is the times they are a-changing from the 1964 song and album title of the same name by Bob Dylan. But there are plenty of other modern examples: Kris Kirk…plans to return, a-brandishing the manuscript [of his book] by the end of March—Melody Maker, 1988; Nobody has told them about these employment opportunities that are going a-begging—Guardian, (Trinidad), 2005; Back then, ladies wore parasols and long, pretty, lacy dresses, and men would go a-courting in a very nice way that didn’t involve alcohol at all—OEC, 2005.



-a. Now being printed more and more to represent the sound that replaces of in rapid (especially popular or informal) speech, as in kinda (= kind of), loadsa, sorta. Examples: These guys were a pleasant surprise and impressed the hell outa me—ChartAttack, 2000 (Canad.); I’se a real credit, she said, loadsa times—N. Virtue, 1988 (NZ).

Cf. also -a = have, ’ve (as a colloquial shortening) in coulda (= could have), shoulda, woulda; and -a = to in gonna (= going to), gotta (= got to), and wanna (= want to).



a, an. 1 History. In origin, a (and its by-form an), which is usually called the indefinite article, but now, by many grammarians, an indefinite or central determiner, is a version of OE ān ‘one’. It largely split off in function from the numeral about 1150, though in some circumstances the two are still interchangeable (e.g. the Smiths have two daughters and a son) or are hardly distinguishable in meaning (he gave me a glass of water).

2 Pronunciation. In most circumstances a is pronounced /ә/ (uh) and an is pronounced /әn/ (uhn), but, when emphasized, as in slow dictation, /eɪ/ and /an/ respectively. Public speakers, particularly broadcasters, regularly use the emphatic form /eɪ/ of a when there is absolutely no call for it: she has a (pause) difficult task ahead of her. It is only a short step from this to the unacceptable she has a (pause) embarrassing task ahead of her.

3 A or an? (a) Before words beginning with vowels. Before all normal vowels or diphthongs an is obligatory (an actor, an eagle, an illness, an Old Master, an uncle). Before a syllable beginning in its written form with a vowel but pronounced with a consonantal sound, a is used (a eulogy, a unit, a use; a one, a once-only). Before all consonants except silent h, a is customary: a book, a history, a home, a household name, a memorial service, a puddle, a young man; but, with silent h, an hour, an honour.

(b) Before words beginning with h. Opinion is divided over the form to use before h-words in which the first syllable is unstressed: the standard modern approach is to use a (never an) together with an aspirated h (a habitual, a heroic, a historical, a Homeric, a hypothesis), but not to demur if others use an with minimal or nil aspiration given to the following h (an historic /әn (h)ɪsˈtɒrɪk/, an horrific /әn (h)ɒˈrɪfɪk/, etc.).It is impossible to say how many people use an before such words in speech, although Wells (3rd edn, 2008) shows that only six per cent of British English speakers favour an historic. Writing, perhaps predictably, seems more conservative, and at the present time (2015), the OEC provides clear evidence for the use of an before habitual, hereditary, historian, historic(al), horrific, and horrendous. It is used most often with historic, and least often with horrendous: see also horrid 3.

(c) Three special cases: an hotel (with no aspiration in the second word) is now old-fashioned (E. Waugh and 1930s), but by no means extinct (Encounter, 1987; A. Brink, 1988); in humble, the h was originally mute and the pronunciation /ˈʌmb(ә)l/ prevailed until the 19c. but is now obsolete: it should therefore be preceded by a, not an; American English herb, being pronounced with silent h, is always preceded by an, but the same word in British English, being pronounced with an aspirated h, by a.


4 With single letters and groups of letters pronounced as letters. Be guided by the pronunciation: a B road, a CFC refrigerant, a KLM flight, a TUC leader; but an A road, an FA cup final, an MCC ruling, an OUP book, an SAS unit, on the assumption that these will not be mentally expanded to ‘a Football Association cup final’, ‘a Marylebone Cricket Club ruling’, etc. Acronyms beginning with a consonant are preceded by a not an: a NATO (pronounced /ˈneɪtәʊ/) conference.

5 Position of a, an. The indefinite article normally precedes the word or words it determines (a popular history). However, it follows the adjectives many, such, and what (many a year, such a family, what an awful nuisance!). It also follows any adjective preceded by as or how (Iris Murdoch is as good a writer as Virginia Woolf; he did not know how tiresome a person she would be), and often an adjective preceded by so (so bold a move deserved success), but such a bold move is more usual. In some circumstances the positioning is optional: either before or after an adjective preceded by too (too strict a regime, or a too strict regime), and before or after the adverbs quite and rather (at quite an early hour or at a quite early hour; it’s rather a hard puzzle or it’s a rather hard puzzle).

6 Special uses. The indefinite article has a number of other idiomatic uses: his duties as (a) judge (optionally omitted); he owns a Van Gogh (a painting by Van Gogh); an eleventh-century Aldhelm (an 11c. MS of one of Aldhelm’s works); one of my older records, a Smetana (a composition by Smetana); a village Bradman (a Bradman-like cricketer); Jon broke a rib (used with parts of the body when there is more than one); half an hour, once a fortnight, fifty miles an hour, £15,000 a year (in measure phrases); I once knew a Lucy Jones (a person called Lucy Jones); a Mr Armitage called while you were out (a person called Mr Armitage unknown to the speaker). In fixed phrases like a knife, fork, and spoon, the indefinite article is not repeated; but if emphasis is required, or if the sequence requires an as well as a (a minute, an hour, or a day) omission is not desirable.

7 Unacceptable a in the standard language but what of the future? There are signs that a is intruding into the proper territory of an in American English of various kinds. Two scholars presented substantial evidence of this phenomenon in both the unscripted and scripted speech of American politicians, entertainers, etc., pronounced both as /eɪ/ and as /ә/ (a apple, a interesting, a ultimate, etc.). Also in representations of the speech of African Americans (e.g. He had a old Ford somebody gave him—M. Golden, 1989; My old dad lost one of his legs, had it bit off by a alligator this time he’s fishing the rim canal—E. Leonard, 1994). This is not the same as the emphatic a of 2 above.



AAVE. An initialism for african american vernacular english.



abacus. In its meaning of a calculating device, this Latin word has the plural abacuses. In its architectural meaning, denoting the flat slab on top of a capital, the Latin plural abaci /-sʌɪ/ is widely used. See -us 1.




abbreviations. 1 For abbreviations other than shortened forms, which are dealt with below, see acronyms and contractions.

2 Shortened words. These are words such as ad or bike the beginning or ending of which has been dropped in general use. It is not necessary to use an apostrophe to indicate the dropped part, i.e. cello, not *’cello. The practice of shortening (‘curtailing’) ordinary words was condemned in the 18c. Thus Addison in the Spectator (1711): ‘It is perhaps this Humour of speaking no more than we needs must which has so miserably curtailed some of our Words…as in mob., rep., pos., incog. and the like.’ In his Proposal for Correcting, Improving, and Ascertaining the English Tongue (1712), Swift proposed the publication of an annual index expurgatorius ‘to…condemn those barbarous mutilations of vowels and syllables [including the curtailments mentioned by Addison]’. Nowadays this method of word formation is considered standard. Some of the words formerly condemned have survived and thrived, while others have withered away. Examples (showing the date of first record of the shortened form in the OED):



(a) Now obsolete or obsolescent

brig(antine) 1720

coster(monger) 1851

phiz (physiognomy) 1688

rep(utation) 1705

spats (spatterdashes) 1802











(b) In current use but with varying degrees of informality

ad(vertisement) 1841

bike (bicycle) 1882

bra(ssière) 1936

(omni)bus 1832

cab(riolet) 1827

(violon)cello 1876

cinema(tograph) 1909

cox(swain) 1869

deb(utante) 1920

dynamo(-electric machine) 1882

(in)flu(enza) 1839

fridge (refrigerator) 1935

gym(nasium, -nastics) 1871

incog(nito) 1700

(women’s, etc.) lib(eration) 1970

mike (microphone) 1927

mob(ile vulgus) 1688

pants (pantaloons) 1840

(tele)phone 1884

photo(graph) 1860

polio(myelitis) 1931

pram (perambulator) 1884

prefab(ricated building) 1937

prep(aration) 1862

pro(fessional) 1866

pub(lic house) 1859

quad(rangle) 1820

quotes (quotation marks, quotations) 1888

rep(resentative n.) 1896

rhino(ceros) 1884

spec(ulation) 1794

specs (spectacles) 1826

Strad(ivarius) 1884

taxi(meter cab) 1907

telly (television) 1942

turps (turpentine) 1823

typo(graphical) 1816

vet(erinary surgeon) 1862

viva (voce) 1891

zoo(logical garden) 1847









3 Abbreviations and contractions. For guidance on when to use a full point, see full stop 2.



abdication. For confusion of abrogation with this, see abrogation.



abductor. So spelt, not -er. See -or.



abetter, -or. In legal language, abettor is the standard and recommended form, and is also widely used in non-legal contexts. Abetter is occasionally used for someone who merely encourages someone in an activity, e.g. a warrant for his arrest as an abetter of the prince was issued—ODNB, 2009. See -or.



abjure, adjure. Despite the dire warnings of usage commentators not to confuse them, these verbs are so far removed from the realms of ordinary vocabulary that such warnings seem largely irrelevant. Abjure (from French abjurer, Latin abjūrāre ‘to deny on oath’) means ‘to renounce on oath’ (he had abjured, he thought, all superstition—I. Murdoch, 1985) and to abjure one’s country (or realm) is to swear to abandon it for ever. It is also used in the weakened sense ‘to renounce’ (Are faculty members willing to abjure e-mail in communicating with their students and colleagues?—The Nation, 2002). By contrast, adjure (from Fr. adjurer, L adjūrāre ‘to swear to something’) means ‘to request earnestly’ with or (now) more frequently without an oath, and is usually followed by a direct object and a to-infinitive, e.g. They were all talking at once, adjuring each other to have fresh cups of tea—L. A. G. Strong, 1948.



-able, -ible. 



1 Origins.

2 Meaning.

3 Spelling problems.

4 Both endings in use.

5 Forms differ in meaning.

6 Cognate forms.

7 List of the main words ending in -able.

8 List of the main words ending in -ible.

9 Negative forms of adjectives ending in -able or -ible.







1 Origins. Originally, English words ending in -able owed their form to the Latin termination -ābilis or to the Old French -able (or both) by the addition of -bilis to verbs in -āre, Fr. -er, as amāre, amābilis (‘to love, lovable’), mūtāre, mūtābilis (‘to change, changeable’). This method of formation in Latin was extended to verbs with other stems, e.g. capere, capābilis→capable, and to nouns, as favor, favōrābilis→favourable. The -able suffix is a living element that can be added to nouns or verbs with English or French roots whether or not a Latin word in -ābilis exists: clubbable (Dr Johnson), forgivable (16c.), even unputdownable (1947).

Words ending in -ible are a closed set which cannot be added to. They reflect Fr. -ible, L -ībilis, from -i-, -ī-, a connective or stem-vowel of L verbs in -ēre, -ere, -īre + -bilis, e.g. medieval Latin audībilis (from L audīre ‘to hear’)→audible.

2 Meaning. -able is a living suffix and may be added to any transitive verb to make an adjective meaning ‘capable of being —ed’, e.g. bear → bearable, conceive → conceivable, manage → manageable. Other -able words are formed from nouns (e.g. actionable). In many common words the meaning of -able is active not passive, e.g. agreeable (willing to agree), comfortable (able to give comfort), viable (able to live). Many common words containing the suffixes -able or -ible have no matching verb or noun, e.g. affable, amenable, delectable, feasible, and plausible.

3 Spelling problems. The spelling of the source-word changes in various circumstances:

(i) With some exceptions, words ending in silent -e lose the e when -able is added, e.g. adorable, excusable, removable, usable. A few words retain the e when its loss could create ambiguity or obscure the root: e.g. giveable, hireable, likeable, liveable, rateable, saleable (see 7 below).

(ii) Words ending in a consonant + y change y to i before -able, e.g. dutiable, pliable (from ply), rectifiable, undeniable; but employable, enjoyable, payable, in which a vowel precedes y. An exception: flyable.

(iii) Words ending in -ce or -ge, retain the e to indicate the ‘soft’ sound of c or g, e.g. (un)bridgeable, changeable, chargeable, noticeable, peaceable, serviceable.

(iv) Words ending in -ee retain both letters: agreeable, foreseeable.

(v) Many verbs of more than two syllables ending in -ate lose this ending in the corresponding adjectives in -able:appreciable (not *appreciatable), calculable, demonstrable, educable, tolerable. When the verb has only two syllables the ending has to be retained to fully convey the verb’s meaning, debatable, locatable).

(vi) In words of English formation, a final consonant is usually doubled before -able when it is also doubled in the present participle: biddable, forgettable, regrettable.

(vii) Words of more than one syllable ending in -fer double the r when the stress is on the final syllable, but do not when the stress is earlier in the word: conferrable, deferrable, preferable, insufferable (but in transferable the stress is variable on the first two syllables). Infer makes inferable with variant inferrable, and refer makes referable with variant referrable.



4 Both endings in use. Some words have historically had two forms. In the following list the standard modern form comes first:






	collapsible
	collapsable



	confusable
	confusible



	connectable
	connectible



	deductible
	deductable



	detectable
	detectible



	discussable
	discussible



	extendable
	extendible



	ignitable
	ignitible



	preventable
	preventible







5 Forms differ in meaning. Some adjectives differ in meaning in their -able and -ible forms:



contractable: liable to be contracted or acquired, as a disease or a habit

contractible: capable of contracting or drawing together, contractile

impassable: that cannot be traversed, closed (of a mountain pass, etc.)

impassible: incapable of feeling or emotion; incapable of suffering injury; (theol.) not subject to suffering

passable: that can pass muster; that can be traversed (of a mountain pass, etc.)

passible: (theol.) capable of feeling or suffering (from late L passībilis, from L patī, pass- to suffer)







See also collectable, collectible.

6 Cognate forms. Some words in -able stand alongside cognate words of similar formation: solvable may be preferred in some contexts because soluble is frequently used to mean ‘that can be dissolved’; submersible is competing with submergible in the language of the oil industry; a mistake is often called uncorrectable (uncorrectable bureaucratic ineptitude should be criminal—OEC, 2004), because incorrigible has become ethical in sense.

7 List of the main words ending in -able. For convenience a list of the most common words in -able follows.

*many printing houses in the UK and abroad omit the medial -e- in words so marked.



abominable, acceptable, accountable, actionable, adaptable, adjustable, administrable, adorable, advisable, agreeable, alienable, allocable, allowable, amenable, amiable, amicable, analysable, applicable, appreciable, approachable, arable, arguable, arrestable, ascribable, assessable, attainable, attributable, available

bankable, bearable, believable, biddable, *blameable, breakable, bribable, bridgeable

calculable, capable, certifiable, changeable, chargeable, clubbable, collectable, comfortable, conceivable, conductable, conferrable, confinable, conformable, confusable (see 4), connectable, consolable, contestable, contractable (see 5), convictable, copiable, correctable, creatable, creditable, culpable, curable

datable, debatable, declinable, deferrable, definable, demonstrable, dependable, deplorable, desirable, despicable, detachable, detectable, detestable, developable, dilatable, dispensable, disposable, disputable, dissolvable, drivable, durable, dutiable

eatable, educable, endorsable, enforceable, equable, evadable, excisable, excitable, excludable, excusable, expandable, expendable, extendable (see 4), extractable

fashionable, finable, flammable, forceable (see 5), foreseeable, forgettable, forgivable, frameable

gettable, *giveable

*hireable

ignitable (see 4), illimitable, imaginable, imitable, immovable, immutable, impalpable, impassable (see 5), impeccable, imperturbable, implacable, impregnable, impressionable, improvable, incapable, incurable, indefatigable, indescribable, indictable, indispensable, indistinguishable, indubitable, inferable, inflammable, inflatable, inimitable, inseparable, insufferable, intolerable, intractable, irreconcilable, irrefutable, irreplaceable, irrevocable

justifiable

knowledgeable

laughable, leviable, *likeable, *liveable, losable, lovable

machinable, malleable, manageable, manoeuvrable, marriageable, measurable, mistakable, movable, mutable

*nameable, noticeable

objectionable, obtainable, offerable, operable, opposable

palatable, passable (see 5), payable, peaceable, penetrable, perishable, permeable, persuadable, pleasurable, preferable, prescribable, presentable, processable, profferable, pronounceable, provable

*rateable, readable, receivable, recognizable, reconcilable, rectifiable, refusable, registrable, regrettable, reliable, removable, reputable, retractable

*saleable, scalable, serviceable, *sizeable, solvable (see 6), statable, storable, sufferable, suitable, superannuable

teachable, *timeable, tolerable, traceable, tradable, transferable, tuneable

unconscionable, uncorrectable (see 6), undeniable, unexceptionable, unflappable, unget-at-able, unknowable, unmistakable, unpronounceable, unscalable, *unshakeable, unspeakable, untouchable, usable

viable

washable







8 List of the main words ending in -ible. A list of some of the most frequently used words in -ible:



accessible, adducible, admissible, audible

collapsible (see 4), collectible, combustible, compatible, comprehensible, connectible (see 4), contemptible, contractible (see 5), convertible, credible

defensible, destructible, diffusible, digestible, dirigible, discernible, discussible (see 4), dismissible, divisible,

edible, educible, eligible, exhaustible, expansible, expressible, extendible (see 4), extensible

fallible, feasible, flexible, forcible (see 5)

gullible

horrible

impartible, impassible (see 5), implausible, inaccessible, incompatible, inadmissible, incomprehensible, incorrigible (see 6), incredible, indelible, indestructible, indigestible, indivisible, ineligible, infallible, inflexible, intangible, intelligible, invincible, invisible, irascible, irreducible, irrepressible, irresistible, irresponsible, irreversible

legible

negligible

omissible, ostensible

passible (see 5), perceptible, perfectible, permissible, persuasible, plausible, possible

reducible, reprehensible, reproducible, resistible, responsible, reversible, risible

sensible, submergible (see 6), submersible (see 6), suggestible, suppressible, susceptible

transfusible

vendible, visible







9 Negative forms of adjectives ending in -able or -ible. These adjectives are frequent as negatives, and complex rules govern the choice of in- or un- or some other element. A simple contrast is shown in the pairs conceivable/inconceivable and bearable/unbearable. In other negative formations the matter was settled in ancient times by the assimilation of L in- to the initial letter of the stem of the word. Thus the negative forms of illimitable, implacable, incredible, incurable, and irrefutable, for example, were settled in Latin long before these words were adopted in English.



able-bodied, abled. It is best to avoid using able-bodied to mean ‘not having a physical disability’, since many people with disabilities object to its use in this way. A better word choice is non-disabled. Abled, meaning ‘not disabled’, is a revival of an obsolete 16c. word, and has been recorded in print in the US since the 1980s. It is now occasionally used in the phrases differently abled and less abled as a more positive alternative to disabled. They were gentle…kids, who took endless pains to guard against what they referred to as ‘the exploitation of the differently abled’—A. Maupin, 1992; Getting about for less abled residents isn’t easy—Bolton Evening News, 2003. See also disability, the language of.



ableism, meaning ‘discrimination in favour of the abled’ (i.e. against people with disabilities), is first recorded in the US from the early 1980s. There is a corresponding adjective and noun ableist: The cover design appears to be rather male-dominated, white, ableist—Rouge, 1990. Spelling both words with -ei- is preferable to the spellings ablism and ablist: at first glance they could make it look as if ab- sounds as it does in abdomen, and, presumably for that reason, are rather rare.



able to. Used with the verb to be, and followed by a to-infinitive in the active voice, this semi-auxiliary is a natural part of the language, whether with an animate or, to some extent, with an inanimate subject (I have not been able to write for several days—G. Vidal, 1955; a yarn about not being able to keep a job—K. Amis, 1978; By his proceeding to the beach…the next phase of the attack was able to proceed—New Yorker, 1986). Attributing ability to inanimate subjects, however, is not always advisable and seems altogether too forced when the following infinitive is in the passive voice (No evidence that an air rifle was able to be fired—Times (heading of Law Report), 1988). In general it is better to use the modal verb can/could with passive infinitives, or express the sentence actively.



ablution. From the 16c. onwards ablution(s) has been used for the process of washing the body, or parts of the body, as a religious rite. The word was drawn into lay use in the 18c. as a somewhat lighthearted term for ‘the washing or cleansing of one’s person’, and continues to be used humorously in that way, particularly in the phrase perform one’s ablutions. It is also used as a formal or literary word, e.g. Morse waited with keen anticipation until his morning ablutions were complete—C. Dexter, 1989. For much of the 20c. its major serious use was in the armed services in the UK, where ablutions was the customary word for the process of washing oneself or for the building (also called the ablution(s) block) set aside for this purpose. This use is now rather dated, but occasionally still found, especially in South African writing, e.g. There are also not sufficient ablution facilities at the area’s beaches—Economist (Namibia), 2002.



abode. In the meaning ‘a dwelling place’, abode is falling into disuse except in the fixed expressions: (of) no fixed abode, used of someone without a permanent address; place of abode, meaning where someone habitually lives, and right of abode, especially as applied to citizens of Hong Kong who sought the right to settle in Britain after 1997. It has not entirely gone from literature in its ordinary use: The house, standing at the edge of a fair-sized tract of woodland and once, perhaps, the abode of gamekeepers—K. Amis, 1974. Outside literature, it is often used humorously or ironically, preceded by a possessive such as my and an adjective, especially in the combination humble abode, e.g. I will be hosting a soiree at my humble abode on the night in question—weblog, 2004; I couldn’t help thinking that the brochure writer, in a previous incarnation as an estate agent, might also have described a cardboard box as an ideal palatial under-bridge abode— www.divernet.com, 2004.



abolishment, abolition. Both entered the language in the 16c. and for two centuries they coexisted as synonyms (used of authority, laws, sins, faith, guilt, and other abstract concepts) with approximately equal currency. The choice of abolition by those working for the abandonment, first of slavery, and then of capital punishment, ensured the relative supremacy of this member of the pair. Abolishment is occasionally still used in more neutral and ad hoc uses emphasizing the process rather than the result, but it is nearly 30 times less frequent in the OEC than abolition: But there are fears the service may be scrapped before it has a chance to be extended due to the abolishment of Argyll and Clyde Health Board by ministers—Scotland on Sunday, 2005.



aboriginal, aborigines. Aborigines, the earlier of the two words, comes from the Latin ab orīgine, ‘from the beginning’, and initially referred to the native inhabitants of Latium. From the 16c. onwards it came to mean the original inhabitants of any country, and from the 18c. the ethnic groups living in a country before European colonists arrived. The singular form Aborigine, first recorded in Australia in 1829, has become established, despite being criticized on etymological grounds as an inappropriate back-formation. Aboriginal is a later word (1650), formed from ab + orīgine + -al. In Australian contexts, a capital letter A should be used for both words.

Australian Aborigines prefer to be known as Indigenous Australians, and this phrase is becoming more and more standard. Both Aboriginal and Aborigine are used as nouns in Australian sources, Aborigine being the commoner of the two as a noun, while Aboriginal is much commoner than it as an adjective (e.g. Aboriginal art, communities, people, etc.) Aboriginal is the term used by the Australian government, but is disliked by Indigenous Australians themselves. It goes without saying that the abbreviated form Abo is nowadays offensive.





about. 1 Meaning ‘approximately’. In the meaning ‘roughly, approximately’ (e.g. about half, fifty, nine o’clock, ten per cent, 186,000 miles a second) about is the usual British English word; around is also used, but is much more common in American English (e.g. the convention adjourned around four o’clock; around fifty people came to the party). Round about is more informal, and is largely confined to British English.

2 ‘to be all about’. Since the 1930s, the phrase to be (all) about something has frequently been used to mean ‘to be chiefly concerned with’ and even ‘to have as its aim’, e.g. You do the Hokey Cokey and you turn around, That’s what it’s all about; Love and war were about winning, not fair play—A. Price, 1982). The phrase what it’s all about (really) is a bit of a cliché and should only be used in informal contexts. They like the feeling that they have had to fight other men for possession. That is what it is all about, really—A. Brookner 1984.

3 Tending to replace ‘of’. Dwight Bolinger (World Englishes, 1988, vii. 238–9) records many instances of a tendency in informal English for about to be used to replace of: We’re more aware about it; the Vietnamese are disdainful about Chinese cooking; the issue about how such things are monitored. These uses, brought about by a process called ‘reiconization’, are still lurking at the edge of acceptability.

4 ‘be about to do’. With a following to-infinitive (transitive, intransitive, or passive), be about denotes intention: she was about to mash the potatoes; direct negotiations are about to resume; Macbeth’s tyranny was about to be opposed. The more idiomatic negative use, not be about to, indicating determination not to do something, should only be used informally: I’m not about to foist something on the general public just for the sake of releasing something—Record Mirror, 1982. In more formal styles, it is better to use one of several alternatives such as do not intend to (or, more emphatically, have no intention of), am not likely to, etc.



above. Old grumblings about the use of above to mean ‘more than’ are shown to be out of order by the continuous record of the use since the 16c.: e.g. It was neuer Acted: or if it was, not aboue once—Shakespeare Hamlet; it is above a week since I saw Miss Crawford—Austen, 1814; he doesn’t look a day above forty. Nevertheless either more than or over is the more usual and natural expression in such contexts.



abridgement, abridgment. The first is the preferred British form, and is given first in dictionaries. In the US abridgment is given first in dictionaries, but the spelling abridgement is as frequently used in practice. See mute e. See also -ment.



abrogation. Abrogation refers to the repeal or abolition of a right, law or custom, e.g. the political disenfranchisement of the working class and the systematic abrogation of its democratic rights—OEC, 2004. Abdication of something means the act of giving up an office or of some abstraction such as a duty, principle, and above all, responsibility. ?Abrogation of responsibility is quite frequently used instead of the more established collocation abdication of responsibility. Whether and when dictionaries will acknowledge this as legitimate remains to be seen. Examples: ?Failing to act to help victims on their presentation to the emergency department represents a singular abrogation of responsibility—BMJ, 2001; That points to a shocking abdication of parental responsibility—OEC, 2002.



absent. The use of this word as a preposition meaning ‘in the absence of, without’ is first recorded in 1944 in US legal writing, and by the 1970s had become more general in the US: Absent such an appeal, the constitutional issues were conclusively determined against Ender—NY Law Jrnl, 1972; Finally, absent an agreement, one must ask what the likely terms of political debate would be in 1988—Dædalus, 1987; Absent any major change in government programs, many companies have no clear idea how they will pay for them—Chicago Tribune, 1989.



absolute adjectives. See adjective 4.



absolute comparative. CGEL 7.85 draws attention to the existence of comparatives used where no explicit comparison is made though it may be implied. Thus senior retains its comparative force in A is senior to B, but cannot be used in a than- clause. We can say A is older than B, but we cannot say *A is senior than B. There is a wide range of adjectives with a comparative form that can be used in contexts where the comparison is not made explicit: the better-class hotels, the Greater London area, higher education, the major political parties, an older man, a prior claim, of superior quality, the younger generation. Such implied comparisons are a feature of advertising language: higher mileage, a smoother finish, etc.




absolute construction. 1 Definition and examples. ‘Absolute phrases’ or ‘absolute constructions’ are grammatically independent of the following clause. They may be verbless, but usually contain a verb in its present or past participial form referring to a noun or pronoun. Examples: Given Didi’s condition, he performed an heroic feat in Israel—D. Athill, 1986; that done, they drove the animal through a side gate—E. O’Brien, 1988; The washing up finished, Jennifer called through the echoey building—F. Weldon, 1988; Our business done, we were now kinder to each other—New Yorker, 1991. While use of absolute phrases is a highly literary device, a handful of absolute phrases are common enough in conversation or non-literary writing, e.g. all things considered, all told, God willing, other things being equal, present company excepted, that being so, weather/time permitting.

2 Fowler (1926) and Gowers (1965) objected strongly to a comma coming between the noun and the participle in sentences such as The King, having read his speech from the throne, their Majesties retired, which according to them should be punctuated The King having read his speech from the throne, their Majesties retired.

3 Sometimes absolute phrases containing a participle in -ing or -ed have no explicit grammatical subject; the subject appears in the attached clause: Looking at Jim, I remembered the first time I had seen him—Encounter, 1988. (It was ‘I’ who was looking at Jim.). But if the subject of the absolute phrase is not expressed, and is different from that of the main clause, the result is an ‘unattached participle’. Picking up my Bible, the hill seemed the only place to go just then—J. Winterson, 1985; Packing to leave, her fingertips had felt numb on contact with her belongings—M. Duckworth, 1986. For further examples see unattached participles.

4 CGEL 15.59 points out that in formal scientific writing, unrelated constructions have become institutionalized ‘where the implied subject is to be identified with the I, we, and you of the writer(s) or reader(s)’: When treating patients with language retardation…the therapy consists of [etc.]; To check on the reliability of the first experiment, the experiment was replicated with a second set of subjects.



absolutely! Originally an exclamation conveying emphatic and sincere agreement with what someone has just said (e.g. ‘Is such really the state of matters between you and Rivers?’—‘Absolutely, sir!’—C. Brontë Jane Eyre, 1847), it has recently been robbed of its original meaning by massive overuse. It is ironic that in 1996 Burchfield could describe it as ‘a pleasingly old-world variation of “yes, quite so”’, for it is no exaggeration to say that, at least in Britain, it has altogether ousted ‘yes’ from the speech of middle-class media persons and pundits. Read, listen to or watch any interview, and it is sure to crop up, usually several times. It is enthusiastically bludgeoning ‘yes’ to death.

Does it matter that it is so overused when ‘yes’ would do just as well? Apart from the fact that it raises some people’s blood pressure to heart-attack levels, possibly not. It is undergoing, or has already undergone, the same erosion of meaning that has reduced ‘awesome’ to the status of ‘nice’; such erosion is a natural feature of language. A word of caution is in order, though. People who use the word too freely may be ridiculed, as President Obama was on www.cnn.com for replying ‘Absolutely!’ when asked by a Pakistani journalist if he read Urdu poetry. The word can, in fact, suggest absolute insincerity.

Despite its current apogee, absolutely as an exclamation is first recorded from 1825, and is found in Jane Eyre, as already noted. But its potential pariah status was confirmed as long ago as 1993 by its inclusion in the Banished Words of the Year list.



absolute possessives. Under this term are included the possessive pronouns hers, his, its, ours, theirs, and yours, and also (except in the archaic adjectival use, as mine/thine eyes) mine and thine. None of the -s forms takes an apostrophe. The ordinary uses are straightforward (except for its; see below): the house is hers, his, ours, mine, etc.; I met a friend of yours, hers, etc. Matters become more complicated when two or more possessives refer to a single noun that follows the last of them. In such cases the -s and -ne forms are incorrect. The correct forms are shown in your and our and his efforts (not yours and ours); either my or your informant must have lied (not mine); her and his strong contempt (not hers). Rearrangement of the pronouns removes any risk of error: thus his efforts and yours and ours, either your informant or mine must have lied, etc. Its is the only pronoun in the series that normally cannot be used predicatively or in the double possessive construction: thus its tail is red, but not *this tail is its nor *a mate of its. CGEL 6.29 n. points out, however, that independent its is occasionally found, e.g. History has its lessons and fiction its; She knew the accident was either her husband’s fault or the car’s: it turned out to be not his but its. In such cases strong emphasis is placed on the contrasted pronouns.



absolve. Formerly pronounced either /abˈz-/ or /abˈs-/, but the pronunciation with /-z-/ now seems to be dominant, presumably under the influence of resolve. Its normal constructions are of three kinds: (not common) followed by a phrase or clause led by for; (both common) followed by a phrase or clause led by either from or of. Examples: (a) One’s conscience may be pretty well absolved for not admiring this man—Miss Mitford, 1817; We may perhaps absolve Ford for the language of the article—R. Burlingame, 1949 (WDEU); (b) absolve me from all spot of sin—J. Agee, 1950; Having thus absolved himself from the duty of making the essential discriminations—F. R. Leavis, 1952; (c) it absolved him of all responsibility—L. A. G. Strong, 1948; Dollar was absolved of personal liability for the line’s debts—Time, 1950 (WDEU).



absorbedly. Four syllables. See -edly.



abstract nouns. 1 Abstract nouns denote ideas, qualities, or states rather than concrete objects. They are words such as difference, equality, justice, love, quality, size, and truth.
2 While past writers on usage have insisted that a concrete word is always preferable to an abstract one, their proposition is highly debatable. What is clear, however, is that using abstract nouns instead of the verbs from which they come often leads to turgid writing that will easily tire, not to say baffle or infuriate, readers. Gowers (1965) called it ‘abstractitis’ and provided the following example, among others, Participation by the men in the control of the industry is non-existent, which he said should be rewritten as The men have no part in the control of the industry. Here is a more recent example from a Scottish government organization: Specific considerations will need to be given to what assistance minority groups will require to fully participate and contribute to the design, development and delivery of policies and services. To restore this terminally ill sentence to some semblance of health, drastic surgery is required, starting with removal of the unnecessary abstract nouns: considerations (let us pass over the fact that it is plural), design, development, and delivery. My suggested rewrite is: We need to think about how we can help minority groups play a full part in developing and delivering policies and services. (I have removed ‘designing’ as superfluous, since you can hardly develop something you have not designed beforehand.)

It is sad to realize that, despite the tireless campaigning work of organizations such as the Plain English Campaign over the last few decades, ingrained, almost hereditary habits of bureaucratic wordiness, repetition, and lack of clarity mislead some officials into producing such claptrap.



abstruse, obtuse. These two are confused surprisingly often, usually with obtuse being used when abstruse is presumably meant. Topics, subjects, theories, etc. which are abstruse (from Latin abstrūsus ‘concealed, hidden’) are rather obscure or difficult to understand, e.g. an abstruse philosophical inquiry. Someone who is obtuse is annoyingly insensitive or slow to understand, e.g. He wondered if the doctor was being deliberately obtuse. To use obtuse to mean ‘obscure, difficult’, though often done, is not recommended, since some people will consider it a rank mistake, despite its being recognized in some dictionaries. Examples: (abstruse) lectures on a series of abstruse topics, not excluding Roman laxatives and prophylactics—Daily Tel., 2007; The language is abstruse and esoteric, almost incomprehensible, (the “discourse” inaccessible except to the initiates)— www.freeindia.com, 2004; (obtuse) There is a crispness to Imelda Staunton that has the positive snap of a headmistress dealing with some rather obtuse children—Scotland on Sunday, 2004; Henry III was equally politically obtuse in his dealings with Henry of Navarre—Canadian Journal of History, 2000; (obtuse used dubiously) While many academics shelter themselves beneath obtuse writing and inaccessible subject matter, Gould had the confidence to address the world with clarity and common sense—Human Nature Review, 2002.



abysmal, abyssal. Of the respective base-nouns, abysm ‘bottomless gulf, deep immeasurable space’ has retreated into obsolescence except in reflections of Shakespeare’s line in The Tempest (1612), What seest thou els in the dark-backward and Abisme of Time? Abyss, on the other hand, is a customary word, whether literal or figurative, for ‘[a place, etc., of] immeasurable depth’. A person facing defeat in an election or humiliation of some other kind, for example, is often said to be ‘staring into the abyss’.

The derivatives abysmal and abyssal have moved in opposite directions. Residual uses of abysmal applied to gorges, precipices, deep space, etc., can be found (the abysmal depths of interstellar space—P. W. Merrill, 1938; the abysmal depths of the ocean—T. Barbour, 1944), but the word is mostly used in figurative contexts: (a) = bottomless, fathomless (Contemplate with despair the abysmal depths of your incapacity—A. Burgess, 1987); (b) = extremely bad (Guatemala’s abysmal human rights record—NY Times, 1984; the abysmal quality of what is produced [in Romania]—NY Rev. Bks, 1989).

Abyssal, once also used figuratively, is now only in restricted use as a technical term in oceanography, ‘belonging to one of the deepest levels of the ocean’ (the ocean basin floor…is called the abyssal floor—A. C. and A. Duxbury, 1984).



Academe. In ancient Greece, Ἀκαδήμεια was the proper name of a garden near Athens sacred to the hero Academus. In the 4c. bc it was the site of a philosophical school established there by Plato. Shakespeare modified the Greek name to the three-syllable Achademe in Love’s Labour’s Lost and used it to mean ‘a place of learning’. Milton’s line The olive-grove of Academe, Plato’s retirement (Paradise Regained, iv. 244) also used the three-syllable form of the word, but applied it specifically to Plato’s philosophical school. Later writers followed Shakespeare’s lead, and, particularly since the publication of Thackeray’s Pendennis in 1849 (the least snugly sheltered arbour among the groves of Academe), the word Academe (frequently but not invariably with an initial capital) has been modishly used by many writers to mean ‘the academic community, the world of university scholarship’, notably in the phrase the groves of Academe (cf. Atque inter silvas Academi quaerere verum—Horace, Ep. 2. 2. 45). Mary McCarthy’s novel The Groves of Academe (1952) helped to establish the currency of the expression. It is a tangled story, but it is clear that Academe (or academe) has now slipped away from its Greek original, and has passed into general use as an acceptable expression (One of the most remarkable pieces of hostile reviewing ever seen in academe—Jonathan Clark, 1989). More recently (first recorded in 1946), it has been joined by Academia (or academia) in the same sense (Businessmen liked to adopt the language of academia—A. Sampson, 1971).



academic. The central uses of this word (first recorded in the late 16c.), i.e. relating to education and scholarship, remain firm, but a little more than a century ago (first noted 1886) it developed a depreciatory range of meanings as well, ‘unpractical, merely theoretical, having no practical applications’, e.g. All the discussion, Sirs, is—academic. The war has begun already—H. G. Wells, 1929; The strike vote…was dismissed as ‘largely academic’ by Merseyside Health Authority—Times, 1990.



Academy. The Academy, the Garden, the Lyceum, the Porch, and the Tub are names used for the five chief schools of Greek philosophy, their founders, adherents, and doctrines: the Academy, Plato, the Platonists, and Platonism; the Garden, Epicurus, the Epicureans, and Epicureanism; the Lyceum, Aristotle, the Aristotelians, and Aristotelianism; the Porch (or the Painted Porch, Gk στοὰ ποικίλη), Zeno, the Stoics, and Stoicism; the Tub, Diogenes (who lived in extreme poverty, legend has it, in a tub), the Cynics, and Cynicism.



accent. 1 The noun is stressed on the first syllable and the verb (meaning ‘to lay stress on, to emphasize’) on the second. But the participial adjective accented has first-syllable stress. See noun and verb accent, pronunciation and spelling.
2 In general use, an accent is ‘an individual, local, regional or national mode of pronunciation’ (Liverpool accent, German accent, upper-class accent)’. Examples: She had…the accent of a good finishing school—J. Braine, 1957; My mother came from Nashville, Tennessee, and try as she would she couldn’t obliterate her accent—Lord Hailsham, 1981. It is also used to mean the position of the stress in a word, and a sign put on a word in writing to mark a feature of its pronunciation; You must pronounce this all as one word with the accent on the first syllable—C. S. Lewis, 1955; using an acute accent (voilá) instead of the correct grave accent (voilà)—OEC, 2005.

There are other special meanings in art and music. The meaning relating to pronunciation is the earliest one, and has given rise to extended uses, in which accent means ‘a distinctive feature or emphasis’: After 1926 the accent was to lie on the development of technical education—R. Pethybridge, 1990; In the eastern area, the food is heavier, with more of an accent on mutton and pork—Countries and their Culture, 2004. This use is common in advertising and marketing: Accent is on comfort when you step in for a relaxing drink.



accent, accentuate. In figurative senses (= to emphasize a particular feature), accentuate is now very much the commoner of the two verbs, but accent is far from extinct, particularly when fashion, decoration, or design is the topic. Examples: (accent) The great piers…are accented at the cardinal points by shafts of dark lias—R. J. King, 1877; warm beige walls accented by graceful tiles with leafy patterns and dark-wood tables—Boston Globe, 2011; (accentuate) I observed a severe grey skirt, the waist accentuated by a leather belt—W. Golding, 1967; The villagey feeling was accentuated by the use of tile-hanging—M. Girouard, 1977; Collingwood also has a rather learned look, accentuated by steel spectacles—R. Cobb, 1985.

In the literal sense ‘to place an accent on a syllable or word’, the only word used (of the two) is accent (e.g. ‘begin’ is accented on the second syllable).



accept, except. Though clearly distinct in meaning, in fast speech accept is often pronounced /ɪkˈsɛpt/. As a result poor spellers may occasionally set down the wrong word. David Crystal reported in his book Who Cares About English Usage? (1984) that a number of English undergraduates presented with the pair of sentences Shall we accept/except his invitation to dinner? chose except not accept. But the confusion is ancient: Queen Elizabeth I is known to have done the same in a letter.



acceptance, acceptation. 1 The first of these, though coming later into the language, has gradually driven out most uses of the second during the last four centuries, except that acceptation is still much the more usual of the two in the rather highbrow meaning ‘the particular sense, or the generally accepted meaning, of a word or phrase’. So we find acceptance as the usual noun for accepting death, facts, ideas, homosexuality, offers, reality, responsibility, and all manner of other things. Nevertheless, acceptation occasionally crops up still in this verbal sense, but cannot be recommended. Examples: (= acceptance) The negotiating policy of leaders of leftist parties and trade unions only resulted in the acceptation of these leaders into the old elite—weblog, 2003; (= meaning) he is not a citizen in the ordinary acceptation of the word—The American Conservative, 2004.
2 The tsunami of illiteracy unleashed by the Internet has either created or helped spread the bizarre use of *acceptation to mean ‘exception’, especially in the phrase *with the acceptation of, e.g. *However, in your case I will make an acceptation—OEC; I do not believe I am the acceptation to ‘the rule’—weblog, 2012.



accepter, acceptor. In general contexts the word is normally spelt accepter (he is no accepter of conventions; the sketch about the ungracious award accepter), but in specialized senses in law and science acceptor is the standard and recommended form: the Bill of Exchange…is an order written by the drawer and addressed to the acceptor— J. E. T. Rogers, 1868; the ionization energy of donors is less than that of acceptors—Physical Review, 1949; another possible electron acceptor such as sulphate or perhaps even nitrate may be reduced—Forestry, 1986. See -er and -or; -or.




access, accession. 1 As nouns. Fowler (1926) distinguished between these two in detail in order to prevent their being confused. There is, however, no evidence in the OEC that they are ever confused.

2 As verbs. Since the 1890s, accession has been used as a verb meaning ‘to enter in the accessions register of a library’ (the new books have been promptly accessioned—G. M. Jones, 1892). In more recent times (first recorded 1975), access (perhaps as a back-formation) has occasionally been used in the same sense (the Lowestoft Hoard had to be accessed—TLS, 1978).

Since the early 1960s, access has been used in computer language to mean ‘to obtain or retrieve (data or a file); to gain access to (a system or network)’, e.g. Each time you access a website, you retrieve information from the appropriate computer, wherever in the world that computer might be—B. Robson and O. K. Baek, 2009. This use is part of the everyday vocabulary of the field, and bothers nobody. Closely related to this use is the metaphor of the brain as computer in the meaning ‘to bring (a fact, word, etc.) to mind’, e.g. when the speaker is temporarily unable to access the word in Spanish—Amer. Speech, 1987.

The relatively recent meaning (1978) that some people dislike (on the grounds that it is an example of ‘verbing’) is ‘to approach or enter a place’ in more generalized contexts, such as The kitchen may be accessed from the dining room. If you wish to shun it, there are synonyms aplenty to hand: reach, approach, enter, etc. Alternatively, you could rephrase.



accessary, accessory. 1 The first of these two spellings is virtually defunct, and the second is the standard in all contexts and all varieties of English. But it was not always so. They were given separate entries in the OED because their derivations differ. Moreover, in meaning, both as nouns and as adjectives, they mostly ran on separate tracks until about 1900. The -ary form traditionally tended to imply complicity in an offence, acting as (or one who acts as) a subordinate in a crime, while the -ory form was mostly reserved for general contexts where someone or something contributed in a subordinate way. In the course of the 20c. accessory took over in all contexts both as a noun and as an adjective. Examples: As the one person who knew of their illegalities I felt that I was becoming an accessory after the fact—S. Unwin, 1960; if he buried the captain, as he says, he’s an accessory—R. Macdonald, 1971; accessory ideas associated with the principal idea—M. Cohen, 1977. As a noun, accessory is widely used (usually in the plural) for the smaller articles of dress (gloves, handbag, etc.) or the extras in a motor vehicle (fog lights, radio, etc.). Examples: Accessories…may be considered essential to an outfit—A. Lurie, 1981; auto accessories.
2 Both words were frequently pronounced with the main stress on the first syllable until the early part of the 20th century, but now /akˈsɛsәri/ is the standard pronunciation. A common mistake is to pronounce accessory with initial /as-/ as if it were spelt ‘assessory’.



accessible. Is correctly spelled -ible, not -able. See -able, -ible 8.



accessorize. Denounced by Burchfield as ‘what looked like being one of the least lovable words of the 20c.’, and despised by some because it is one of the modernish -ize verbs, accessorize first sashayed onto the linguistic catwalk as long ago as 1934. It seems to be here to stay: an essential part of the vocabulary of fashion, interior design and related fields, it has both transitive and intransitive uses: (transitive) The Sultan has accessorized himself with epaulettes, medals and several strings of pearls—Times, 1989; (intransitive) Earth tone nylon covers of seats in a car easily accessorize with any hue—Toronto Star, 1984.



accessory. See accessary, accessory.



accidently. This non-standard form, used instead of accidentally, is recorded as early as 1611 and is still encountered occasionally in print: e.g. When I have accidently collided with it—B. Rubens, 1985; Julie Kohler (Moreau) loses her groom on the steps of the church when he is accidently shot by a group of men fooling about with a gun—Listener, 1987. But it is very much a minority form.



acclimate, acclimatize. Both words mean ‘to become or to cause to become accustomed to a new climate’, literally or metaphorically. Acclimate is the slightly older form, being first recorded from 1792, and acclimatize from 1836. In the OEC data they occur more or less equally (if one lumps the uncommon -ise spelling in with acclimatize). In most countries acclimatize is the preferred form, except in the US, where there is a marked preference for acclimate. In biology each word is used in a very precise technical sense: if an organism acclimatizes, it responds physiologically or behaviourally to changes in a complex of environmental factors; if an organism acclimates, it responds to a change in a single environmental factor. The derivatives acclimation and acclimatization follow the pattern of their parent verbs in their general meaning, and in their technical meanings. Examples: (acclimatize) They also argue that the more English becomes institutionalized as the world’s main medium of international expression the more native and non-native users will need to learn to acclimatize to each other’s ways of using it—Concise Oxford Companion to the English Language, 2000 (BrE); Staff should be acclimatized and trained in new technologies and methodologies—First Monday Jrnl., 2001 (AmE); (acclimate) ‘I’ll drop in after dinner,’ Dick promised. ‘First I must get acclimated.’—F. Scott Fitzgerald, 1934 (AmE); but as they are acclimated and toughened to the native condition they suffer far less than we do—F. Lloyd Wright, 1954 (AmE); As with the photosynthetic apparatus, stomata can acclimate to long-term variation in CO2 supply—Integrative and Comparative Biology, 2002 (AmE).



accommodate, accommodation. Two of the English words most often misspelt, they require two cs and two ms. The verb accommodate is followed by to when it means ‘to adapt’ (He would easily have accommodated his body to the rule of never turning his head on his shoulders—R. Graves, 1938; The principles of natural justice have to be accommodated to the nature of the body deciding it—High Court transcripts, 2005 (Aust.)) and with with in its rather rarer meaning of ‘to equip, supply, oblige’ (e.g. New issue stamp dealers will be only too pleased to accommodate you with Malawi’s latest pre-neolithic nonet—Stamp and Coin Mart, 1994. Accommodations (in the plural), once common in the UK for ‘lodgings, living premises’, is now more or less restricted to American English (e.g. overnight accommodations).



accompanist. Now the standard form of the word for ‘a person who plays a musical accompaniment’. The secondary form accompanyist (also first recorded in the 19c.), used e.g. by Dickens in Oliver Twist, has fallen out of favour, although it is occasionally encountered.



accomplice, accomplish. The most widespread pronunciation of both words is now with /-kʌm-/ not /-kɒm-/, though the first thirteen editions of Daniel Jones’s English Pronouncing Dictionary (1917–67), presumably correctly reflecting the mood of that time, gave precedence to the second of these two pronunciations, which is still occasionally heard.



accord. The standard construction is ‘of one’s own accord’, as in Of his owne accord he went vnto you (2 Cor. (AV) 8: 17) and her face, of its own accord, folded into a false, obedient smile—E. O’Brien, 1989. It is therefore somewhat surprising that the construction ‘on one’s own accord’, following the obsolete use illustrated in On mine owne accord, Ile off (Shakespeare, Winter’s Tale, 1611) with on as the head of the phrase is well represented in the OEC, often in the most surprising places, e.g. And commanders in Iraq, on their own accord, are already moving troops from their combat ranks to the training teams—New York Times, 2006. It is impossible to say whether this is a survival or a solecism.



according as. This subordinating conjunction is nowadays generally used to mean ‘depending on whether’, in contexts where two or more alternatives present themselves: e.g. Llanabba Castle presents two quite different aspects, according as you approach it from the Bangor or the coast road—E. Waugh, 1928; Its quality differs with its color, according as it is white, red, yellow, or bluish—A tribute to Hinduism, 2003. Even in that use, i.e. as an alternative to ‘depending on whether, according to whether’, it has a literary or somewhat archaic feel. Historically it also expressed dependence on some other condition (e.g. everyone contributes according as he or she is able); this meaning still occasionally appears, but sounds even more formal than the first: e.g. a company which has demonstrated its willingness to switch and change according as the market dictates—OEC, 2002.



account. On account of is a slightly formal compound preposition meaning ‘because of’ (e.g. He remained miserable and ashamed, largely on account of his appetite which continued to torment him—A. Brookner, 1988), and first recorded in 1625. The following variants of it are non-standard, or informal: (a) the non-standard on accounts of shown in they giv’ it the name, on accounts of Old Harmon living solitary there (Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, Victorian working-class context); and (b) its use with and without of and on as in the following examples: I was feeling kind of down, on account that tooth of mine was giving me the devil—P. G. Wodehouse, 1936; Account of you think you’re tough you’re going up to State Prison where you’ll have to prove it—E. Leonard, 1994 (AmE); It took us until dinner, twelve hours to crank out six-two pizzas, on account we couldn’t get the ingredients right the first few times—OEC, 2005 (AmE).



accoutrement. Throughout the English-speaking world this spelling is much more frequent than accouterment, which occurs mostly in North American English, but even there is less frequent than the -tre- form.



accumulative, cumulative. In the meaning ‘gathering or growing by gradual increase’, these two adjectives have been competing since the 17c., but cumulative can now be declared a very convincing winner. Currently it is much more likely both in general contexts (cumulative dose, effect, impact, total, etc.) and in more specialized areas of legal sentencing, dividends, reference library indexes, errors, voting, etc. Accumulative is still occasionally used, but in a ratio of 1:35 in the OEC; similarly, accumulatively is an unusual choice for cumulatively. Accumulative is also occasionally used in its other meaning of ‘acquisitive’: Fijians are not accumulative. A good example of this is the farming of ginger and dalo. When the price went up, the production went down—Aust. Jrnl. of Anthropology, 2002.



accused. The accused, meaning a person who has been accused in law, is an everyday use and a legal one. The or an accused woman, person, banker, teacher, etc., in which individuals are only generically identified, are also routinely acceptable in non-legal contexts. However, expressions like the accused thief or the accused rapist, appear quite regularly in slightly amateurish journalism, but never in law, since identification with the crime is in question by the very use of the term accused. Alleged would be a better word here.



acerb, acerbic. The first of these is the earlier, being first recorded in Othello (1622) in its literal meaning of ‘sour, bitter’, while acerbic dates to 1853. Acerb is now, as the OED puts it, ‘chiefly US and literary’, and shows up just once in the OEC (acerbic appears 1,716 times). There are earlier examples from modern literature, e.g. Many of his acerb remarks about wives and marriage may or may not apply to his own—D. M. Frame, 1964; The acerb after effects of the tragic act of love—J. Updike, 1978.

The misspelling ascerbic turns up in print from time to time—perhaps modelled on ascetic—but has no validity.



Achilles heel, Achilles tendon. The presence or absence of an apostrophe in these two expressions is not a matter of rule, but of custom. Consistency in a given publication is desirable, whichever form is chosen. NODWE recommends leaving the apostrophes out.



achingly. Achingly means literally ‘in an aching manner; so as to cause continuous dull pain’, e.g. My eyes—dry now, achingly dry—flashing a wretched hostility back into his—R. Broughton, 1873. Its use as an intensifier modifying an adjective and meaning ‘acutely, intensely’ is not new: It is too achingly brilliant—it wants repose—New Monthly Magazine, 1883. Nowadays, it is quite widely used, particularly in arts journalism, to modify adjectives such as sad, poignant, tender, melancholic, even beautiful, where it retains a link with its literal meaning, and the metaphor is dormant rather than dead: It is hysterically funny and achingly sad, but without a hint of sentimentality—Scotland on Sunday, 2005; The chief narrator, Rosamond, is an achingly lonely old woman, who lost her one great love when she was in her twenties—ABC Radio, 2008 (Aust.). To use it to intensify words such as hip, trendy, fashionable is a mannerism of a certain superficial and gushy style of journalistic writing. That raises—at least in my literal mind—the question whether being fashionable, hip etc. causes physical discomfort for the person who is, or the journalist who wants to be. Jesting apart, achingly seems to be following the pattern of awfully, dreadfully, terribly, etc. and is used as an intensifier, with no reference whatsoever to its literal meaning.



acid rain. A classic example of a term that was in use for a surprisingly long period (first recorded 1845) in specialist contexts before becoming a standard item of modern ecological and environmentalist vocabulary, familiar to most people.



acid test. See popularized technical terms.



acknowledgement. In most printed work this is the preferred spelling in British English, whereas the form without -e- (-ledgment) is more usual in American English. The choice is a matter of convention, not of correctness.



acoustics. Acoustics is construed as a singular noun when used to mean ‘the science of sound’ (e.g. Acoustics is a branch of physics), and as a plural when used to mean ‘the acoustic properties (of a building)’ (e.g. the acoustics of the church hall are not impressive).



acqu. See aqu-, acqu-.



acquaintanceship. Categorized by Fowler as a ‘needless variant’ for acquaintance, this word has a respectable pedigree, and dates to at least 1640, but in current use is very much a minority taste. Strictly speaking it refers to the state of being acquainted with someone or something, not to the person or people with whom you are acquainted, so in the next example acquaintance would have been better: Aunt Kate of Hungerford or some other member of her wide acquaintanceship of old ladies—P. Norman, 1979. Here is a more recent and typical example: health problems not unconnected with a lifetime’s intimate acquaintanceship with alcohol—Sunday Herald, 2000.



acronym. 1 (From acro-, Greek ἀκρο-, combining form of ἄκρος ‘topmost’ + -onym after homonym.) This term, first used in 1943, denotes abbreviations formed from the initial letters of other words and pronounced as a single word, such as NATO (as distinct from B-B-C). A word was clearly needed for this prolific method of modern word-formation. Examples of familiar modern acronyms include: Aids (acquired immune deficiency syndrome), Captcha (completely automatic public Turing test to tell computers and humans apart), PIN (personal identification number), and WASP (White Anglo -Saxon Protestant). Many words of this kind, especially those that are the names of organizations, start off with uniform capitals and full stops, and only become word-like acronyms after constant use: thus U.N.E.S.C.O.→UNESCO→Unesco. Others (e.g. ASH) are deliberately contrived to lend themselves to being pronounced as words and thereby become acronyms. Some acronyms were written with uniform lower-case letters virtually from the beginning: laser (light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation), and radar (radio detection and ranging).
2 In everyday use, acronym is often applied to abbreviations that are technically initialisms, since they are pronounced as separate letters (e.g. EU = European Union, DVD = digital versatile disc).
3 For guidance on when to use a full point, see full stop 2.
4 While acronyms and initialisms that everyone knows are useful shorthand, less well-known ones are a barrier to communication and become another form of jargon. For example, the initialism SEO (search engine optimization) is immediately understood by people in the Internet world but will be meaningless to many others. It is sound advice to avoid using such words unless you are addressing people in the same specialist or technical field as you. Even if you have explained the full form of the term, people less familiar with it than you have to expand it mentally every time they encounter it, as if they were translating from another language. The use of these abbreviations has become so widespread, and been so often criticized, that they are known as TLAs, ‘three-letter acronyms’, even though many of them are technically initialisms.



action (verb). Use of this to mean ‘to take action on’ will undoubtedly upset, not to say enrage, some people; it is widely stigmatized as an example of ‘verbing’, of gratuitously converting nouns to verbs. Burchfield (1996) acidly recommended that ‘the word is best left at present to the tight-lipped language of business managers’, while the OED notes ‘especially in business jargon’. But it is hardly a novel creation: it was used in a legal meaning by Fielding in his 1734 translation of Don Quixote, while the anathematized use dates at least as far back as 1960.

Oxford English Corpus data suggests it may be more common in British than in American English, and shows that requests, changes, and decisions are typically actioned, and not only in business, e.g. Could the Minister explain what she is trying to hide by not actioning two requests from the Health Committee—New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 2004. While it has the stale whiff of bureaucracy or HR-speak about it, in its favour it can be argued that it is shorter than ‘put into action, put into effect’ and the like. On the other hand, ‘act on’ would do just as well in the example above, while the use of action in the next can only be described as tragically laughable: Dismissal will be actioned when the balance of probabilities suggests that an employee has committed a criminal act—Daily Tel., 1981.



activate, actuate. These two verbs are differentiated rather clearly in modern use, despite having been interchangeable for much of their history. Activate is the term generally used to mean ‘make something active or operative’ (e.g. fumes from cooking are enough to activate the alarm) and specifically ‘convert a substance, molecule, etc. into a reactive form’ (e.g. a DNA-repair enzyme that is activated by visible light). Actuate, by contrast, is much less often encountered in technical contexts, though in practice devices, diaphragms, forces, pinions, pistons, and so on, as shown in 18c. and 19c. examples in the OED, can still be actuated by this or that instrument or agent, e.g. The button is a switch actuating motorized stopdown of the diaphragm—Popular Photography, 2000. Actuate is chiefly used as a synonym for ‘motivate’, with abstract qualities like anger, greed, jealousy, etc., e.g. the defendants were actuated by malice. While activate can be used in this way (Are they activated by concern for public morality?—Essays & Studies, 1961), actuate is generally preferred.



active. For the grammatical term, see passive voice.



actually. It was not Fowler but Gowers (1965) who listed this adverb under ‘meaningless’ words, which is something of a slur. Though a few people overuse it conversationally with a reduced meaning, and it can be an irritating verbal tic, most people, as Burchfield (1996) accepted, usefully oil the wheels of conversation with it in ways that are broadly defined below.

As an ordinary adverb modifying verbs, it means ‘in fact, in reality’ as in Often it wasn’t actually a railway station but a special stopping place in the middle of nowhere—New Yorker, 1987. As a sentence adverb, it is used (a) to emphasize that something someone has done or said is surprising, a use which is far from new, e.g. I had some dispositions to be a scholar and had actually learned my letters—Goldsmith, 1762; (b) to express a contradictory or unexpected opinion, or to correct someone else or oneself, e.g. except that instead of going into the technological future I had to go back in time. Actually, I don’t really mean that, back in time—J. Barnes, 1989; ‘I told you, I’ve got problems at work.’ ‘Actually, you didn’t.’—S. Mackay, 1981; (c) to introduce a new topic or add information, e.g. He had a thick Cockney accent—he sounded like my granddad, actually. It can also be used to introduce advice, e.g. Actually, it might be a good idea not to travel from Gatwick in the summer this year.



actuate. See activate, actuate.



acuity, acuteness. Acuity (first recorded 1543) has long vied with acuteness (1627) in literal and figurative contexts. In current use, the dividing line between them is fairly sharp, but they overlap slightly in one area of meaning. Acuity denotes ‘sharpness or keenness of thought, vision, or hearing’. In the OEC data it appears far more frequently than acuteness, and typically appears in the phrases visual/mental/psychological/intellectual acuity and acuity of vision. Acuteness refers to the severity or suddenness of a disease, illness, or problem; and to mental sharpness or perceptiveness. It is in this second meaning that it works as a synonym for acuity, with which it alternates in the collocation acuteness/acuity of…observation. Examples: (acuity) People that I know who like to read poetry with acuity and intelligence—A. Hecht, 1981; almost drowsy, but with no loss of mental acuity—I. Asimov, 1982; being able to see 6/12 on a visual acuity chart—Nursing Times, 1986; I think it’s scientific in at least the acuity of the observations and descriptions made upon these objects—OEC, 2004; (acuteness) A case study is useful in illustrating the acuteness of the problems facing first-time buyers in York—OEC, 2002; The steadiness of our minds and the acuteness of our intellects are not accidental happenings—Hinduism Today, 2001; Lady Mary evoked the art and interiors of the houses she had known as a child with the acuteness of observation and lack of sentimentality that characterised her own personality—Daily Tel., 2010.



acumen. The Victorian pronunciation was /әˈkjuːmәn/, stressed on the second syllable. This still seems to be the dominant pronunciation in American English, but it has given way to /ˈakjʊmәn/, stressed on the first syllable, in British English.



ad, a frequent abbreviation of advertisement or advertising (so small ad, adman, etc.), first recorded in 1841 and now in very widespread use. Of the three forms ad, advert, advertisement, it is by far the most common. While some dictionaries still label it ‘informal’, it would to my mind be truer to say that both it and advert are the standard forms in speech, while advertisement is slightly formal. In the OEC ad is more than three times as frequent as advertisement.



ad should be placed—in recognition of what it stands for (anno Domini, in the year of Our Lord)—before the numerals it relates to, i.e. ad 44 (not 44 ad). It is standard practice for convenience, however, to write ‘the third century ad’ to correspond to ‘the third century bc’. In print, ad is often put in small capitals, and is usually printed without full points, but with a space between it and the numeral. Note that the fashionably dechristianized alternative ce (for ‘Common Era’) is often used (following the date), along with bce (‘before Common Era’). This device seems to satisfy the demands of political correctness despite the fact that it is merely a disguised continuation of the same system. Cf. bc.



adagio. (Mus.) slow; as noun, plural adagios. See -o(e)s 4.



adaptation, adaption. For Swift, Dickens, and others less celebrated, using adaption to mean ‘adaptation, the action of adapting’ was perfectly acceptable. At no time, however, has it seriously challenged adaptation, which in the OEC is at least fifty times more likely to occur. The revised (2011) OED labels adaption ‘nonstandard’ which is perhaps a little severe: it turns up from time to time in good sources: e.g. But I daresay you’ll display your usual power of adaption—P. Lively, 1987; the first such adaption of the second half of the play—Oxford Companion to Shakespeare, 2001. The derivatives adaptational, adaptationism, and adaptationist are much more frequently used than the shorter forms.



adapter, adaptor. The spelling with -er is more than three times as common as that with -or in both meanings of the word (‘device’, ‘person who adapts something’), although in an ideal world it would be useful to restrict adaptor to the device and adapter to the much less used meaning ‘a person who adapts something or to something’. See -er and -or; -or.



addendum. This word raises two questions: what its plural is, and whether addenda should be used as a singular. 1 Addendum is the neuter gerundive of the Latin verb addere, and translates literally as ‘something to be added’. It typically refers to (i) an item of additional information, often omissions, at the end of a book to correct or clarify the contents, or (ii) to an additional clause modifying an agreement. The etymologically correct Latin plural addenda is much more often used than the English plural addendums, which cannot, however, be said to be wrong, but rather, like the plural aquariums, is a sign of how far the word has become part of English. Examples: Included in the work are several addenda that provide useful information about historical events and locations mentioned in McPherson’s narrative—Alabama Review, 2000; Instead it [sc. the General Assembly] gets bogged down in motions and amendments, addendums and deliverances, overtures and the like—Scotland on Sunday, 2002.
2 Addenda, being a plural form, should not be used as a singular to refer to a single item: addendum is preferable. Despite the singular use of addenda having a long history, it is likely to be viewed askance by good editors: *This section takes the form of an addenda or an appendix—Early Modern Literary Studies, 2003.



address (verb). People in the business of not really meaning what they say love this verb. Although it seems at first hearing to promise forceful action, it can justifiably be criticized for being massively overused. Its stablemate is ‘issue’, which is similarly overworked to the point of near collapse. When someone—usually a politician, public servant, or business spokesperson—undertakes to address an issue, it is often unclear to what exactly they are committing. Will they merely note it in passing as something to be dealt with at an unspecified future date, analyse it in depth, pass the buck to their minions, or actually do something to resolve it as soon as humanly possible? Anyone seriously intending action on an ‘issue’ would be well-advised to avoid the woolly cliché and to specify the exact measures they intend taking—produce the figures, set up an inquiry, sack the people concerned, and so forth. Or simply put their head over the parapet and say that they will resolve, deal with, or sort out the question.



addresses. It is now customary to use as little punctuation as possible in addresses. Thus (omitting commas at the end of lines):



The College Secretary

St Peter’s College

Oxford ox1 2dl





and (omitting the comma after the house number):



44 High Street





The postal code can be put on the same line as the town, or below it.



-ade. Nearly all words of two or more syllables ending in -ade are derived from French (some being drawn into that language from other Romance languages). The majority have passed through a stage of being pronounced with final /-ɑːd/, but are now normally pronounced with /-eɪd/, e.g. accolade, arcade, balustrade, brigade, brocade, cascade, cavalcade, crusade, esplanade, lemonade, marmalade, masquerade, palisade, parade, serenade, and tirade. A small group, e.g. fanfaronnade, fusillade, glissade, pomade, promenade, and rodomontade, are still commonly pronounced with either /-eɪd/ or /-ɑːd/; and aubade, ballade, charade, and façade, always have /-ɑːd/.



adequate. 1 In its meaning ‘sufficient’, adequate is most commonly used without a complement (There is an adequate supply of food in the flooded area). When it has one, this is either for or to (Their earnings are adequate for/to their needs). It is also used idiomatically to mean ‘barely sufficient’: The standard rapidly sinks to a level which is, at best, adequate but at worst incompetent.
2 Arguments that adequate is an absolute are as invalid and contrary to usage as similar arguments for unique. Language is rarely as absolute as purists would like, and it is natural to find adequacy graded by adverbs and with comparatives and superlatives: We are seeking a more adequate return on our investments; The work done is fairly adequate; The most adequate description yet released of the horror of the hijacking; some very adequate salaries.



adherence, adhesion. Both words were adopted from French in the 17c., and ultimately come from the Latin verb adhaerēre, adhaes-, which gives us ‘to adhere’. Adherence now mostly appears in figurative senses relating to beliefs, principles, and rules. Adhesion has tended more and more to imply physical contact between surfaces, e.g. the grip of wheels on road or rail, the sticking together of two surfaces. Adhesion also has a technical medical sense, ‘a mass of fibrous connective tissue joining two surfaces that are normally separate’. The distinction between the two is almost universally observed in the OEC data. Nevertheless, adherence is sometimes used literally (e.g. adherence of petals and sepals), and adhesion is used figuratively (e.g. his blind adhesion to the failed ideology of socialism—weblog, 2005), but may sound odd.



ad hoc, Latin, literally ‘to this’, has been used in English since the 17c. to mean ‘for a particular purpose; in response to a specific need or demand’ (an ad hoc committee is to be set up). It should be printed in roman, as two separate words, with no hyphen. It is also used to imply lack of planning or system, in which case it can be modified by adverbs like very or fairly (e.g. The arrangement seems extremely ad hoc to them). Only one derivative has achieved a more than tenuous foothold in the lexicon; adhocracy, meaning bureaucracy devoid of planning or forethought. The use of ad hoc measures with no long-term strategy is labelled adhocism, but the word is rarely used.



ad idem, = Latin, literally ‘to the same (thing)’, has continued to appear sporadically in English printed work since the 16c., and is printed in italics. Its only extant meaning is ‘in agreement’, and it occasionally appears in legal language, but Garner’s Dictionary of Legal Usage puts it on a list of ‘forbidden words’. Since only a few lawyers and Latinists will know what it means, it should be used very sparingly.



adieu. 1 Should one ever need the plural of this literary word, both adieus and adieux are correct, although the first is more frequent. The singular in pronounced /əˈdjuː/ (uh-dyoo) and both plurals are pronounced /-z/. See -x.
2 Adieu has been wordjacked, especially in the US, and is being held hostage in the phrase ‘*without further adieu’, an illiteracy for ‘without further ado’. Hopes for its release are rapidly fading.



adjacent, adjoining. 1 Adjacent to is correct, but *adjoining to is wrong, as in fertile unappropriated soil in or *adjoining to the principal slave countries. This is because adjoining comes from the verb adjoin, which requires no preposition, e.g. the dining room adjoins a conservatory.
2 These two words do not mean the same, but they share one meaning, so they should be used with care in order to create unambiguous statements. Adjacent can mean either ‘near’ or ‘touching’, whereas adjoining invariably denotes immediate contact, as its link with ‘join’ suggests. Adjacent angles in a triangle are separated by the length of one side of the triangle, and adjacent tables are next to each other, but with a space between. However, while an adjacent parcel of land sometimes describes one that is merely nearby, it often refers to one which is joined. Similarly, an adjacent room may, for example, be across a corridor, or it may share a common wall or walls. That is where the ambiguity arises, and in many cases it would be clearer to use adjoining. (unambiguous) examples: With no time to reconsider, I slipped into the adjoining bathroom to disrobe— www.travelintelligence.net, 2003; Within a few minutes the runaway animal which had broken loose from a field adjoining the railway line was taken back home—Stamford Mercury, 2007; (ambiguous examples) The accommodation is completed by two adjacent rooms which are off a corridor to the right of the hall—Sunday Business Post, 2003; a country immediately adjacent to their own—Contemporary Review, 2002. Are the rooms and countries mentioned near each other, or joined in some way?



adjective. 



1 As name of a part of speech.

2 Position of adjectives.

3 Comparison.

4 ‘Absolute’ adjectives.

5 Hyphenation.

6 Compound adjectives.

7 Adjectives used as adverbs.

8 Adjectives as nouns.

9 Transferred epithets.







1 As name of a part of speech. The italicized words in ‘a black cat’ and ‘a body politic’, used as an addition to the name of a thing to describe the thing more fully or definitely, were usually called noun adjectives from the 15c. to the 18c. The term noun adjective (as distinguished from noun substantive) was not recognized as being one of the primary parts of speech. Joseph Priestley, in The Rudiments of English Grammar (1761), was perhaps the first English grammarian to recognize the adjective as an independent part of speech, though some earlier writers had used the term in this way.

Since the mid-19c., some writers have used the word modifier to signify ‘a word, phrase, or clause which modifies another’. Within this terminology, the italicized words in ‘the black cat’, ‘a body politic’, and ‘the city council’ are all modifiers. In traditional grammar, home in home counties and city in city council are called attributive uses of the nouns home and city.

An adjective has three forms, traditionally called a positive (hot), a comparative (hotter), and a superlative (hottest). In some modern grammars (e.g. CGEL), the base form is called the absolute, not the positive, form.

2 Position of adjectives. (a) Most adjectives can be used in two positions: both before the noun, i.e. attributively (a black cat, a gloomy outlook) and after it, i.e. predicatively, normally separated by a verb (the cat is black, the outlook seems gloomy).

(b) Some adjectives are normally restricted to following the noun in predicative position, e.g. afraid (he is afraid but not *the afraid boy), answerable, rife, tantamount, etc. Conversely, numerous adjectives are restricted to preceding the noun in attributive position, either always, e.g. main as in the main reason, not *this reason is main; or in certain meanings: e.g. he is a big eater not *as an eater he is big; the sheer richness of his material not *the richness of his material is sheer. So also mere repetition, pure fabrication, a tall order, the whole occasion, etc.

(c) A few adjectives (technically ‘postpositive’), usually denoting status, exceptionally come immediately after the noun, e.g. the body politic, court martial, poet laureate, postmaster-general, president elect.

These are different from cases in which an adjective just happens to follow the noun it governs (e.g. The waiter … picked up our dirty glasses in his fingertips, his eyes impassive—Encounter, 1987); or when the natural order is reversed for rhetorical effect (e.g. before the loving hands of the Almighty cradled him in bliss eternal—N. Williams, 1992).

3 Comparison. Adjectives of one or two syllables (monosyllabic, disyllabic) normally have comparative and superlative forms ending in -er and -est (soft, softer, softest). Adjectives of more than two syllables (polysyllabic) are generally preceded by more and most (more frightening, a most remarkable woman). For special effect, a polysyllabic adjective is sometimes used in an unexpected -er or -est form: e.g. ‘Curiouser and curiouser!’ cried Alice—L. Carroll, 1865; one of the generousest creatures alive—Thackeray, 1847/8; Shelby Metcalf, the winningest coach in Southwest Conference basketball history—Chicago Tribune, 1990. See also -er, -est.

4 ‘Absolute’ adjectives. Because of their meaning and function, certain adjectives cannot be modified by adverbs such as largely, more, quite, too, or very to denote that they have more of the quality concerned. These adjectives include equal, impossible, perfect, supreme, total, unique; (see also adequate). There are exceptions, usually literary, e.g. All animals are equal but some animals are more equal than others—G. Orwell, 1945. Absolute adjectives can, however, be modified by adverbs denoting an extreme such as absolutely, completely and utterly, since that is consistent with their meaning: The…ghosts…made the place absolutely impossible—Harper’s Mag., 1884.

5 Hyphenation. It is absolutely unnecessary to insert a hyphen between an adverb ending in -ly and an adjective it qualifies. It is therefore correct to write a highly competitive market, a newly adopted constituency (not *a highly-competitive market, etc.). When the adverb does not end in -ly, however, a hyphen is required if the adjective comes before the noun, but not if it comes after: a well-known woman, ill-defined criteria, but this woman is well known, the criteria are ill defined.

6 Compound adjectives. These proliferated in the 20c., and will no doubt be a fertile source of new adjectives. There are several types: (a) noun + adjective: accident-prone (1926), acid-free (1930), child-proof (1956), computer-literate (1976), future-proof (1983), user-friendly (1976);

(b) noun + past participle: computer-aided (1962), custom-built (1925), hand-operated (1871);

(c) noun + participle in -ing: data-handling (1964), pressure-reducing (1934),stress-relieving (1938).

A new kind of compound adjective emerging in technical and scientific work is the type landscape ecological principles (= the principles of landscape ecology). From the starting-point landscape ecology (the name of an academic subject), some writers are unwisely tempted into converting the second noun into an adjective to produce landscape ecological principles. Similarly, from physical geography (name of subject) emerge such phrases as physical geographical studies. In all such cases it is better to use an of- or in- construction: studies in physical geography, research in environmental psychology, students of historical geography, etc.

7 Adjectives used as adverbs. (a) In formal written work, adjectives are not often used as adverbs. But some adjectives are regularly used as adverbs informally, often in fixed expressions such as come clean, hold tight, drive slow. To these may be added real and sure, which in the UK are often taken to be tokens of informal North American speech (That was real nice; I sure liked seeing you).

(b) Some adjectives have corresponding adverbs that are identical, e.g. fast, late, straight, and the type monthly, weekly, etc. So you can say He left in the late afternoon or He left late in the afternoon, and this is acceptable in any kind of writing. Other examples in which the adverb and the adjective have the same form are: clean, close, deep, fine, straight, and wide.

Adverbs without -ly and those with -ly often occur in close proximity: ‘I play straight, I choose wisely, Harry’ he assured me—John Le Carré, 1989.

8 Adjectives as nouns. For many centuries English adjectives have been put to service as nouns while remaining in use as adjectives. Thus (a), all of which can be used as count nouns:





	
	first recorded
	first recorded



	
	as adj.
	as noun



	ancient
	1490
	1541



	classic
	1613
	1711



	classified
	1889
	1961



	daily
	1470
	1832



	
	
	(newspaper)



	explosive
	1667
	1874



	intellectual
	1398
	1599







(b) adjectives preceded by the and used as uncount nouns to indicate ‘that which is—’ or ‘those who are—’:





	beautiful
	1526



	the beautiful
	1756



	poor
	1200



	the poor
	1230



	sublime
	1604



	the sublime
	1679



	unemployed
	1600



	the unemployed
	1782







But see disability, the language of, 1.

9 Transferred epithets. A curiosity of English is the way in which an adjective can be made to qualify a person or thing other than the noun it relates to grammatically. Examples: ‘It’s not your stupid place,’ she says. ‘It’s anyone’s place.’—P. Lively, 1987 (the person addressed, not the place, is stupid); I will be sitting quietly at the kitchen table stirring an absent-minded cup of coffee—Chicago Tribune, 1989 (the person, not the coffee, is absent-minded). The traditional name for this phenomenon is ‘transferred epithet’ or ‘hypallage’.

On other aspects of the behaviour of adjectives, see absolute comparative; adverb; double comparison; parts of speech. See also fun and magic, used as quasi-adjectives.



adjoining. See adjacent, adjoining.



adjudicator. Regularly spelt with final -or.



adjunct. This grammatical term is used in various ways by different grammarians. In this book it is used in accordance with the OED definition: ‘A word or group of words amplifying or modifying the meaning of another word or group of words in a sentence’, as also defined by David Crystal (1980): ‘A term used in grammatical theory to refer to an optional or secondary element in a construction; an adjunct may be removed without the structural identity of the rest of the construction being affected’.



adjure. See abjure.




administer, administrate. 1 administrate. In the meaning ‘manage and be responsible for the running of’ something, inspires fear and loathing in editors or others alert to the intricacies of English usage. That consummate wordsmith Bill Bryson (1984) bans it tout court: ‘administer not administrate’. Others doubt its very existence, or despise it as an upstart back-formation.

They need not fret that administrate will smother administer, which is dozens of times more frequent in OEC data. Nor is it a recent interloper, being first recorded in 1538, and deriving directly from Latin (administer, from French, was first recorded in 1385). Its detractors argue that it is long-winded, but it has the same number of syllables as, and only two letters more than, administer. For the charge of being unnecessary to stick, administrate must be proved to perform exactly like administer in the meaning concerned. Some meagre scraps of evidence suggest that it does not, e.g. the machinery of such aid is still primed by administrators eager to go out and administrate—Times, 1981; a bureaucracy in disarray in which all the members, both administrators and administrated, are complicit—Senses of Cinema, 2005.

Those examples aptly convey connotations of bureaucracy, of administrate being what administrators do, which administer could not. But when opportunities for such neat wordplay do not justify its use, the prosecution case strengthens, and administrate begins to look guilty of identity theft in e.g. The lab is administrated and maintained by Schools of Library and Information Sciences and Visual Arts—OEC, 2000, where administer works equally well. Even intransitively, meaning ‘to do administrative work’ (e.g. Sometimes we get caught up in the business end of operating a studio, teaching and administrating, serving on committees and doing public relations—Dance Magazine, 2000), administrate is unnecessary, as the next example proves: Yeats…propagandised, speechified, fund-raised, administered, and politicked—Seamus Heaney, 1978. The jury has returned a unanimous verdict of guilty.

2 administer. In medical contexts administer to is often used instead of minister to (an injured person, etc.). This has attracted criticism, but now looks pretty well established. It goes back to the 17c. and is presumably influenced by the transitive use in administer morphine, antibiotics, medication, etc. Examples: American doctors, being vastly rich, have better things to do with their leisure time than administer to patients at weekends—Times, 1994; Padre Pro went about clandestinely, and in disguise, celebrating Mass, hearing confession and administering to the sick—Sunday Business Post, 2001.



admission, admittance. Like many other word pairs, these two have competed for several centuries (admission being first recorded in 1494, admittance in 1589) without ever establishing totally independent territories. In the meaning corresponding to admit = ‘to acknowledge or accept as true’, admission is the word to use, not admittance. Where they get in each other’s way is in meanings related to ‘the action of admitting, letting in, to a place’.

Admission is the dominant word of the two: it alone has a countable use (There are more admissions in the sciences this year), and it is the only one to have developed attributive uses (admission charge, fee, money, officer, policy, process, ticket), and elliptical uses thereof (Admission £1). The tutor, secretary, etc., dealing with admissions to colleges and universities is called the admissions tutor, secretary, officer, etc. Admission is the usual word for the action of being received into an office or position (he gained admission to the Society of Antiquaries). Admission is also the word used for the admitting of a crime, guilt, etc., a confession.

Admittance hangs on determinedly, especially as the word used on notices on entrances (e.g. No admittance except on official business) but also as an unusual alternative in meanings where admission is required: The DTI’s lack of admittance of negligence in this affair is a travesty of justice—Times, 1988.



admit. 1 Admit was once freely interchangeable in most senses with the phrasal verb admit of. Nowadays admit of is restricted to the meaning ‘allow as possible, leave room for’, e.g. a hypothesis admits by its nature of being opposable; his truthfulness admits of no exceptions; it seems to admit of so many interpretations; the circumstances will not admit of delay. Even in these senses, the construction seems old-fashioned.
2 Some critics object to the use of the phrase admit to ( = confess to, acknowledge), e.g. Senior Ministry of Defence officials yesterday admitted to a catalogue of errors in the development of a new light anti-tank weapon—Times, 1989. There are no defensible grounds for this objection, which seems to have been first raised by Gowers (1965). The construction is unexceptionable, and widespread, particularly with a following -ing form, e.g. After Columbine, it seemed strange that so few commentators admitted to remembering the rage of their youth—Art in America, 2000.



ad nauseam. The correct spelling of this Latin phrase is with -eam at the end. Some people write it with -eum, perhaps influenced by the fact that the phrase ad infinitum ends in -um, or perhaps because the -am is often pronounced /-əm/ (-uhm). Whatever the reason, if you go to the trouble of using a Latin phrase in the first place, it is best to spell it correctly.



-ado. The older three-syllable and multi-syllable English words ending in -ado are often assumed to be direct adoptions of Spanish or Portuguese words. Many of them are in fact either (a) affected refashionings of French words in -ade (thus ambuscado, found in Shakespeare and in many other writers, is a refashioning of ambuscade, from French embuscade); or (b) adaptations (-ado being ‘felt’ to be a Spanish or Portuguese ending) of -ada in the original language (e.g. tornado from Sp. tronada thunderstorm). A number of -ado words remain firmly in the language: (normally pronounced with /-ɑːdәʊ/: aficionado, amontillado, avocado, bravado, desperado, incommunicado; (with /-eɪdәʊ/) bastinado, tornado. Others are archaic or obsolete (if pronounced, they would normally have /-ɑːdәʊ/), e.g. ambuscado, barricado, grenado, scalado. Mikado, always with /-ɑːdәʊ/, is unconnected, being from Japanese (from mi ‘august, honourable’ + kado ‘door’).



adopted, adoptive. When parents adopt a child, the child, traditionally, is said to be adopted, and those taking the child into their family adoptive. Usage has partly eroded this useful distinction and the two words are now occasionally used interchangeably. In wider use, adopted is the word usually applied to a new area, country, town, etc. that a person has chosen to live in, but the OED and other dictionaries cite examples where adoptive is used instead (adoptive country, home, his adoptive England, etc.). The distinction between adopted and adoptive appears to be somewhat elastic.



adrift. This 17c. adverb (in origin a phrase = ‘in a drifting condition’) acquired a new range of senses in the language of late-20c. sports commentators, namely ‘short or wide of (a target), behind (a competitor)’: For most of the game St Mary ’s struggled and they were 10 points adrift midway through the second period—Sligo Weekender, 2002. First recorded in this sporting sense from 1971, the metaphor has spread to more general contexts: pay audits on progress towards equal pay, which is still 17% adrift for full-timers and 38% for part-timers—Guardian, 2008.



adult. 1 Now usually pronounced /ˈadʌlt/ in RP and /әˈdʌlt/ in American English, but there is variation among speakers throughout the English-speaking world, and the American pronunciation is gaining ground in the UK. It is worth recalling that the OED (in 1884) and Daniel Jones (in 1917) gave priority to /әˈdʌlt/.
2 Since the late 1950s, changing social attitudes have caused the word adult to be used euphemistically in the sense ‘ sexually explicit’, applied to certain categories of films, magazines, shows, etc.



adumbrate. This Latinate word (L adumbrāre ‘to overshadow’; cf. L umbra ‘shadow’) first enriched the language in the 16c. In its meaning of ‘to represent in outline’ it is highly formal or learned, donning a legal wig in contexts such as If the Court pleases, we in general adopt the propositions adumbrated by our learned friend—High Court of Australia, transcripts, 2004, but even there sounds faintly ridiculous. Elsewhere it puts on academicals: e.g. an emergent issue, perhaps most clearly adumbrated towards the end of the book—Aust. Jrnl of Anthropology, 2001. When not attired in either of those ways, it is best left to its antique slumbers.




advance. 1 advance, advanced. Advance is one of a class of nouns that has been used so frequently as a modifier before another noun (advance copy, guard, information, notice, payment, etc.) that it has effectively become an adjective, and this quasi-adjectival use is recorded in the OED from 1842 onwards: e.g. The shrill unearthly shriek of the engineer’s whistle thrilled in our ears, as the advance warning of our coming—American Agriculturist, 1842; Good advance publicity means sales—D. L. Sayers, 1932.

For the most part it steers clear of advanced, which means ‘far on in development’: e.g. advanced technology, an advanced degree, at his advanced age. The two words are sometimes confused, however, as I discovered on spotting a sign informing road users about impending roadworks and entitled *advanced notice, even though the simple metal panel looked anything but technologically sophisticated. Although *advanced notice seems to be the most common collision of the two words, confusion also occasionally travels in the other direction, with e.g. *advance cell technology for advanced cell technology.

2 advance, advancement. Advance is much the commoner word of the two: e.g. a new advance on the capital city (approach to), the advance of knowledge (progress), an advance of £10 (paid before the due time), the advance of old age (onset), seats booked in advance (before the game or performance), and so on. Advancement is far from extinct: e.g. 1985/6 was another year of great advancement for Glaxo Inc. (progress); the structure of the department allows for speedy advancement (promotion); the advancement of the main aims of the EC (furtherance). But there are not many contexts in which advancement can be used in the general sense of progress, except in of-phrases of a type that call to mind Francis Bacon’s title The Advancement of Learning (1605). The advance of new ideas means their increasing effect, whereas the advancement of new ideas means the process of encouraging and supporting them.



adventurous, adventuresome, venturesome, venturous illustrate how rich in synonyms English is, historically, but how some fall by the wayside, or retreat into genteel retirement, only rarely appearing in public these days. First recorded in c.1374, 1731, 1661, and 1565 respectively, they are listed as headwords here in order of rapidly decreasing frequency, adventurous being nearly 30 times more frequent than its closest rival adventuresome. The other two are occasionally used in, as Burchfield put it, ‘a somewhat self-conscious manner’: For the venturesome investor, Europe may be, eventually, a better growth opportunity than the U.S.—Business Economics, 2002 (AmE); The very venturous Huxley who was said to have become a Muslim in order to divorce her husband quickly—J. Huxley, 1986.



adverb. 



1 General.

2 Sentence adverbs.

3 Formation of adverbs.

4 Adverbial uses of nouns of time, e.g. nights, Tuesdays.

5 Position of adverbs.

6 Same spelling as adjectives.

7 The type to + adverb + infinitive.







1 General. The term adverb covers a wide variety of words, and is the least satisfactory of the conventional word categories applied to English. The principal adverb uses answer the question ‘how?’ or ‘in what manner?’, many of these being formed by the addition of the suffix -ly to adjectives (e.g. carefully, quickly, steadily, well); ‘when?’ or ‘how often?’ (e.g. soon, regularly, yesterday); ‘where?’ (e.g. downstairs, here, outside); and ‘to what extent?’ (e.g. extremely, hardly, somewhat). For a more detailed analysis of types of adverb, and for further terminology, the reader is referred to a standard grammar such as Greenbaum’s Oxford English Grammar (1996), 141–52.

2 Sentence adverbs. See hopefully; sentence adverb.

3 Formation of adverbs. Large numbers of adverbs and adverbial phrases are formed by adding -ly to adjectives, as in regularly, steadily, and quickly. Other adverbs are identical with adjectives (fast, well), and members of a third type are formed by adding other elements such as -ward(s), -ways and -wise to nouns, as in homewards, edgeways, and clockwise (some of these are also adjectives). In the 20c. the range of adverbs ending in -wise increased enormously, with many new ad hoc (and often criticized) formations, e.g. foodwise (1923). See -wise, -ways.

4 Adverbial use of nouns of time. Some adverbs of time end in -s, e.g. always, nowadays. Days of the week and other time words can also be used in a similar way, but usage varies across the English-speaking world. While days of the week can be used in this way in British English, e.g. I’m free Mondays and Saturdays, the following uses are not typical of it: nights ( = at night, each night), in origin an adverbial genitive found already in Beowulf: I lay awake nights for a week sweating about this four hundred and fifty dollars—New Yorker, 1987; We nip off to her place afternoons—R. Hall, 1978 (NZ); Tuesday night, the board approved the addition of a new subsection—Chicago Tribune, 1987; I was to be offered an option of taking her to live with me summers—S. Bellow, 1987; Noriega…said Monday the U.S. Southern Command in Panama…threatens the Central American nation—USA Today, 1988. None of these examples, all taken from NZ and US sources, would be the norm in the UK. The same notions would be expressed in a different manner, e.g. at night, in the afternoons, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, On Tuesday night, on Monday, every summer.

5 Position of adverbs. Adverbs that modify single words such as adjectives, nouns, and other adverbs generally precede them as closely as possible (often late; very large; quite a while; too modestly). The placement of adverbs in clauses and sentences follows standard rules: e.g. (a) (between auxiliaries) a car dealer who could certainly have afforded to hire somebody; (b) (between an auxiliary and a main verb) Roosevelt’s financial policy was roundly criticized in 1933; he had inadvertently joined a lonely-hearts club; (c) (adverb does not separate a verb from its object) he dutifully observes all its quaint rules; They aim to set each subject briefly into context; Did he hear her correctly?;This alarmed me greatly.

But there are many reasons for altering the position of the adverb (change of meaning, emphasis, rhythm, etc.): e.g. there is little chance that the student will function effectively after he returns to China (i.e. effectively is not between the auxiliary and the main verb).

6 Same spelling as an adjective. See adjective 7.

7 For the type to + adverb + infinitive, see split infinitive.



adversary. Stress on the first syllable.



adverse, averse. The use of the phrase *adverse to for averse to is quite common, and should be avoided, e.g. *he is not adverse to an occasional cigar (read averse to). Adverse is used to mean: ‘unfavourable’ (an adverse balance of trade, adverse circumstances, adverse weather conditions); ‘hostile’ (adverse criticism, an adverse reaction); ‘harmful’ (the adverse effects of drugs). Averse to means ‘disliking or opposing something’, and is often used with a negative word, e.g. as a former CIA director, he is not averse to secrecy. While it is true that adverse to was once used to mean the same thing (the whole Parliamentary tradition as built up in this country…is adverse to it—Winston Churchill, 1942), it would nowadays be considered a mistake.



advert. An abbreviation of advertisement first recorded in 1814 and in continuous use since the second half of the 19c., though it has never been common in American English, While some dictionaries still label it ‘informal’, it would to my mind be truer to say that both it and ad are the standard forms in speech, while advertisement is slightly formal. In British English, at any rate, it is nearly twice as common in the OEC data as the full form.



advertise. So spelt, not -ize. See -ise 1.



advertisement. Always pronounced in RP with the main stress on the second syllable, but, as Walter Nash noted in English Usage (1986), the stress is placed on the third syllable in many regional varieties of English.



advertising, language of. All linguistic means of persuasion are exploited to the limit by advertising copywriters, who, ideally, are the poets of marketing. The linguistic strategies involved are too numerous and complex to be discussed in full here, so a summary is offered instead. In a study of the use of language to influence and persuade people, the American scholar Dwight Bolinger (Language, the Loaded Weapon, 1980) describes several techniques which advertisers share with other persuaders in manipulating language to their own ends. These may be summarized as (a) literalism, in which an assertion is made that is literally true but will normally be understood in special ways that the advertiser intends (e.g. Dentists recommend Colgate suggests that all dentists recommend it, whereas only two need be found to justify the statement made), (b) euphemism, in which less favourable aspects are made to sound more appealing (e.g. something that is average may be described as standard and a small quantity of a product may be described as handy version or fun size), and uninteresting concepts are made to sound more interesting (e.g. crafted instead of made, ultra-pure instead of clean or fresh, executive instead of more expensive), (c) use of jaunty vocabulary and slogans (e.g. Drinka pinta milka day; The future’s bright, the future’s Orange; Vorsprung durch Technik; Because you’re worth it), and (d) the use of special syntax to associate the customer with a product (e.g. Aren’t you glad you use Dial? and Put a tiger in your tank) both of which make an assumption to flatter and reassure the customer. See also euphemism; slogan.



advise, advice. 1 The verb advise can never be spelt -ize. See -ise 1.
2 It should not be necessary to say that advise is a verb meaning ‘to offer advice (to), to recommend’ (he advises the Japanese about nutritional matters; they advised her not to pursue the matter further), and that advice is a noun meaning principally ‘an opinion given or offered as to future action’ (to take advice from an accountant; an advice note), but the two spellings are often confused.
3 Both words are used in a special way, particularly in business and commercial writing. (a) The verb means ‘to inform’ (please advise us when the goods have been dispatched). Some people regard using it in this way as a heinous example of commercialese; it can certainly come across as rather starchy and formal, especially in the phrase please be advised that and often could easily be replaced by ‘tell’ or ‘let know’. However, when it conveys the idea of informing officially, it seems more apt. (b) The noun means ‘a formal notice of transaction’ (the firm sent advice that the goods had been dispatched).



advisedly. Pronounced as four syllables. See -edly.



adviser, advisor. Both forms occur throughout the English-speaking world and the -or form is recognized as a variant by many dictionaries. Despite impressions that the -er form is predominantly British and -or American, in the OEC data adviser is nearly three times as common across all varieties of English, and so the traditional spelling still predominates, but particularly in Britain. Examples: (adviser) An adviser to Charles V, Fosca seeks to advise the world—L. Appignanesi, 1988; the Service would never forgive me a mucky divorce, dear—not its legal adviser, it couldn’t—J. le Carré, 1989; (advisor) The goose…shuffled off to see if she could find some advisors—J. Winterson, 1985; He was working as an advisor on governmental agricultural schemes—L. Ingalls, 1986 (US).



-ae, -as, as plurals of nouns in -a. Most English nouns in -a are from Latin (or Latinized Greek) nominative feminine singular nouns, which have in Latin the plural ending -ae. But some have a different Latin origin: subpoena is not nominative; comma and drama are neuter; addenda, data, and stamina are plural. With all such words a plural form in -ae is impossible, though sometimes found, e.g. the incorrect *subpoenae. Other words ending in -a are not from Latin at all, e.g. indaba is from Zulu, sofa from Arabic, and swastika from Sanskrit.

Of those words able to form genuinely Latinate plurals in -ae, some retain it in all uses (algae, larvae); some alternate with -as (usually antennae in British English, but antennas = aerials; formulas in general work, formulae in scientific; lacunae or lacunas; nebulae or nebulas); and some always have -as (areas, ideas, villas). See also latin plurals.




 æ, œ. 1 Joined together as shown, æ and œ are called ligatures. Although printed until the 19c., and occasionally beyond, in Latin and Greek words such as Aeneid, Aeschylus, Caesar, Oedipus, and in English words derived from Latin and Greek such as formulae, phoenix, they are now used only when a source with them has to be reproduced exactly, and in the following cases: (a) in Old English words (Æfric, Cædmon); (b) in Danish, Icelandic, and Norwegian words; and (c) in the relevant vowels of the IPA system.

2 Spelling. Since the late 19c. there has been a marked drift away from ae and oe to simple e in words derived from Greek and Latin. The movement has been relatively slow in British English: oecology and oeconomy have become ecology and economy, and mediaeval is now mostly printed as medieval; but oe is retained in e.g. Oedipus (or Œdipus), oesophagus, and the 20c. word oestrogen. In American English the substitution has proceeded apace, resulting in the dominance of e.g. esophagus and estrogen (but Oedipus). Further differences between British English and American English spelling are commented on in the relevant entries throughout the book, e.g. aegis, aeon, diarrhoea, etc.

See also fetid; foetus.



aegis. Is by far the preferred spelling throughout the English-speaking world. The variant egis, recognized in US dictionaries, is almost never used in the OEC data. A Google search for ‘under the aegis of’ suggests aegis is hundreds of times more frequent.



aeon. This spelling is preferred to eon in British English, but not by a huge margin. Elsewhere in the English-speaking world eon is preferred, especially in scientific writing, and when denoting a major period of geological time, e.g. the late Precambrian eon. For more on aeon, see time.



aerie, aery (nest of bird of prey). Use eyrie.



aesthete, aesthetic. Normally pronounced /ˈiːsθiːt/ and /iːsˈθɛtɪk/ (ees-theet and ees-thet-ik) in RP, and spelt with initial ae- even in US English, but pronounced with the first syllable as /ɛs-/. The recognized US variants esthete, esthetic are rarely used in practice, according to the OEC data. See æ, œ. See also ascetic.



aet., aetat. (with full points). Abbreviations of Latin aetatis ‘of or at the age of’, are very rarely used in English now, but are often encountered on portraits, Latin inscriptions on gravestones, and older printed matter. They should be printed in roman.



affect, effect 1 These two words are often confused. To avoid this most widespread of mistakes, it may help to remember that effect is most common as a noun meaning ‘a result or consequence’, and therefore, if your sentence requires a noun it probably requires effect: In England, at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever—Oscar Wilde. Memorizing this ironic sentence, with all its letter es, may also help.

Effect is also the correct choice in such phrases as to take effect, to good effect, personal effects and sound effects.

Affect is most common as a verb meaning ‘to make a difference to’: Bodily exercise indirectly affects all the organs of the body; These measures chiefly affect [i.e. are directed at] drug-pushers; It will not affect [i.e. have a bearing on] his chances of promotion.
2 As a noun, affect survives only as a technical term in psychology, meaning ‘an emotion or a desire, especially as influencing behaviour’, e.g. By triggering affect and emotion, intolerant behaviors are set in motion. Unlike the verb, it is stressed on the first syllable, /ˈafɛkt/.
3 Affect in the sense ‘assume (a character), pretend to have or feel or do something’ (As he reached the pick-up point, he should affect to slow down as if hunting for a car—J. le Carré, 1989) is a quite separate verb of different origin.
4 As a verb, effect means ‘to bring about, to cause, to have as a result’, as in to effect changes, to effect a cure, to effect a rescue. Examples: A single glass of brandy may effect (i.e. bring about) his recovery; The prisoner effected (i.e. made good) his escape; Britain acting alone does not possess the power or legitimacy to directly effect change on the scale required—Daily Tel., 2007.
5 Examples of mistaken uses: the judge postponed sentence because he was angered by the victim’s injuries and did not want emotion to effect his decision—Times, 1989 (read affect); the affect of Aids on a South African township community—BBC, press release, 2004 (read effect).



affinity. The only issue that this word supposedly raises is this: is it correct to use it to mean ‘a natural liking for and understanding of someone or something’, followed by the preposition for (e.g. Shevek felt a kind of affinity for the man—U. Le Guin, 1974)? According to Fowler (1926), and some later commentators, it has to imply a two-way relationship between people or things, whereas in the example above the relationship is clearly one-way. Dictionaries, sensibly, give little credence to this egregious example of the etymological fallacy.

The appropriate preposition to follow affinity will select itself automatically according to the meaning being conveyed and the syntax of the sentence. When the word implies similarity between people or things, or a sympathy based on common interests, it can be followed by between, with, or to: the affinity between Britain and most of her former colonies; Beckett…stresses that he wrote the little book on order, not out of any deep affinity with Proust—M. Esslin, 1980; (as Mr Darcy notes) Whatever bears affinity to cunning is despicable—Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen. If the meaning to be activated is ‘a liking or fondness for someone or something’, or an ‘aptitude or talent for something’, for is the natural choice, as it also is when affinity means that one foodstuff goes well with another, and in science. Examples: The conductor’s unexpected affinity for English music is demonstrated by Cockaigne—OEC, 2003; Even if you’re not a fan of grapefruit solo, you’ll love the recipe below, which takes advantage of its natural affinity for avocados and shellfish—Shape Magazine, 2004; Newcastle disease virus has an affinity for red blood cells, allowing it to spread throughout the host’s body—OEC, 2002.



affirmative. From its use in US signalling and radio communication, where, for the sake of clarity, it is used instead of ‘yes’,affirmative has made a cautious entrance in ordinary prose. Thus (military) ‘Roger, you say a boat full of bad guys and machine guns. Is this for real? Over.’ ‘That’s affirmative, son.’—T. Clancy, 1987; and (non-military) ‘You awake over there?’ Affirmative.’—T. O’Brien, 1976. Cf. negative.



affirmative action. This term originated in the US in the 19c., when it meant action taken by government to affirm a particular policy. In the 1930s, again in the US, it developed its current meaning of active measures taken by employers, colleges, etc., to improve opportunities for members of minority groups, women, etc. Though still used more in the US than elsewhere, the term is not confined to there: e.g. Entebra takes a positive view of Sarkozy for advocating affirmative action to help immigrant youths find work—Sunday Times, 2005. In Britain the term ‘positive discrimination’ is more widely used and more generally understood by the public.



affix. A grammatical term that includes prefixes like post- in postscript, suffixes like -ward in windward, and the italicized elements in un-touch-able. The term is also used for infixes like Eliza Doolittle’s abso-blooming-lutely.



afflict. See inflict.



aficionado. This word, borrowed from Spanish (= supporter, enthusiast), has the plural aficionados, not -oes, and is spelt with only one letter f, not two. It can be pronounced /əˌfɪsjəˈnɑːdəʊ/ or /əˌfɪʃjəˈnɑːdəʊ/ (uh-fis-yuh-nah-doh, uh-fish-yuh-nah-doh), but not /əˌfɪksjəˈnɑːdəʊ/ (uh-fix-yuh-nah-doh). The final -o of aficionado shows that it is masculine in Spanish; feminine aficionada can be used in English to refer to a woman.



afore-. A combining form used in words such as aforementioned, aforesaid, aforenamed and the fixed expression malice aforethought. No hyphen is needed. Such words have their natural home in legal documents and contracts, but also thrive in other habitats, such as discussions of the arts, e.g. Both of the aforementioned critics singled out the two paintings—The Art Bulletin, 2003. The use of aforesaid was derided by Fowler as ‘pedantic humour’, but it serves the useful purpose of expressing in one word what would otherwise take two or more.



a fortiori. Literally ‘from yet firmer (argument)’, i.e. with yet stronger reason, more conclusively, a term used first in logic and then generally, introducing a fact that, if another fact already accepted is true, must also and still more obviously be true (It could not have been finished in a week; a fortiori not in a day). Pronounced /eɪ fɔːtɪˈɔːrʌɪ/ (ay for-ti-aw-ry).



African American (both without and with a hyphen) as a noun and adjective is currently the most neutral term in the US to refer to Americans of African origin, though black (or Black) is also still widely used. African American has eclipsed Afro-American, which was first recorded in the 19c. and became widespread in the 1960s and 1970s, but is now mostly used in anthropological and cultural contexts.



African American Vernacular English. Is the most recent technical term to describe the variety of English used by many African Americans, briefly discussed here under black english.



aftermath. The original meaning of this agricultural word is ‘a second or later mowing; the crop of grass which springs up after the first mowing in early summer’. It developed its figurative meaning in the 17c., to denote ‘something unpleasant or unwelcome in itself, or something that follows on an unpleasant or unwelcome event (such as war or disease)’. Depression is sometimes an immediate aftermath of completing a piece of work—A. Storr, 1979; In total, nine ambulances, four paramedics, a rapid response car and a rapid response doctor were needed to deal with the aftermath of the violence—Birmingham Post, 2007. The phrase ‘in the aftermath of’ is a useful staple of news reporting (e.g. in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy), to the extent that it tends to be overused: it fits somewhat awkwardly in contexts where the event preceding the aftermath can hardly be considered unpleasant or unwelcome, e.g. ?an odd mix of visuals Kahlua aimed at audiences in the United States in the aftermath of the brand’s celebrity-driven launch—Art Bulletin, 2000.



afterward, afterwards. The OEC data suggest that afterwards is the more commonly used form all over the Anglosphere, with the sole exception of the US. Even there it is still slightly more frequent than the form afterward, despite the fact that American dictionaries give preference to the latter.



age. 1 It all started when he got diphtheria, at age eighteen—New Yorker, 1991. The preferred British English equivalent of American at age eighteen is at the age of eighteen.
2 For near synonyms of age, see time.



aged. Aged 66, the house had aged well, etc., pronounced /eɪʤd/, as one syllable; an aged man, etc., pronounced /ˈeɪʤɪd/, as two syllables.



ageing, aging. The great Atlantic divide between North American and British English spelling here manifests itself unexpectedly. US dictionaries give preference to aging, with ageing as an alternative; British dictionaries do the reverse. The OEC data shows that in the US and Canada aging is massively more frequent, although ageing is very occasionally used. In Britain the opposite is true, and elsewhere the forms compete on more equal terms, ageing being the commoner of the two.



ageism, agism. The first appearance in the OED of ageism, meaning ‘prejudice or discrimination on the grounds of a person’s age’, and of its related adjective ageist, dates from 1969. According to the OEC data, ageism is more common, but not hugely so, than its near synonym age discrimination. Spelling both words with -gei- is preferable to the spellings agism and agist: at first glance the latter could make it look as if ag- sounds as it does in aggro, and, presumably for that reason, are rather rare.



agenda. 1 This word comes from a Latin plural (= things to be done). It is nowadays always treated as singular, its plural being agendas. (The pseudo-Latin plural agendae is occasionally encountered, but it is wrong.) The singular form agendum is extremely rare and technically means a single agenda item, e.g. I have never given the subject much investigation, but have left it as an agendum for some more convenient season—M. F. Maury, 1849. Its use as a synonym of agenda has historical precedents but is unadvisable: presumably, it is based on the mistaken notion that because agenda is plural, a singular needs to be formed. Whatever the reasoning, it sounds exceptionally precious: e.g. It’s a dependable schedule; a new Sonic Youth album every two or three years, with a new agendum and nuances, but the same dynamics that they’ve had from the start—Stylus, 2004.
2 In the 20c. agenda also developed the metaphorical meanings ‘a plan of things to be done or problems to be addressed’ and ‘the underlying intentions or motives of a particular person or group’, e.g But for others, social and religious issues will dominate the agenda—Sunday Business Post, 2004; Sex was the hidden agenda at these discussions—M. Atwood, 1987.

These uses of the word in certain collocations, such as to set/dominate/follow the…agenda, at the top of the agenda, etc., are so overused as to have become rather clichéd, in the sense, as Orwell wrote, that ‘They will construct your sentences for you—even think your thoughts for you’. For example, in if shopping is on your agenda, visit the market in Estoi, what does if shopping is on your agenda mean other than ‘if you plan to go shopping’?



aggravate. A half a century ago, schoolmasters were insisting—perhaps some still do insist—that aggravate could properly be used only to mean ‘to increase the seriousness of’ (crime, grief, illness, misery, terror, etc.), a use first recorded in the late 16c. The meaning ‘to annoy, exasperate’ has existed since good Queen Bess’s day, but it is an article of faith with some people that it ‘should be left to the uneducated’, as Fowler loftily put it in 1926. Because the criticized meaning is at least 400 years old, and because it is unlikely to be confused with the other meaning, there is no principled reason to avoid it, or the related adjective aggravating. The worst that can be said of either word is that, on the one hand, they may have a slightly informal, even dated, tang, and on the other, that they fail to capture the subtle gradations of peevishness expressed by synonyms like annoy, irritate, exasperate, madden, infuriate, and so forth. Choose from those if you wish to avoid the tut-tutting of unreconstructed pedants. Examples (meaning ‘irritate’) Don’t aggravate yourself. I’ll be no trouble—A. Lurie, 1965; Do not aggravate them, be quiet, smile nicely—P. Carey, 1982; It was aggravating that he had to do so many little jobs himself—M. Wesley, 1983; Jane Fairfax aggravates her in all sorts of ways—T. Tanner, 1986.



aggressor, not aggresser.



agism, agist. See ageism, agism.



agitator, not agitater.



ago. Strictly speaking, using since and ago next to each other as in ?It is 10 years ago since he died says the same thing twice. If ago is used, many critics believe it is preferable to follow it with that, not since, i.e. It is 10 years ago that he died. Though first criticized as long ago as 1770, using the two words together seems, frankly, the most venial of faults, and in any case the OEC data suggests that for the most part people write…ago that…, and not…ago since…



agreement (in grammar). 



1 Definition.

2 Problems with long subjects.

3 Nouns joined by and.

4 Noun subjects separated by along with, as well as, etc.

5 Collective nouns.

6 Indefinite pronouns.

7 Subject-complement agreement.

8 one of those (…) who.







1 Definition. Grammatical agreement (also called concord) is the correct relation to each other of different parts of a clause or sentence. In English it particularly concerns how the form of the verb agrees with its subject, e.g. The house was small, and its walls were painted white, rather than were and was.


2 Problems with long subjects. (a) Lengthy sentences in which the verb is separated from its singular subject by intervening words in the plural can cause the speaker or writer to put the verb in the plural, but this contravenes strict grammatical agreement: The consequence of long periods of inactivity or situations in which patients cannot look after themselves *are often quite severe and long-lasting. Here there are three options: change consequence to consequences, change are to is, or (probably best) recast the sentence more simply, e.g. Long periods of inactivity…can often have quite severe and long-lasting consequences.

(b) The phenomenon illustrated above is known as ‘attraction’ or ‘proximity’: it causes the verb to agree with a closely preceding noun or noun phrase rather than with the noun or noun phrase that is the true subject of the sentence. It also occurs with subjects which are not as lengthy as in the example in (a), and older literature abounds with examples: The outside of her garments were of lawn (Marlowe).

In all the following modern examples ‘attraction’ has occurred, and the verb should be singular: *Copyright of Vivienne’s papers are in the keeping of the Haigh-Wood family (Literary Review, 1985); *the spread of nuclear weapons and technology are likely to make the true picture very different (Dædalus, 1991); *At least one in two churches are likely to be burgled next year (Times, 1992).


3 Nouns joined by ‘and’. (a) Two nouns joined by and normally form a plural subject and require a plural verb: Speed and accuracy do not go hand in hand; Fish and chips are served in the evening. But when the noun phrase is regarded as a single unit it can be followed by a singular verb: Tarring and feathering was too good for Meakin as far as I was concerned; Fish and chips is my favourite meal.

(b) This can extend to concepts that are distinct in themselves but are regarded as a single item in a particular sentence: A certain cynicism and resignation comes along with the poverty of Italian comedy; the usefulness and credibility of such an arms control agreement hinges on…(Such constructions existed in Old and Middle English: examples are listed in Mitchell 1985 and Visser 1963.)

(c) Naturally, there are borderline cases in which both singular and plural concord is possible, and judgements will differ: The hurt and disbelief of patients’ friends and families is/are already quite real (are hurt and disbelief ‘a single unit’?); The extent and severity of drug use in the United States has/have been a shock (‘has’ is influenced by the singular complement ‘shock’).


4 Noun subjects separated by ‘as well as, together with’ etc. Nouns separated by other linking words (e.g. accompanied by, along with, as well as, not to mention, together with, etc.) are followed by a singular verb if the first noun or noun phrase is singular. (The use of commas to separate these phrases from the grammatical subject indicates clearly that they do not form part of it.) Examples: A very profitable company such as British Telecom, along with many other companies in the UK, is not prepared to pay a reasonable amount; Daddy had on the hairy tweed jacket with leather elbow patches which, together with his pipe, was his trade mark. So too when the linking words are or or nor: Every glance or smile is potent with meaning; Every run-out or lbw is similarly analysed; neither our mourning nor our rejoicing is as the world’s is (T. S. Eliot, 1935).


5 Collective nouns. (a) Collective nouns are words such as BBC, committee, government, group, which are singular in form but denote a group of people, animals, or objects. ‘Notional agreement’ affects this group and those dealt with in 6 and 7. ‘Notional agreement’ occurs when the verb agrees with the idea of plurality implicit in the grammatical subject, rather than with its grammatically singular form.

(b) Accordingly, in British English, collective nouns are followed by a singular verb when they are thought of as a single unit, and by a plural verb when they are considered as a collection of individuals: (singular) A group of four young men, in denim overalls, was standing close to him; the Oxford University Press publishes many scholarly monographs each year; (plural) The jury retired at five minutes past five o’clock to consider their verdict; Let us hope that the Ministry of Defence are on our side this time.

(c) In American English it is standard practice to use a singular verb with collective nouns: the government routinely imposes differential taxes on hotels, bars…and the like (Bull. Amer. Acad. Arts & Sci., 1987); the KGB uses blackmail and intimidation (Chr. Sci. Monitor, 1987).

(d) In noun phrases of the type ‘a + noun + of + plural noun’, e.g. a group/band/majority of consumers, where the first singular noun acts as a sort of quantifier, the choice of singular or plural verb depends on whether the first, singular noun or the second, plural noun is regarded as the head of the phrase. Both options are used, and reflect the contrast between thinking of the set as a whole or its members individually, but the plural is very common: a fleet of helicopters was flying low (New Yorker, 1986); a handful of bathers were bobbing about in the waves (P. Roth, 1987); you think of the States as a country where the majority of all the shareholdings are in the hands of women (Dædalus, 1987); a rich and detailed picture of a world in which a multitude of elements were intertwined (NY. Rev. Bks, 1989).


6 Indefinite pronouns. In many constructions, these (each, either, every, everybody, neither, nobody, none, no one, etc.) govern a singular verb, but sometimes contextual considerations lead to the use of a plural verb: (singular) Neither of these figures illuminates the case against Trident (D. Steel, 1985); none of her features is particularly striking (D. Lodge, 1962); (plural) Neither the Government nor the tribunal, surely, want to bear responsibility for…(Daily Tel., 1987); None of our fundamental problems have been solved (London Rev. Bks, 1987).

Sometimes there is a clash of agreement within a given sentence: Everyone was in their shirt-sleeves (F. Tuohy, 1984); No one in their senses wants to create instability (D. Healey, 1985); I really resent it when I call somebody who’s not home and they don’t have an answering machine (Chicago Tribune, 1988).

Constructions in which an indefinite pronoun is followed by a plural pronoun often result from the desire to avoid using ‘his’, because sexist, or ‘his or her’, because cumbersome: Why would anyone plan their own funeral?; We don’t want anyone to hurt themselves; It must have been someone who wanted to clear their conscience; Nobody wants to return to the car park and find that their car has been clamped.


7 Subject-complement agreement. (a) When a subject and a complement of different number are separated by the verb to be (or verbs such as seem, become, etc.), the verb should agree with the number of the subject: (singular) the only traffic is oxcarts and bicycles; The problem is the windows; The result was these awkward declarations; The view it obscured was pipes, fire escapes, a sooty-walled well; Our main problem is the older pesticides; (plural) These socials were a big deal to her; The house and garden were a powerful cauldron of heat and light; the March events in Poland were a natural stage in the evolution of communism.

(b) In certain limited circumstances the verb correctly agrees with the complement: Forty droschen is the price; More nurses is the next item on the agenda (i.e. the subject of more nurses). But in the following example is would have been better than are: ?Another legacy are injuries which could keep both [players] out of the big match. Cf. be 1.


8 one of those (…) who. With this phrase, and similar phrases such as one of the things that, the choice between singular and plural verb depends on whether the emphasis is on ‘one’ or on the plural noun or pronoun: (plural) Lily had been…one of those numerous people who are simply famous for being famous (I. Murdoch, 1987); That’s one of those propositions that become harder to sustain the further they’re explored (K. Amis, 1988); That’s one of the things that happen to you—OEC, 2005; (singular) Perhaps you were one of those fellows who sees tricks everywhere (P. Carey, 1985); I am one of those people who wants others to do what I think they should (J. Bakewell, 1988); Yes, one of the things that makes the Lethal Weapon series special is the humor—DVD Verdict, 2000. See also one 3.

See also collective noun; either 4; neither 4; there is; whereabouts; and the entries for many personal and indefinite pronouns.



agriculturalist, agriculturist. Only ten years separate the birth of these 18c. word cousins denoting someone engaged in agriculture, agriculturist first having seen the light of day in 1778. Both are correct, but there is a US preference for the shorter form.



ahead of. This prepositional phrase has been used since the 18c. in the physical sense ‘in front of’ and from the 19c. in the figurative sense ‘better than, superior to (in quality, performance, etc.)’. Its meaning in relation to time dates from the beginning of the 20c., with a use by George Bernard Shaw in The Devil’s Disciple, III.78: We are some minutes ahead of you already. Shaw is also credited with an early use (in 1934) of the cliché ahead of its (or one’s) time, in On the Rocks I.219: Women and men who are ahead of their time. They alone can lead the present into the future. They are ghosts from the future.

Since the 1980s, ahead of, with reference to time, has come to mean ‘before’, often, but not always, with the idea of ‘in preparation for’ or ‘taking account of’: Some ISPs such as Wanadoo are investing in LLU but decline to reveal any significant detail because they don’t want to give the game away ahead of a commercial launch—The Register, 2005; Discontent is growing ahead of next month’s mid-term elections—Independent, 2010. This use, which originated in American English, is rapidly becoming an irritating tic of newspaper or TV journalists. Their lexical wardrobes seem empty of sensible alternatives, from the straightforward before to the more meaningful in preparation for, in advance of, and so forth. Outside the media bubble the phrase can sound awkward and clichéd.



ahold. Apart from an isolated use in Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1610), not recorded as an adverb before 1872; now used colloquially (alternating with aholt), especially in AmE, with verbs like catch, get, lay, take. (A kid gets ahold of it [sc. a firearm], you have an immediate situation—D. DeLillo, 1985; ‘Come on, grab ahold,’ he said, slapping hard on the side of the pumpkin—New Yorker, 1988). But the more usual idioms are to catch, get, etc., hold (of something), with no a- prefixed.



-aholic. A suffix abstracted from alcoholic and used to form nouns and adjectives suggesting that a person is addicted to the object, activity, etc. given in the first element. First recorded in 1954, this suffix and its variants -oholic and -holic have proved to be a useful and productive word element, often reflecting contemporary social preoccupations. It is most common in workaholic (1968), chocoholic (1961), spendaholic, and the often newsworthy sexaholic, but also in such less common formations as blogaholic, milkaholic, and rageaholic. The suffix appears as -holic in words of two syllables ending in an -er sound, e.g. sugarholic (1965), computerholic (1977), while -oholic rather than -aholic is the commoner spelling in chocoholic.



aid. The noun was first recorded in the sense ‘material (especially economic) help given by one country to another’ in 1940 (Christian aid, foreign aid, Marshall aid, etc.), but became even more widely prevalent in 1984 and later years as the second element in the names of events, etc., organized to raise money for charitable causes (Band Aid, Fashion Aid, Live Aid, etc.). Such formations were triggered by Band Aid, the name of a rock music group formed by Bob Geldof in 1984 to raise money for the relief of famine in Ethiopia.



aide. A person who helps is occasionally called an aid. An aide, by contrast, is (a) an assistant to an important person, especially a political leader, e.g. presidential aides, a former aide to Mr Brown; (b) short for an aide-de-camp, a high-ranking officer in the armed services (e.g. Brigadier Monson summoned his five closest aides for a working lunch—N. Barber, 1984); (c) (mainly in American English) a person employed as an assistant or an ancillary worker, especially in a hospital or as a visitor to the home of an ill or elderly person (e.g. There is domiciliary care…offered by 200 home helps, 18 aides and their organisers—Daily Tel., 1984; Just before he died a nurse’s aide brought his dinner tray into the room—E. L. Doctorow, 1989).





  ain’t. 1 A controversial word. The use of ain’t often arouses passions (for example, in comments to online dictionary entries) that one would never have dreamt such a seemingly inoffensive word could provoke. ‘Do you hear? Don’t say “ain’t” or “dang” or “son of a buck”…You’re not a pair of hicks!’ scolds a mother to her children in a New Yorker short story.

In 1942 Eric Partridge remarked that using ain’t for isn’t is ‘an error so illiterate that I blush to record it’. In 1961 Webster’s Third New International Dictionary listed the word with a factual rather than a critical note (‘though disapproved by many and more common in less educated speech, used orally in most parts of the US by many cultivated speakers especially in the phrase ain’t I’), and found itself virtually placed in the stocks for this entry alone. Dictionaries of current English tend to hold the word, as it were, in a pair of tweezers. The label ‘informal’ is applied to it. None admits it to the sacred unqualified ranks of standard English. The reasons lie in the word’s history.

2 History and formation. How did the word come about? And why do some people use it naturally, while others regard its use as a sign of irretrievable vulgarity or ignorance? As a contraction for am, is, are, have + not, its formation is irregular, which partly accounts for the stigma attached to it. It is an 18c. word, derived ultimately from the 17c. form an’t used to stand for aren’t and am not. It is not a reduced form of any logical ancestor. Properly speaking, the last element in a tag question of the type ‘I am here, am I not?’, if reduced, should be amn’t I, as it often is in Scotland and Ireland. The word ain’t has been recorded in the popular speech of London and elsewhere since 1778. It has been an undisputed element in Cockney speech since at least the time of Dickens (‘You seem to have a good sister.’ ‘She ain’t half bad.’—Our Mutual Friend, 1865).

3 Current use. It is a feature of the deliciously disrespectful rantings of the British TV character Lauren, with her signature phrase coz I ain’t (bleedin’) bovvered. It also features widely in the language of comic strips and modern rap music (of US origin). The OED used to note that ‘the contraction is also found as a (somewhat outmoded) upper-class colloquialism’. It has also been espoused in intellectual circles as an affectation, which tends to confuse the issue: e.g. I’ve not the spirit to pack up and go without him. Ain’t I a craven—Virginia Woolf, 1938; Still working the Cape Cod and Florida cycle. And it ain’t too bad—Yale Alumni Magazine, 1988.

It is enshrined in a number of common catchphrases: ‘you ain’t seen nothing yet’; ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’; ‘it ain’t gonna happen’; ‘it ain’t over till it’s over/till the fat lady sings’; and it is used in some classic songs: ‘ain’t she sweet; ‘it ain’t necessarily so’; ‘Is you is or is you ain’t my baby?’

It flourishes in certain varieties of US English, and in Black American Vernacular it has also acquired the meanings ‘do not, does not, did not’ (Ain’t you know Felo ben stay’n wid me?). Because many people on both sides of the Atlantic regard it as incorrect, or even non-existent, it is often used (a) to emphasize a phrase or to make it more colourful, e.g. Members receive further rider training and VIP access to motorbike sporting events. But it ain’t cheap—Daily Tel., 2007. The headline to a news item about the closing of a salad bar with the wonderful name of ‘Fritz That’s It’ ran as “Fritz That’s It” ain’t’; (b) to convey an informal style of speech or writing: General Alexander Haig once said of George Bush: Anybody who has to spend all his time demonstrating his manhood has somehow got to know he ain’t got it.

4 For over 200 years ain’t has been knocking at the door of standard English, but it is still a shunned outsider, pressing its grubby nose forlornly against the windows. In tag questions it has largely been thwarted by aren’t. In ordinary speech and writing it stigmatizes the person using it as uneducated or socially suspect. But precisely because of its contentious status, it is widely used in popular catchphrases; to spice up or draw attention to a form of words; in informal speech; and for characterization in fiction.



air (verb). The meaning ‘to broadcast’ (first recorded 1943) was originally American English but is now quite frequent in British English too, e.g. On Tuesday, several popular radio stations aired rare interviews with the prime minister—Daily Tel., 2011.



ait /eɪt/. The recommended spelling of a term (also eyot) for an islet, especially one on a river and specifically on the Thames. It comes from Old English iggaþ, from īeg ‘island’ + -aþ, which may have been a diminutive suffix.



aitch. 1 The letter H was written as ache by Shakespeare and his contemporaries, and answers to Middle English and Old French ache. The spelling aitch is first recorded from 1761.
2 English /h/ occurs only as an aspirated pre-vocalic fricative at the beginning of a syllable. The dropping of the sound (aitch-dropping) and its converse, the false insertion of initial /h/ (‘arm’ for harm; ‘hill’ for ill), were already noted by John Walker in his Pronouncing Dictionary (1791) as characterizing many types of popular regional speech. As the OED (1898) says: ‘In recent times the correct treatment of initial h in speech has come to be regarded as a kind of shibboleth of social position.’ It is perhaps worth pointing out that loss of /h/ is also a feature of RP in unaccented, non-initial contexts in connected speech, e.g. I pushed him back /ʌɪ ˈpʊʃt ɪm ˈbak/, and I could have hated her /ʌɪ kәd әv ˈheɪtɪd ә/; also at the beginning of a syllable after certain consonant groups, as in exhaust, exhortation, and in such suffixes as -ham in Chatham, Clapham, Durham, and -herd in shepherd.

See also haitch.





  -al. 1 As an adjectival suffix. It is normally found in words of Latin or Greek origin: oral (L ōrālis, from ōr-, ōs ‘mouth’); hebdomadal (late L hebdomadālis, from Gk ἑβδομάς (-αδ-), from ἑπτἀ ‘seven’) ‘weekly’. Words of English origin (house, path, etc.) have never developed adjectives in -al. In L itself -ālis was added to existing adjectives, e.g. annuālis (from annuus), giving English annual. Fowler (1926) regarded coastal as a barbarism (properly costal, he thought, from L costa), but his hostility to the word has not been taken up by modern writers. See tidal.

On adjectives in -ic/-ical (e.g. comic/comical, geographic/geographical, historic/historical), see -ic(al) and the individual words.

2 As a suffix to nouns. Fowler had no objection to older nouns ending in -al that had passed into common use, and that, for the most part, were not competing with virtually synonymous words ending in -ation, -ion, -ment, etc., e.g. acquittal (first recorded 1430), arrival (1384), proposal (1683), refusal (1474), retrieval (ante 1643). He expressed strong disapproval, however, of an upsurge of interest during the Victorian period (among historians and novelists) in -al nouns that did compete with synonymous words of different formation. Thus, he objected to accusal (used instead of accusation), appraisal (for appraisement), bequeathal (for bequest), refutal (for refutation), retiral (for retirement), etc. His judgement seems to have been sound. Such words are rarely encountered now, except that appraisal (a markedly literary word in the 19c.) and retiral (in Scotland) are now everyday words in the language of personnel departments (e.g. promotion depends in large measure on the results of annual appraisals; to fill a vacancy due to retiral). See also overthrowal. Few 20c. formations of this kind have become fixtures in the language, misconstrual (1950) being an exception.



à la. Adopted from French (= à la mode), despite being feminine in that language, when used in English to mean ‘in the manner or style of’ it does not vary according to the sex of the person mentioned (giant landscape photocollages à la David Hockney; afternoon talk shows à la Oprah). It is also used in front of place-names, street-names, etc. (a regatta à la Henley; the BBC should give serious consideration to an autumn shuffle à la 10 Downing Street—C. Freud, 1989).



à la carte. In its culinary meaning it refers to food dishes that can be ordered as separate items, rather than as part of a set meal, e.g. an à la carte menu, eating à la carte. À la carte is also a metaphor for choosing parts of something that is sold as a package, particularly in the entertainment industry, e.g. Everyone understands where the music industry will end up some years down the line: selling songs à la carte to consumers with few or no restrictions. It is also used more abstractly for selecting particular aspects of a belief system, policy, etc. that is usually considered as a whole, e.g. It is not possible to be in favor of the death penalty à la carte. The state either claims the right to impose this doom or it does not. This phrase can work as an elegant shorthand, and often the context, as in the previous example, clarifies its exact meaning. But if you use it without elaborating further what you mean, you risk being discourteous to readers and listeners who are not as familiar as you with the niceties of fine dining. As Fowler said, referring to the use of French words: ‘Display of superior knowledge is as great a vulgarity as display of superior wealth.’



alarmed. In addition to its meaning of ‘frightened, disturbed’ as the past participle of the verb alarm, it has since at least as early as 1968 acquired the meaning of ‘fitted with or protected by an alarm or alarms’. Such signs as ‘This door is alarmed’ still make me pause for a nanosecond at the incongruity of their message, and are an excellent everyday example of ambiguity.



albeit. This conjunction is a reduced form of the phrase all be it (that) (= let it entirely be that), and means ‘although, even though’. It should be written as one word, not as ‘all be it’, which you will occasionally find. It has been in continuous use since the time of Chaucer, and despite having a possibly archaic ring is used often enough in writing in two syntactic patterns: (a) more commonly, preceding an adjective, adverb, or non-finite clause, e.g. It is an unwelcome, albeit necessary, restraint—A. Storr, 1972; ‘Jesus!’ they said in Italian albeit in a conversational manner—H. Secombe, 1981; No wonder he landed the post of shadow arts minister, albeit briefly—Guardian, 2005; (b) introducing a finite clause, generally without that, but occasionally (particularly in British English) with it, e.g. Their voices, too, albeit the accent was provincial, were soft and musical, 1878; In most EU countries the central bank plays a role here, albeit that the supervision is often entrusted to another agency—OEC, 2000 (BrE).

Some people dislike the use of albeit in type (b) constructions. It is certainly true that it can often be replaced by the more neutral (al)though. However, in the last example above, and in the next, it seems to me to have a more intense concessive force than that; it is equivalent to ‘despite the fact that’, and replacing it would subtly weaken the sentence: In Iatmul a man is a master in his own house, albeit he has to fight for it against a wife practically as strong as he is—M. Mead, 1949.



albino. Plural albinos. See -o(e)s 4.



Albion. Partly because of its late appearance as an entry in the OED, speculation about the origin of the word Albion and of the phrase perfidious Albion was once rife. Albion was known already to the Old English translator of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, and much earlier still to Pliny (in Latin) and to Ptolemy (in Greek). Etymologically, it answers ultimately to a reconstructed Indo-European form *albho- (cf. Latin albus white), the allusion being to the white cliffs of Dover. The French phrase la perfide Albion is believed to have been first used by the Marquis de Ximenès (1726–1817).



alexandrine. In prosody, a line (usually iambic) of twelve syllables (the French vers héroïque), used in English, for example, as the last line of a Spenserian stanza (All things decay in time and to their end do draw) or as a variant in a poem of heroic couplets, rarely in a whole work. In Fr. the alexandrine is found, for example, in Alexandre de Bernay’s dodecasyllabic version (late 12c.) of the great cyclic Roman d’Alexandre (e.g. D’Alixandre vous vœil l’istorie rafreschir). The most famous English example is Alexander Pope’s couplet, A needless Alexandrine ends the song, That, like a wounded snake, drags its slow length along.



alga. Plural algae, pronounced /ˈalʤiː/ or /-ɡiː/.



alibi. 1 (Plural alibis). Originally, in legal language ‘a plea that when an alleged act took place one was elsewhere’ (from Latin alibī ‘elsewhere, in another place’, old locative case of alius ‘another’). The earliest use of alibi in English (18c.) corresponded to that of the Latin: those under suspicion had to prove that they were alibi (elsewhere). From this use it rapidly hardened into a noun: an alibi was ‘an instance of being alibi’. Example: Just because the suspects had arranged a false alibi to account for their whereabouts…they were not necessarily murderers—T. Capote, 1966.
2 In the 20c. it developed a colloquial weakened meaning referring to any kind of excuse, pretext, or justification: I have an alibi because I’m going to have a baby—L. P. Hartley, 1951; So far delivery has not lived up to expectations raised by the bold, soaring rhetoric, and the alibis are running out—Independent, 2002. This colloquial use is first recorded in American sports writing, e.g. Don’t offer alibis for losing [a game of tennis]—W. T. Tilden, 1922, and then in detective fiction. The corresponding sense of ‘a person providing an alibi’ has followed suit, e.g. Tom and Maureen are my alibis—C. Hare, 1949.

Since not long after its first appearance, this extended meaning has attracted criticism, and is still disliked by some. It is possibly more acceptable in US usage than in British, and has been used by distinguished writers.
3 By the usual process known as conversion, the now dominant sense has generated an occasionally used informal verb meaning ‘to provide with an alibi’: Aunt Primrose…hadn’t opportunity. She’s alibied by Mrs Fitch—J. Cannan, 1958; There’s got to be somebody to alibi us—L. Duncan, 1978. Its forms are alibis, alibiing, alibied.



alien. From the 14c. to the 19c. inclusive, in the sense ‘of a nature or character different from’, alien was construed with from (e.g. This uncouth style, so alien from genuine English—Henry Reed, 1855). As the OED says, this sense gradually passed imperceptibly into ‘of a nature repugnant, adverse or opposed to’. The crossover came at some point near the end of the 19c., and the construction with to is now routine, e.g. Thinking, and certainly brooding, were quite alien to his character—J. C. Oates, 1980). The older construction still occurs occasionally: a reflection upon how far man has come to feel himself alien from the animal kingdom of which he is a member—A. Storr, 1968.



-(al)ist. For such alternative forms as educationist and educationalist, see -ist 2.



alkali. Final syllable now universally pronounced /-ʌɪ/ (formerly often /-iː/). The more usual plural form is alkalis but the by-form alkalies is found in many standard textbooks.




all. 1 all or all of. The question whether to use all or all of has been debated since the 19c.; few debates in the history of usage can have been more pointless. All on its own can be used before singular or plural nouns: all those years ago; all the time; all our stocks and shares; almost all his former colleagues. In such cases all of is an option, whereas it is obligatory before pronouns standing alone (all of it, all of us, all of its own) and in certain idiomatic uses (e.g. all of a sudden). The construction with of is comparatively modern (first recorded c.1800), and is probably due to association with none of, some of, little of, much of, few of, many of. Examples: All of those activities whose very virtue is that they enable you to think [etc.]—H. Jacobson, 1983; He will have to be all of these things—A. Brookner, 1986; ‘It’s one of my limitations.’ ‘I haven’t begun to list all of mine.’—P. Roth, 1986; At each stop, all of us visitors were greeted by a hail of celebratory statistics—New Yorker, 1989.

2 There is also a common idiomatic use with numbers and quantities: we had walked all of ten miles = as many as; It must have been all of fifteen minutes of…dull, homesick silence—Mark Twain, 1883; Even I, all of eight years old, couldn’t stand another second of his shrieking—Me Three Magazine, 1944 (AmE).

3 Since the 1960s all’s (or alls) has been noted in informal American English in the sense ‘all that’ (it is probably a shortened form of all as): e.g. So all’s I need, pretty much, is a tie—New Yorker, 1990; Meanwhile, alls I hear about is how great the economy is doing—OEC, 2004.

4 When all is the subject of the verb to be followed by a plural complement, the linking verb is expressed in the singular: All I saw was fields—N. Williams, 1985; In some sense, all we have is the scores— incomplete and corrupted as they often are—New Yorker, 1989.

5 See also all right; all that; all together; all told; already; but 9c. For is all, see is 10. For at all, see at 2.



all-around. An optional American English variant (everything on this all-around Italian menu is good; the best all-around American city school; a good all-around player) of all-round adjective, the latter being the only form used in British English.



allay. The inflexions are allays, allaying, allayed.



alleged, allegedly. Alleged is pronounced as two syllables, and allegedly as four. Their role is (a) in legal contexts, to distinguish an unproven accusation (i.e. an allegation) from a proven fact (the victim of the alleged fraud; their alleged attackers) or (b) to cast doubt on the genuineness of a statement or claim (the alleged illness that prevented him from coming to the wedding; the alleged medical breakthrough). The disclaiming qualification they provide is not needed in sentences in which the context already makes the situation clear: An Iraqi prisoner has described how he was [allegedly] subjected to vicious beatings—Independent, 2004. The disclaimer would be needed if the sentence was a direct statement not attributed to the victim: An Iraqi prisoner was allegedly subjected to vicious beatings.



allegory. Generally pronounced /ˈalɪɡ(ə)ri/ (a-li-g(uh)ri) in British English, stressing the first syllable only, but with a secondary stress in American English, /ˈaləˌɡɔri/ (a-li-gaw-ri). ‘A narrative of which the true meaning is to be got by translating its persons and events into others that they are understood to symbolize’ (Fowler, 1926). ‘A figurative narrative or description, conveying a veiled moral meaning, an extended metaphor’ (OCELit., 1985). The form flourished in medieval literature to the extent that ‘every kind of serious realism was in danger of being choked to death by the vines of allegory’ (E. Auerbach, Mimesis, 1953, ch. 10). Later allegorical works of signal importance included Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1590–6), Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678–84), and Dryden’s Absalom and Achitophel (1681). Allegorical elements are present in some modern writing, e.g. Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts (1941), which by means of a village pageant presents ‘a communal image of rural England, past and present’, or George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945).



allegro. Plural allegros. See -o(e)s 4.



alleluia. Latin form (from Greek), the Septuagint representation of Hebrew hallēlu-yāh, i.e. ‘praise ye Jah’ (or ‘Jehovah’). In English, an exclamation meaning ‘Praise the Lord’, which occurs in many psalms and anthems. In AV spelt Alleluia; by Handel spelt Hallelujah. Both forms are acceptable in context. Pronounced /ˌalɪˈluːjә/; but with initial /ˌhal-/ for the form Hallelujah.



allergy. An early 20c. formation (first in German as Allergie) from Greek ἄλλ-ος ‘other, different’ + ἔργ-ον ‘work’, meaning ‘sensitiveness to pollen, certain foods, antibiotics, etc.’. It acquired the figurative sense ‘a feeling of antipathy to a person or thing’ by the 1940s, exemplified in Auden’s Before the Diet of Sugar he was using razor blades And excited soon after with an allergy to maidenheads—For the Time Being, 1944. Slightly earlier, the corresponding adjective allergic had come into general use, with varying degrees of informality. It is a classic example of how a technical term becomes part of general language, and, though disliked by Gowers (1965), is now standard. Allergies to anything disliked range from the understandable to the far-fetched: to colonels (Punch, 1942), all kinds of rationing (the European public, according to Koestler, 1951), opera on television (Observer, 1958), even to negotiating with terrorists (Times, 1986), etc.



alley. Plural alleys.



alliteration. A consonance or agreement of sounds (not necessarily of letters) usually at the beginning of a word or syllable, as in big, bold, and amber; knife, gnarled, and note. In the literature of the Germanic languages, alliteration could exist between all vowels indiscriminately: in Old English, for example, not only does ellen alliterate with ende and ēac with ēage, but ecg alliterates with īren and īsig with ūtfūs.

Throughout the ages, in the literature of many countries, alliteration has been used for various special effects, whether for humour, as in Voltaire’s ‘Non, il n’est rien que Nanine n’honore’; for emphasis, as in Victor Hugo’s ‘La Marseillaise ailée et volant dans les balles, Les bombes, les obus, les tambours, les cymbales’; or for delicate effects of sound, as in Shakespeare’s ‘Full fathom five thy father lies’. It is not infrequent in Latin verse, as in Ennius’ ‘at tuba terribili sonitu taratantara dixit’.

In English literature, the systematic use of alliterative verse is associated with the medieval period, most memorably in poems like Beowulf, Piers Plowman (In a somere seyson whan softe was þe sonne), and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The great cycle of English alliterative verse ended with the poem Flodden Field (1513). In modern times the tradition has been revived in some of Auden’s verse (With labelled luggage we alight at last, Joining joking at the junction on the moor, The Exiles, 1968).

Alliterative phrases abound in English, e.g. to aid and abet, first and foremost, as good as gold, by fair means or foul, part and parcel, as right as rain.



allot. Use allotted, allotting, but allotment.



allow. 1 In the American English informal phrase allow as how, the meaning is ‘to state as an opinion, have to admit that’: She allowed as how my old friend J.J. was flying on Monday morning—N. Thornburg, 1976; He allowed as how she was faithful—T. Morrison, 1981. This is not a standard construction in Britain (see as how at as 7), but it is occasionally found in informal British writing.
2 In the sense ‘to admit the truth of, concede’, allow followed by a subordinate clause has been in continuous use since the 17c. and is still in standard use today: I suppose it will be allowed us that marriage is a human society—Milton, 1643; He allowed that the old Pre-Raphaelites had…exquisite merits—Hawthorne, 1858; What was their civilisation? Vast, I allow: but vile—J. Joyce, 1922; The book itself is still a work in progress, although Mary allows that she might part with it one day in the future—Raw Vision, 2004.
3 For several centuries allow alternated in many meanings with the phrasal verb allow of: e.g. His condition would not allow of (= permit the occurrence of) his talking earlier, 1732; Jortin is willing to allow of (= to accept as valid) other miracles—J. R. Lowell, 1849. Constructions with of are nowadays rare and seem somewhat old-fashioned. They are, nevertheless, still part of the verb’s syntactic repertoire in the meaning ‘to permit the occurrence or existence of something’, especially in the phrase ‘allow of (no) exceptions’. Examples: Culturally, it seems to allow also of other possibilities—Oxford Companion to the Body, 2001; The conflict between [the principle of capitalism and socialism is] irreconcilable and does not allow of any compromise—Ludwig von Mises Institute, 2004; The principle allows of no exceptions—Schopenhauer, 2004.



all right. ‘Is alright all right?’ asks MWCDEU. For dozens of usage pundits, before and after Fowler, the answer is a dismissive ‘no’. Having condemned it in a tract two years before, in 1926 Fowler declared categorically ‘there are no such forms as all-right, allright, or alright’. Burchfield (1996) snottily wrote ‘The…inability to see that there is anything wrong with alright reveals one’s background, upbringing, education, etc.’ Journalists’ style guides generally outlaw it, and the Telegraph, true to form, goes so far as to call it ‘an abomination’.

In measured contrast to such hostility, the OED points out that ‘alright is frequent, although more widespread in non-literary printed sources (e.g. newspapers and journals) than in literary texts’. Apart from the weight of frequent use, there are arguments in favour of the one-word spelling: (a) the need to distinguish it from all as a pronoun (e.g. He finished the crossword and got it all right); (b) the analogy of altogether, already, etc., once written as two words before merging into one, and similarly needing to be distinguished from two-word forms (e.g. We went back all together and all safe); (c) its frequent pronunciation as a single word; (d) its arguably greater appropriateness (i) in set expressions, such as doing alright, feeling alright, that’s quite alright, etc. and (ii) in its several discourse functions, such as signalling agreement (‘Alright, I’ll do it’), introducing an instruction to someone over whom you have authority (‘Alright, you can go now’), as an informal greeting, etc.; and, debatably, (e) its legitimization, literarily in Molly Bloom’s soliloquy (1922), and popularly in song titles such as ‘Don’t think twice it’s alright’ (1962), ‘It’s alright ma I’m only bleeding’ (1965), ‘The kids are alright’ (1979), etc. It is also worth noting that its second-earliest citation in the OED as an adjective is the one-word form ‘Where ever [sic] I goe both too and fro, You have my heart alright’, although nearly all the OED citations, even in its discourse function, are of the two-word form.

The conclusion is: feel free to use it in business or personal writing, and in dialogue in fiction. But in any formal work, or any that is likely to be edited, its pariah status will ensure that it is dismembered either literally or metaphorically. Examples: (all right) One advantage of the permissive society is that it’s all right to live together before marriage—Woman’s Own, 1971; It’s all right for you…You won’t have to do the post-mortem with these guys—Len Deighton, 1974; ‘Oh, all right’, she said, ‘go and be damned.’—Graham Greene, 1980; (alright) They’ve been bloody inscrutable alright—P. Cave, 1979; You’ll be alright, love—Chinua Achebe, 1987; If you’ve got the ears to know what sounds good you’re going to be pretty much alright—Guitarist, 1992.



all-round. See all-around.



all that. As a reinforced demonstrative adverb qualifying an adjective or adverb it is now found quite commonly in negative constructions: The Spanish gypsies…hired to do the sweeping were not all that handy with a broom—Harper’s Bazaar, 1962; I looked round the stock. It wasn’t all that brilliant, I must admit—J. Leasor, 1969. All is simply an intensifier in such constructions. Gowers (1965) cited examples of all that qualifying an adverb (e.g. The figures show that even Lazards do not sell £2m. all that frequently), and judged that the use was ‘now well on its way to literary status’. It is now a standard construction. For the more debatable type I was that angry, see that (demonstrative adverb).



all together, altogether. These are often confused, because their meanings encroach on one another. All together means ‘everyone or everything together’, and the word all is usually removable without damaging the syntax or affecting the meaning: e.g. One victim and five suspects, all together in a sealed room—A. Morice, 1971; we went back all together and all safe—Daily Tel., 2004.

Altogether is adverbial and can mean (a) ‘entirely; in every way’: e.g. The idea of counselling in schools is not altogether new—Times, 1970; Martinez was not altogether unknown. But the antagonism of people in Chicago is insignificant. He has another ball game in mind altogether—Saul Bellow, 1982; (b) ‘in all, in total’, e.g.you owe me £400 altogether; (c) ‘considering everything’, e.g. The weather was bad and the hotel overcrowded. Altogether, it was a disappointing holiday.

It is much more common for all together to be wrongly written for altogether than the other way round. Examples of wrong spelling: (should be altogether) *All together, IIASA received White House support through four administrations—Bull. Amer. Acad. Arts & Sci., 1987; *The federal government doesn’t seem all together that bothered—CNN transcripts, 2007; (should be all together) It’s really interesting how altogether we can feel like a human race, not any more any single country—CNN transcripts, 2007.



all told. This fixed phrase = ‘when all are counted; in all’ is first recorded from 1850, e.g. All told, those Celtic teams won the NBA title 11 times in 13 years—Basketball Scene Annual, 1988. Originally a development of tell in the meaning ‘to count’, it has now made its natural way into contexts where counting is not present = ‘taking all factors into account’, e.g. All told, I enjoyed life in the army. This is perfectly standard, and not open to any sensible objection when speaking, but should you wish to avoid it in more formal writing, you could use all in all or all things considered.



allude, allusion. 1 The -lu- can be pronounced as either /ljuː/ (lyoo) or /luː/ (loo).
2 It has been claimed by some critics that to allude to someone or something can only properly mean to mention them ‘indirectly or covertly’, i.e. without mentioning their name, unlike refer, which means to mention them directly, i.e. by name. So, according to this view, if you refer to Julius Caesar you name him, whereas if you allude to him you identify him without naming him, e.g. ‘the Roman dictator assassinated in 44 bc’. That use is clearly shown in He would allude to her, and hear her discussed, but never mentioned her by name—E. M. Forster, 1910. But in practice, allude is often used to mean ‘refer’, e.g. He had star quality, an element often alluded to in Arlene’s circle of show-biz friends—Gore Vidal, 1978; She tabled a letter alluding to fraud that caused alarm amongst her fellow councillors—OEC, 2003 (Aust.). This use is well established and perfectly acceptable.
3 Allusion and reference should follow the same principle, allusion involving indirect mention and reference involving direct mention by name, but again in practice the distinction blurs at the edges. But, as Burchfield observed about both it and allude, ‘indirectness is not always part of the sealed meaning of the two words, and the reference is sometimes ambiguously direct or indirect or just plainly direct’, as can be seen in the following example: She came across allusions to her family in the papers—Vita Sackville-West, 1931; Midway in the questioning…he’d begun to notice the number of allusions to a particular November weekend—Truman Capote, 1966; She was…annoyed that he could make her feel so uncomfortable by his veiled allusion to last night—A. Murray, 1993.




ally. 1 Pronunciation. Originally stressed, both as noun and as verb, on the second syllable. As a noun it is now invariably stressed on the first. The verb is less straightforward, since either syllable can be stressed, i.e. /ˈalʌɪ/ or /əˈlʌɪ/ (a-ly, uh-ly) in British English, but stressing the second syllable is standard in American English. The first is probably commoner in most uses of the verb (e.g. he allied his racing experience with his father’s business acumen); the second is still heard when allied is followed by to to mean ‘in combination with’ (e.g. skilled craftsmanship allied to advanced technology), or in the meaning is ‘connected, related’ (e.g. members of the medical and allied professions). When it describes members of an alliance, allied is stressed on the first syllable (e.g. During the first three days of the land war in 1991, allied troops took some 30,000 Iraqi soldiers prisoner).

2 Capitalization. By convention, the noun Allies and the adjective Allied are spelt with a capital letter when they refer to Britain and her allies in the First and Second World Wars.



Alma Mater. An affectionate title (= bounteous mother), once given by the Romans to several goddesses, especially to Ceres and Cybele, now applied to one’s university or school seen as a ‘fostering mother’. Generally pronounced /ˌalmə ˈmɑːtə/ (al-muh mah-tuh) in British English, also /ˈmeɪtə/ (may-tuh).



almanac. Normally so spelt except in traditional titles like ‘The Oxford Almanack’ and Whitaker’s Almanack.



almoner. The OED (1884) and Daniel Jones (1917) gave preference to the pronunciation /ˈalmәnә/, but /ˈɑːm-/ is now standard, doubtless on the analogy of alms /ɑːmz/. The word itself is now rarely used, except when referring to a specific role in Masonic lodges, (medical) social worker now being the term used to denote an official in British hospitals with certain duties concerning the welfare of patients.



almost. 1 Its occasional use as a quasi- adjective meaning ‘close to being, not quite’ (an almost Quaker; his almost impudence of manner; an almost Prime Minister) seems slightly forced, but it is not new (OED 1552– ).
2 See most 9.




along. 1 Along about is an American English regionalism meaning ‘approximately’: In the one case you start out with a friend along about eleven o’clock on a summer’s night—M. Twain, 1879; ‘Nettie Bill got married along about the same time I got married to Jack,’ Aunt Lou said—M. Grimm, 1989.

2 along of. Used to mean ‘owing to, on account of’ (A present from the Gentlemen, along o’ being good!—Kipling, 1906; ‘The trouble I’ve had along of that lady’s crankiness,’ he confided—N. Marsh, 1963), and ‘(together) with’ (You come along a me, Ginger—J. Cary, 1940), along of is not standard.



alongside. Alongside is both an adverb (Kevin came quickly alongside) and a preposition (the two vehicles were alongside each other; learning to read begins very early indeed, alongside learning to talk). It has been used as a preposition with or without of for some two centuries and both constructions are still available; use with of is now less usual in British English, although it still occurs: Margaret turned round to walk alongside of the girl in her feeble progress homeward—L. Otis, 2002. It is more common in American English: Certain plants thrive alongside of each other—website, 2004 (AmE).



alot. This single-word spelling of a lot is now not uncommon. It goes without saying that it is non-standard, and to be avoided. Nevertheless, it illustrates rather strikingly how arbitrary the convention of spelling certain pairs of words together or separately can be. Examples: *My parents have been out alot the past 2 weeks; *The recession has affected the advertising business alot; *We still had alot of fun, just a different kind of fun. Cf. awhile.



already. The adverb is spelt as one word (I have lost a great deal of time already) and of course is not to be confused with the two separate words all ready (We are all ready to start now, i.e. all of us are ready).



alright. See all right.



also. 1 The word is an adverb and is almost always used in that way: e.g. Besides being an astronomer and mathematician, Grassi was also an architect. Occasionally, it strays into the territory of conjunctions: e.g. He has made a good impression. He writes well, he keeps to deadlines, and follows house rules. Also, he’s an agreeable person./Remember your watch and money; also the tickets. This use has attracted some criticism, so is perhaps best avoided, or at least not overused, in writing, though it is common enough in speaking.

Also is sometimes used as an ‘additive conjunct’ within a sentence, where and also, and, or but also would be in place: e.g. Great attention has been paid to the history of legislation, also [= and also] to that of religion.
2 The normal position is before the main verb and after any auxiliary or modal verbs: It was also held to be the cause of the milder form of the illness known as AIDS-related complex—New York Review of Books, 1986; He also believes that a garden shouldn’t be too manicured—Sunday Times, 2004.

In most circumstances, it is pedantic and against natural usage to insist on having also immediately next to the word or phrase which it emphasizes. For example, to insist on My brother also is coming (i.e. as well as my sister, cousin, etc.), to distinguish it from My brother is also coming (i.e. as well as telephoning, driving, etc.).




alternate. 1 As adjective. In its regular meanings ‘(of two things) each following and succeeded by the other in a regular pattern’ (e.g. walls built of alternate layers of stone and timber), and ‘every other or every second’ (e.g. the congregation sang alternate verses; sprinklers may be used on alternate days only), alternate is standard in all forms of English.

In the course of the 20c., in American English, alternate usurped some of the territory of alternative in its ordinary sense of ‘available as another possibility or choice’. (In American English it is pronounced /ˈɔltәrnәt/, awl-tuhr-nit, stressing the first syllable). This use is disliked by many British speakers, and is less common in British English than in American. The Book of the Month Club offers ‘alternate selections’. A route, a material, a lyric, etc., can be described as ‘alternate’ rather than (as in the UK) ‘alternative’: An alternate way to make these rellenos is to stuff the meat mixture into whole green chiles—San Diego Union, 1987. There are alternate (or alternative) schools in the US which offer a non-traditional curriculum.

2 As noun. Frequently used in American English, but far less in British English, to denote ‘a person who acts as a deputy or substitute’, especially in theatrical, sporting, and legal contexts: I was fourth alternate in the Miss Teenage South Carolina pageant—William Boyd, 1984; Her alternate [sc. dancer], Pavlenko, was inconsistently brilliant—Dance Magazine, 2002. In American English it is pronounced /ˈɔːltәrnәt/, awl-tuh-nit, stressing the first syllable, but in British English the second syllable is stressed.

3 Alternate is also a verb, pronounced /ˈɔːltəːneɪt/ or /ˈɒltəːneɪt/ (awl-tuh-nayt, ol-tuh-nayt) meaning ‘to occur or do in turn, often repeatedly’: some adults who wish to alternate work with education; In a democratic system political parties expect to alternate in office—P. Richards, 1988.





  alternative. 1 As noun. The ultratraditionalist view that there can only be one of two (not more) alternatives because Latin alter means ‘other (of two)’ was always pedantic, was described by Gowers (1965) as a ‘fetish’, and is now utterly irrelevant. The word can still be used in this manner (e.g. a fate compared to which death would have been a joyful alternative), and the OED amply illustrates such traditional uses. But, beginning with an example from John Stuart Mill in 1848, it also shows the word in extended use meaning ‘a choice between more than two things’. Gladstone is reported as saying in 1857 My decided preference is for the fourth and last of these alternatives, and nobody will bat an eyelid at the word being used to denote as many choices as the particular case offers.

2 As adjective. Since the late 1960s the adjective has increasingly been used to mean ‘of or relating to activities that depart from or challenge traditional norms and practices, or that purport to do so’: e.g. alternative energy (i.e. non-nuclear, not using fossil fuels), alternative medicine (i.e. mainly homoeopathic or holistic), alternative society (i.e. rejecting a traditional way of life), etc. This meaning is sometimes conveyed in American English by alternate, e.g. alternate fuel, alternate therapy, etc.



although, though. Though can always be used instead of although, but the reverse is not true. Though is slightly more frequent than although, and somewhat less formal. 1 Both words can introduce a subordinate clause: He did well, although he did not win an outright majority—Economist, 1981; Though there was a tendency for students to factionalize, there were always students good about diplomacy—Christian Science Monitor, 1982; Although the defendant had undoubtedly committed an offence…, that was not an arrestable offence—Times. Where they are interchangeable, however, although generally has a stronger concessive force, and is somewhat more usual at the beginning of a sentence.
2 In the following uses, though alone is possible: (a) as an adverb in medial or final position: It is true, though, that one misses out on one’s husband’s early years of struggle—Times, 1985; ‘What a sad story!’ said Maria. ‘Isn’t it, though?’—G. Vidal, 1948; (b) in inverted constructions: Young though he is, he doesn’t look it; (c) in the fixed expressions as though and even though: Anderson is a borderline New Waver who looks as though she has been out in the rain upside down—Washington Post, 1982; He was by no means a dry, boring theoretician even though he wrote extraordinarily advanced books on dance—Margot Fonteyn, 1980.
3 Even although is a well-established Scotticism with historical precedents, but is generally considered non-standard elsewhere, and even in Scotland may be considered wrong by some people: ?That’s why I put Hearts favourites even although Hibs are playing some fantastic football—Scotland on Sunday, 2005.



alto. Plural altos. See -o(e)s 6.



altogether. See all together.



aluminium. The British English spelling harmonizes best with other names of elements, such as magnesium, potassium, sodium, etc., whereas the American English spelling aluminum is the one given to the word by its discoverer, Sir H. Davy, c.1812.Aluminium is stressed on the third syllable, and aluminum on the second.



alumnus. From Latin (= nursling), and pronounced /әˈlʌmnәs/ (uh-lum-nuhs), alumnus is better established in American than in British parlance, but is fast catching up in Britain as universities and schools are increasingly forced to encourage former pupils and students to supplement their funding. Although alumnus is a masculine noun in Latin, it can refer either to a male or to a female ex-student. The feminine alumna (/әˈlʌmnә/, uh-lum-nuh), plural alumnae (/әˈlʌmnʌɪ/, uh-lum-ny) also exists, but is rather less common than alumnus. The masculine plural form alumni (/әˈlʌmniː/, uh-lum-nee) is the one most generally used to refer to a mixed gathering, though occasionally alumnae is used to refer to gatherings of women only.

In both American English and British English, rival views on the pronunciation of Latin words in English mean that the masculine and feminine plural pronunciations are sometimes reversed.



alveolar. See dental.



a.m. As an abbreviation of Latin ante meridiem ‘before noon’, it is always pronounced as /ˌeɪˈɛm/, and is normally written in the form 8.15 a.m. (or in AmE 8:15 a.m.), that is with a full point after each letter. Note that 12.30 a.m. = half an hour after midnight, and 12.30 p.m. = half an hour after noon. The abbreviation is sometimes used as a noun = the period before noon: I arrived here this a.m.



amateur. Dictionaries present an array of ways to pronounce this word, but /ˈamәtә/ (a-muh-tuh) is now pretty standard and /ˈamәtjʊә/ (a-muh-tyoo-uh) and /-ʧ-/ (a-muh-choo-uh) have become minority pronunciations.



ambidextrous. Not -erous.



ambience. Derived from French ambiance (a form also occasionally used in English) only a century ago (first recorded 1889) in the sense ‘environment, surroundings, atmosphere’, the word is now firmly established in the language to refer to the particular character and atmosphere of somewhere. Some people still affect the French pronunciation, but it is most often pronounced as /ˈambɪәns/. Its entrance into English was helped by the fact that the corresponding adjective ambient had been a part of the language since the late 16c. and had also been used absolutely. Ambience filled an obvious gap.



ambiguity. 1 Ambiguity in language denotes the possibility of more than one meaning being understood from what is heard or read. Intentional ambiguity can be effective, for example as a literary device or in advertising. Our concern here is with unintentional and misleading ambiguity that occurs in ordinary speech and writing, most often as a result of poor word order.
2 The early grammarians and writers on usage placed great emphasis on misconceptions arising from the wrong ordering of words. For example, William Cobbett (1823), Letter XXI: ‘Of all the faults to be found in writing this [sc. the wrong placing of words] is one of the most common, and, perhaps, it leads to the greatest number of misconceptions.’ He claimed to have ‘noted down about two hundred errors in Doctor Johnson’s Lives of the Poets’. Henry Alford (1864) wrote at length on the matter and quoted as one of his examples, I with my family reside in the parish of Stockton, which consists of my wife and daughter. Fowler (1906) said that ‘A captious critic might find examples [of false ordering of words] on almost every page of almost any writer.’ There is an air of unreality and implausibility about these old precepts and about the examples given in support. Nowadays skilled copy-editors or proofreaders are expected to remove such crudely ambiguous constructions at the pre-publication stage.
3 Nevertheless, some highly ambiguous—and often comical—phrasing does get into print, especially in ephemeral media such as websites and newspapers, and provides an easy target for satire in magazines such as Private Eye, online language forums such as Michael Quinion’s worldwidewords.org, or BBC Radio 4’s The News Quiz. The most common ambiguities arise from: (a) the association of a word or phrase with the wrong part of the sentence, e.g. He [sc. David Beckham] also revealed that his sons Brooklyn, 13, Romeo, 10, and Cruz, seven, will stay in London to go to school along with his wife Victoria, 38, and their one-year-old daughter Harper—BBC Sport website (as reported in Private Eye, no. 1333, Feb. 2013).

(b) the unclear application of a negative, e.g. They did not go out to water the plants, which can mean either they did not go out at all, or they did go out but not to water the plants; similarly with the type We did not go to the shops because we were expecting visitors, which can potentially mean we did not go to the shops, or the fact that we were expecting visitors was not the reason we went to the shops.

(c) from words that have more than one meaning or function, as in Visiting friends can be tiresome; the famous line The peasants are revolting; The Minister appealed to her supporters; The dog is not allowed to run outside (i.e. does this mean to run out of the house, or to run once it is outside?), and so forth.

(d) from false or unclear reference, as in If the children don’t like their toys, get rid of them; We only have two first editions (and no other books?); He specializes in selling old and valuable books (two kinds of books?); the meetings on Monday and Friday (how many meetings on each day?).

(e) through ellipsis: e.g. He loves his dog more than his children (who loves whom most?).


4 In written work, ambiguity can be reduced in several ways: by changing the order of clauses, by supplying elements omitted through ellipsis, by restructuring the sentence altogether, or by the use of punctuation to mark the boundaries of clauses. In spoken English, potential ambiguity is often cancelled by a shift of intonation at the boundary of clauses.
5 Nevertheless, care is required, especially in contexts where backward reference (see anaphora), ellipsis (see ellipsis), and misrelated clauses (see unattached participles) are involved. If these matters are not attended to, ambiguity of various degrees of seriousness can certainly arise.
6 See amphiboly, amphibology.



ambiguous, ambivalent. Ambivalent (first recorded 1916) is a Jungian word meaning ‘entertaining contradictory emotions (as love and hatred) towards the same person or thing’ and fairly quickly moved into literary and general use. Bertrand Russell used it in 1929, and C. S. Lewis called death ambivalent because it is ‘Satan’s great weapon and also God’s great weapon’. The core of its meaning is being in two minds about someone or something. Attitudes, characters, feelings, reactions, relationships—anything judged to contain contradictions—can be described as ambivalent.

For the most part it is distinguished from ambiguous, which means rather ‘(of speech, words, etc.) having more than one possible meaning’, and ‘(of events, etc.) not clear or decided’. Examples: (ambivalent) Women can be extremely ambivalent about their own ambition and aggression at work—She, 1989; Aronson comes down hard on Camus’s ambivalent response to French colonialism—The Nation, 2004; Carter is an ambivalent figure, a seemingly emotionless killer who weeps at the exploitation of his brother’s daughter—Screen Online, 2003; (ambiguous) This remark may in isolation be ambiguous—law report, 2003; Reform is an ambiguous word—Business Week Magazine, 2003; This impression is reflected in the ambiguous results of the two statistical tests—Genetics Online, 2005. In the following sentence, ambivalent would have been the better choice: Booksellers are feeling ambiguous about marking or commemorating the anniversary of the attacks of September 11—weblog, 2002. Ambivalently is also found, often where ambiguously would be more suitable: e.g. The people who inhabit Gormenghast, ambivalently described as ‘figures’ and ‘shapes’, are poised between the two meanings—M. H. Short et al., 1987.



ameba. See amoeba.



amen. Both /ˌɑːˈmɛn/ and /ˌeɪˈmɛn/ are heard.



amend, emend. The first of these is much the more usual word. It is used of the making of (minor) adjustments to a document, a motion, a parliamentary law, etc. in order to make it fairer or more accurate, or to reflect changing circumstances. Emend is the property mainly of textual scholars who propose improvements to and changes in the reading of texts and manuscripts so as to make them more intelligible or to remove errors.



America. To English speakers outside North America, the term America means first and foremost the USA, and North America is used to denote a larger geographical area including also Canada and Mexico. The terms American and North American are used correspondingly as adjectives and nouns. Central America refers to the countries in the narrow strip of land to the south of Mexico (including Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Panama), and South America to the region to the south of the Panama Canal, including Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, etc.



amid, amidst. 1 Amid, recorded as a preposition and adverb before the Norman Conquest, developed a secondary form amides by the 14c., and, by association with the form of superlatives, a further secondary form amidst (cf. against, amongst) in the 16c. Amides dropped out of use and amid and amidst survive only as prepositions.
2 Both words are used in all the regional varieties of English covered by OEC data. There is no easily perceived difference in meaning (at the time of writing the OED retains a distinction suggested in the first edition which is not borne out by actual use). There is, however, a major difference in frequency of use, amid outnumbering amidst by something more than four to one. OEC data suggests that amid, being often used in news articles, is more neutral in register than amidst, which can be somewhat more literary, and can have a poetic or archaic savour.

Some commentators have attempted to insist that either word must only be used with uncount nouns, not with plural nouns, but there is absolutely no historical, logical, or stylistic justification for such a claim. What is true, and important, however, is that they can be used in contexts in which among will not work, and that fact probably explains their continued use.

(a) In their shared meaning ‘in the middle of, surrounded by’ all three can be used with plural nouns (e.g. set amid/amidst/among scenic rolling hills); but only amid and amidst can be used with uncount nouns, e.g. an oasis of calm amid the noise of Montmartre, amidst the chaos and violence.

(b) Both amid and amidst also mean ‘against a background of’ (e.g. amid fears/allegations/reports/speculation/controversy) or ‘to the accompaniment of’ (e.g. amid cheers/shouts and whistles/applause etc.). In this meaning they can both be used with uncount and plural nouns in a way that among cannot.


Examples: (amid) I…have often stood by the Frome at Woolbridge, enjoying the mellow manor house amid its water meadows—Times, 1987; ‘we shall enjoy strong, sustained growth and prosperity into the1980s,’ he said amid Conservative cheers—Daily Tel., 1989; Beijing has been trying to take some of the heat out of the economy since April, amid fears that the country’s long-running boom was accelerating out of control—BBC News, 2004; (amidst) he returned here for more tests amidst rumors that he had Parkinson’s disease—Washington Post, 1984; this woman, sitting with such modest dignity amidst my students and colleagues—M. Frayn, 1989; His election came amidst some controversy—Yorkshire Post Today, 2003.



Amish. A sub-dialect of American English spoken by the Amish people, a strict sect of Mennonite followers of Jacob Amman or Amen (fl. 1693), the Swiss founder of the sect. Found in 28 US states, but with their largest populations in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana, the Amish people maintain an older style of life: horse and buggies for transport, no electricity in their homes, plain dress and so on. Old Order Amish speech is marginally distinctive in pronunciation (e.g. house is pronounced /hɑːs/ not /haʊs/), with many syntactic features that do not quite match those of neighbouring, non-Amish varieties of American English. For example, reflecting German usage, they do not use—have not adopted—the English progressive tense: they say he works very hard rather than he is working very hard.



amn’t. A frequent variant in Irish and Scottish English of aren’t used as part of the tag question amn’t I? See be 4.



amoeba. The standard spelling in both the UK and the US is amoeba; ameba is an accepted, but not common, variant in the US. The plural generally used in technical scientific writing is amoebae; amoebas is less common in scientific language, but widely used elsewhere. The spelling of the related adjective is much oftener amoebic than amebic.



amok, amuck. Of these two spellings, the first is nowadays the commoner, is given as the main spelling in many dictionaries, and is closer in form to the original Malay word amoq, meaning ‘attacking in frenzy’. (The spelling amock also occurs but is not recognized by dictionaries.) There are two pronunciations: /әˈmɒk/ is recommended in many dictionaries, though the variant pronunciation /әˈmʌk/ is frequently heard, and is the one I would use. The phrase to run amok/amuck has both literal and metaphorical meanings, e.g. (literal) Edward now wore the manic look of some animal transferred into the wrong environment, as though he might run amok, or bite—Penelope Lively, 1990; (metaphorical) It wasn’t his fault that her feelings seemed to be running amok—E. Rees, 1992. Occasionally, it is used in the phrase amok with in what looks like a mistake for awash with: ?the streets all amok with trash and the remains of cigarettes—OEC, 2005.



among, amongst. 1 For uses of among and between, see between 2.
2 The Old English antecedent on gemang yielded onmang before 1100, whence by regular phonetic gradation amang, among. By the 14c. the variant amonges had emerged (cf. amid, amidst 1) and by the 16c., by form-association with superlatives, among(e)st. Among is now at least ten times commoner in the OEC.
3 There is no demonstrable difference of meaning or function between the two, except that amongst seems to be somewhat less common in American than in British English. An older view, favoured by Fowler, that amongst is commoner than among before a following vowel does not seem to be borne out by the evidence: Typical examples: (among) the giants war among themselves—J. M. Coetzee, 1977; there were a lot of very young people among the temporary staff—P. Fitzgerald, 1980; Britain also has…the lowest level of welfare expenditure among the countries of the European Community—Times, 1985; (amongst) the other guests served themselves discreetly and talked amongst themselves—B. Rubens, 1987; they stood on the edges of the lamplight amongst the wattles by the creek—P. Carey, 1988; If a settled view is formed amongst voters that the additional money on the NHS has been wasted progressive politics will be in trouble for decades—Independent, 2007.



amoral. Used to mean ‘not within the sphere of moral sense; not to be characterized as either good or bad’, this word, first recorded in 1882, has largely ousted the slightly older words non-moral (a1866) and unmoral (1841). Many usage books caution against confusing this word with immoral, but in practice such confusion seems to be not that common. For examples, see immoral.



amount, number. In most circumstances amount is used with uncount nouns to mean ‘quantity’ (e.g. a reasonable amount of forgiveness, glue, resistance, straw), i.e. nouns which normally have no plural; and number is used with plural nouns (e.g. a certain number of boys, houses, jobs, etc.). Amount is now fast invading the territory of number, sometimes, but by no means always, when the following plural noun is viewed as an aggregate or collection. This substitution is older than one might think: the OED notes it first in a quotation of 1801. Examples: Fame had magnified the amount of the forces—1849; I have any amount of letters for you—G. B. Shaw, 1893; I expect you get a fair amount of road accidents on these winding roads?—R. Billington, 1988; Billy’s had a tremendous amount of problems—T. McGuane, 1989 (US); But booksellers have less and less space for the amount of books that are being published—The Author, 1990; The amount of bulbs she would find between the stones next spring—A. Huth, 1991. The loss of the distinction may be irritating to many, but it is beginning to look like an unstoppable process, akin to the widespread use of less instead of fewer.



ampersand. The name of the symbol ‘&’ used as a space-saving device. H. W. Fowler used it extensively in print and writing and it is not uncommon in handwritten work. In print it survives mainly in the names of jointly owned firms, e.g. Marks & Spencer, and not always then, e.g. Faber and Faber Ltd. In origin it is a 19c. corruption of ‘and per se (= by itself) and’, the name of the character ‘&’ as it appears at the end of the alphabet in primers and hornbooks, i.e. ‘& (standing) by itself, and’. The sign ‘&’ itself seems to be a stylized version of Latin et ‘and’.



amphiboly /amˈfɪbәli/, amphibology /ˌamfɪˈbɒlәʤi/. In rhetoric, a figure of speech signifying ambiguity that arises ‘from the uncertain construction of a sentence or clause, of which the individual words are unequivocal’ (OED). For example, the road sign Slow Children, meaning ‘Slow down, Children in the vicinity’, could perversely be taken to refer to the walking pace or the learning speed of children in the vicinity. A classic example occurs in Shakespeare’s Othello iii. i: Cassio. Doest thou heare my honest friend? Clowne. No, I heare not your honest friend, I heare you.



amphimacer. See cretic.



amuck. see amok.



amuse(d). See bemuse(d), amuse(d).



amusedly. Pronounced as four syllables. See -edly.



an (indefinite article). See a, an.



an-. See a-1.



anacoluthon. (Greek ἀνακóλουθον ‘not following’.)
 The name given to a change or break in the grammatical construction of a sentence or phrase, e.g. (a recapitulatory pronoun in casual speech) put little bits of bacon on which the fatter they are the better—The Victorian Kitchen, BBC2, 1989 (cook speaking); (is omitted) She’s had five husbands and ʌ on the lookout for the sixth—Oxford University examination script, 1989; (with an intervening pause) he did not see—was prevented by the brightness of the sun from seeing—the traffic lights. Instances of anacolutha occur at all periods from the Anglo-Saxon period onwards.



anacrusis. (Gk ἀνάκρουσις ‘prelude, up-striking’.)
 In prosody, a syllable or syllables preceding the point at which the reckoning of the normal measure begins. It is a particular feature of Old English verse and that of the other Germanic peoples. In modern verse, where analysis is often disputed, anacrusis may account for the initial Or in



Or wás there a déarer one

Still, and a nearer one.


(Hood)




anaemia, anaemic. Usually spelt anemia and anemic in North American English. See æ, œ.



anaesthetic, anaesthetize. Usually spelt anesthetic and anesthetize in American English. See æ, œ.



analogous. The g in the final syllable is pronounced with a hard /-ɡ-/ and not, as one hears all too often, /-ʤ-/. It should properly be used in contexts involving definite comparisons that justify the notion of analogy: Terrorism is more analogous to a virulent, malignant illness, a plague that needs to be exposed, contained and then, yes, eradicated with the most precise surgical and other means—The Nation, 2001. In practice, however, it does not always manage to keep its distance from the more general word similar. Originally confined largely to technical language, the word has spread rapidly into general use, and is usually complemented by to, or occasionally by with: Some have suggested that the effort needed to defeat the terrorists is analogous to the cold war—Commonweal, 2001.




analogy. 1 In the study of language analogy is the name given to the process by which the creation of words and phrases can be influenced by other words which seem like parallels, without going through all the stages that produced those precedents. This is a fundamental aspect of the way languages develop, and applies to all aspects of usage, including word-formation, spelling, inflection, meaning, collocation, and pronunciation. Thus, the inflection bake, baked, baked (instead of the historical bake, book, baken) is due to analogy with such words as rake, raked, raked, etc.

2 The process of analogy can be further illustrated by the way in which (a) new words are formed from native bases on the analogy of a pattern taken over from a foreign language, e.g. starvation (first recorded 1778) as the noun corresponding to the verb starve (Old English steorfan) by analogy with, for example, vexation (c.1400 from Old French), the noun corresponding to the verb vex (also Middle English from Old French from Latin vexāre, -ātum); and (b) the manner in which loanwords are made to fit into existing word patterns in English, e.g. strive (from OF estriver) taken into the native conjugation of drive (OE drīfan), the only verb of French origin to be so treated.

3 The same process can be seen at work in the emergence of new past participles and past tenses of some verbs, e.g. dug (16c., earlier digged) by analogy with stuck; and dove (19c., chiefly US) beside the traditional dived on the analogy of strove (from strive).

4 False analogies frequently produce irregular analogical formations in the language of children, e.g. ‘I couldn’t of’ from recognizing that unstressed have and unstressed of are both pronounced /әv/ in informal English; and ‘I am being have’ from a false analysis of the imperative ‘Behave yourself!’

5 It is easy to assemble a list of unintended casual errors arising from false analogies: Thou shalt not make unto thee any craven image (oral example, 1989, instead of graven); The Most Eligible Batchelors of 1960 (Observer Mag., 1988, after batch n.).

6 Word-formation. In the 20c., analogy has been at work in the identification and extraction of suitable final elements and regarding them as new suffixes for exploitation: e.g. -(a)thon (extracted from marathon) producing talkathon, telethon, walkathon, etc.; -burger (extracted from hamburger) producing beefburger, cheeseburger, steakburger, etc.; -teria (by an analysis of cafeteria as café + -teria) producing Danceteria, washeteria, etc.

7 The apparent arbitrariness of some 20c. processes of analogy in word formation should be judged against the performances of earlier centuries. It is salutary to bear in mind that a great many analogical formations can be said to be badly formed or at least ‘irregularly formed’, and that this has not stopped them from becoming part of the unquestioned core of the language, e.g. chaotic (from chaos, after the analogy of other Greek-derived words like demotic, erotic, hypnotic); dilation (from dilate; only dilatation is etymologically sound); operatic (from opera, after dramatic).



analyse. After a period of uncertainty (Dr Johnson, for example, used the form analyze), this verb has settled down as analyse in British English and analyze in American. Both forms are etymologically defensible.



analysis. 1 ‘The resolution or breaking up of anything complex into its various simple elements’, in chemistry, grammar, etc. It is the opposite process to synthesis. Plural analyses /-iːz/.
2 The French phrase en dernière analyse has been drawn on in English to provide the common phrases in the last (or final) analysis (first recorded in 1877).



anapaest. /ˈanəpiːst/ or /-pɛst/ (prosody). AmE anapest. A metrical foot (ᴗᴗ−) consisting of two short or unstressed syllables followed by one long or stressed syllable: I am monarch of all I survey—William Cowper, 1781.



anaphora. 1 (First recorded in the 16c.) In rhetoric, the repetition of the same word or phrase in several successive clauses: e.g. The voice of the Lord is powerfull; the voyce of the Lord is full of Maiestie; The voyce of the Lord breaketh the Cedars (Ps. 29: 4–5).
2 (First recorded in the 20c.) In grammar, the use of a word which refers back to, or is a substitute for, a preceding word or group of words. In the sentence ‘The city was deserted when it was overrun by the rebels’, ‘it’ refers back to ‘the city’, i.e. is anaphoric. Cf. cataphoric.



anastrophe. A term of rhetoric meaning ‘inversion, or unusual arrangement, of the words or clauses of a sentence’: e.g. Day is done, gone the sun—New Yorker, 1989; Beats there a heart amongst us so jaded…that it has failed to be touched…by the sound of Roy Orbison?—The Face, 1989.



anathema. 1 Derived from late Latin anathema ‘an excommunicated person’ and Gk ἀνάθεμα originally ‘a thing devoted’, but in later usage ‘a thing devoted to evil, an accursed thing’, it came into English in the 16c. initially in the broad sense ‘the formal act, or formula, of consigning to damnation’. With the passage of time, this sense weakened until the word became freely used as a general weapon of ecclesiastical, and then of lay, rancour. Its plural is most commonly anathemas (he knew no curses except the day-to-day anathemas of the Webfeet—J. Mark, 1982), but in the specialized sense ‘a thing devoted or consecrated to divine use’ the singular form is normally pronounced, with shift of stress, /anәˈθiːmә/, plural anathemata /anәˈθiːmәtә/.
2 Beginning in the 18c., anathema has also been used as a quasi-adjective meaning ‘accursed, consigned to perdition’ (Saint Paul wished to become anathema himself, so he could thereby save his brethren—Abraham Tucker, 1765). It is used in predicative position only (after a verb) and is arguably a kind of uncount noun (similar to pleasure). Note that it is not normally used in the plural, e.g. taxes are anathema [not anathemas] to most people. Examples: The policy they embraced was however anathema to many Conservatives, who rightly saw in it the beginning of the end of British rule in India—Roy Jenkins, 1988; Waif look is anathema to fashion house—headline in Times, 2007.



anchylosis. See ankylosis.



ancien régime. Printed in italics and with acute e.



ancillary. Ancillary derives ultimately from the Latin noun ancilla, ‘handmaid’. Ancilla is the word used by the Virgin Mary in the Vulgate Bible when the Angel Gabriel announces the Incarnation to her: ‘dixit autem Maria ecce ancilla Domini fiat mihi secundum verbum tuum’; ‘And Mary said Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word (AV, Luke 1:48)’. Its main modern meaning of ‘providing necessary support to the essential operations of a central organization, especially a hospital’, and its use as a noun, both date from the mid-20c. The standard pronunciation is /anˈsɪləri/ (an-si-luh-ri), but there is a tendency for people to add /i/ after the double l, and pronounce the word an-si-lee-uh-ri. As a result, it is often wrongly spelt *ancilliary.



and. The simplest-looking words are often the most complicated, and and is no exception. 1 The normal function of this connective conjunction is, of course, to join sentence elements of the same kind: e.g. Gavin and Stacey; first and foremost; the rules and regulations; she served quickly and efficiently; for ever and ever; an acute and wary sense of the ordinary. It can imply progression (faster and faster), causation (misbehave and you’ll not get your pocket money), great duration (she ran and ran), a large number or a great quantity (miles and miles, piles and piles), and addition (four and four are eight).
2 In practice and is often omitted for contextual effects of various kinds, especially between sequences of descriptive adjectives, which can be separated by commas or simply by spaces instead: (without and and using a comma or commas instead) marginal, remote, troublesome, peculiar Europeans with unpronounceable names; factories outlined against a still, sunless sky; (without and and without commas) the teeming jerrybuilt dun-coloured traffic-ridden deafening city—P. Lively, 1987; he envied Jenkin his simple uncluttered uncomplicated innocent life—I. Murdoch, 1987.
3 There is a persistent belief that it is grammatically wrong or poor style to begin a sentence with And, but this prohibition has been cheerfully ignored by standard authors from Anglo-Saxon times onwards. An initial And is a useful aid to writers as the narrative continues. The OED provides examples from the 9c. to the 19c., including one from Shakespeare’s King John: Arthur. Must you with hot Irons, burne out both mine eyes? Hubert. Yong Boy, I must. Arthur. And will you? Hubert. And I will. It is also used for other rhetorical purposes, and sometimes just to introduce an improvised afterthought: Tibba still pined and slavered for the school lunches. And little other care hath she.—A. N. Wilson 1982; I’m going to swim. And don’t you dare watch—G. Butler, 1983. It is also used in expressing surprise at, or asking the truth of, what one has already heard: O John! and you have seen him! And are you really going?—1884 in OED. Some grammar checkers flag And at the beginning of a sentence as something to be avoided, but the alternatives they suggest, such as ‘in addition’ and ‘moreover’ will not work in many cases, and would clearly be ridiculous in the examples just quoted.

4 and all. Another well-established use of and is in the phrase and all. Wright’s English Dialect Dictionary gives prominence to this use, meaning ‘and everything; also, besides, in addition’. In some of the examples it seems to lack any perceptible lexical sense and to be just a rhythmical device to eke out a sentence. Wright’s 19c. evidence is drawn from almost every county and he also lists examples from dialectal contexts in the works of Tennyson, Gissing, Kipling, and others: (Scottish) Woo’d and married an’ a’; (Westmorland) when she saw me she wept, I wept ano’; (West Yorkshire) Whoy, we’n been up an darn anole; (Lincolnshire) He wants sendin’ to Ketton [Kirton-in-Lindsey prison], an a-cat-o’-nine-tails an’-all. The use has seeped out into more general use: When I held her in my arms she was like a dying bird, so thin and all—M. Doane, 1988; We had a hell of a job pushing it, what with the sarnie-boards and all—Caris Davis, 1989; Isn’t it amazing? He has a Ph.D. and all.—J. Shute, 1992.

5 there are kings and kings. There are maidens and there are maidens, but that wasn’t one of his best said a BBC cricket commentator wearily at the end of a barren over by the West Indian bowler Curtly Ambrose. He was using a construction first recorded in English in the 16c. ‘expressing a difference of quality between things of the same name or class’, as the OED expresses it. The use, the Dictionary says, is ‘commonly called a French idiom’ and refers to Molière’s il y a fagots et fagots in Le Médecin malgré lui (1666), but the English evidence is earlier. The OED cites examples from the 16c. to the 19c., including Alack, there be roses and roses, John! (Browning, 1855). To which may be added the following 19c. and 20c. examples: Well, as to that, of course there are kings and kings. When I say I detest kings, I mean I detest bad kings—W. S. Gilbert, The Gondoliers, 1889;There are ways to steal and there are ways to steal—NewYorker, 1988; There is homelessness and homelessness. The word has become a shibboleth for opposition politicians and the ‘caring’ media—Times, 1991.

6 See also agreement 3; and/or; and which (which 5); comma 3, 5; good and; nice and (nice 2); try and.



and/or, a formula to show that you can choose between the items it connects or choose both of them. In other words, it indicates three logical possibilities: a cocktail recipe stating ‘add gin and/or vodka’ logically means ‘add gin or add vodka or add both’. First recorded in the mid-19c. in legal contexts, and still employed from time to time in legal documents, and/or has been criticized by pundits, mostly on aesthetic grounds, when used in non-legal writing.

Aesthetics apart, an example like This paper discusses logics whose premisses and/or conclusions can contain ambiguous material—Journal of Semantics, 2001 seems impeccable, because and/or clearly means ‘the premises may contain ambiguous material, or the conclusions may, or they both may’, and it signals that very concisely. In less logically precise contexts than that, however, it is inconsiderate to readers: it burdens them with the task of teasing out exactly what the three possibilities are. What are we to make, for example, of Stalin, characteristically insensitive to Western public opinion and/or relying on the political ambiguity of these phrases in the existing context, signed it—The Oxford Companion to United States History, 2001? The writer is asking the reader to decide what Stalin’s motives were.

It is also sometimes unclear whether three possibilities are meant, or only two. The less ambiguous way of expressing three possibilities is to use ‘X or Y or both’, while in many contexts, just ‘or’ will do perfectly. Finally, and/or linking more than two items is to be avoided at all costs: Social variation in language may be due to social class, ethnic origin, age, and/or sex leaves it bafflingly unclear with which other factors ‘sex’ is associated.



anemia, anemic. The normal spelling in NAmer. English of anaemia, anaemic.



anemone. Because of its unusual sequence of n-m-n it is often pronounced as */әˈnɛnәmiː/, i.e. swapping round the second m and final n. In order to spell the word correctly, it may be helpful to remember Fowler’s (1926) hint: ‘an emine(nce) not an enemy gives the order of consonants’.



anent. This ancient preposition (in origin a phrase, Old English on efn, on emn ‘in line or company with, on a level with’) survives in Scottish law (‘in respect of or reference to’). In general English it is used to mean ‘with respect to’, but it often carries an air of affectation or of faint jokiness. It is also frequently used, with a tinge of pomposity, in letters to the editor (of a newspaper, dictionary, etc.). Examples: Their arguments are anent What nanny really meant—W. H. Auden, 1952; Adamant you’ll find me anent ‘aficionado’—O. Nash, 1961; the consensus view of the reading public anent poetry: they, too, dislike it—TLS, 1984; His Lordship had been much influenced by averments anent section 74—Lord Jauncey (a Scottish law lord), 1988; a Dr Malcolm Carruthers had delivered a lecture to Edinburgh’s Lister Institute anent the astonishing cardiac benefits of the kilt—A. Coren, 1989.



anesthetic, anesthetize. The normal spelling in American English of anaesthetic, anaesthetize.



aneurysm. Correctly so spelt (not aneurism), with the y answering to the second upsilon in Gk εὐρύς ‘wide’. Form-association with other words ending in -ism has led to the adoption of aneurism by many writers, but aneurysm is still the better form.



angle (noun1). In the meaning ‘a particular way of approaching or considering an issue or problem’, angle is first recorded from 1860, and was used by George Eliot in Middlemarch in 1872. Burchfield considered it ‘lightweight’ and ‘best avoided in polished prose’. His objection seems generally unfounded, although there are some contexts in which angle suggests a lack of objectivity, or even underhandedness (selling angle, propaganda angle). Should you require a weightier word, several are to hand: perspective, point of view, position, standpoint, and viewpoint.




  angle (noun2), angler, angling. An ‘angle’ was originally (in Old English) a fishing-hook. During the 15c. it came to be used as a verb meaning ‘to fish with a hook and bait’; and, in the 16c., angler emerged in the sense ‘one who fishes with a hook and line’. These derivatives stood alongside fish (verb), fisher, and fisherman.

The original noun angle fell into disuse in the 19c., but the verb angle, the noun angler, and the verbal noun angling remain, though only in carefully designated uses.

The verb angle has survived mainly in transferred senses. Politicians angle for votes; most of us, at one time or another, angle for a present, an invitation, a compliment, etc. Yet, the distinction is far from fixed, and it is also idiomatic to fish for compliments and to fish (not angle) in troubled waters.

In certain contexts angling/fishing are interchangeable, while in others they have their own restrictions. Fishing, which covers everything from jam-jars through rod-and-line to trawlers, can sometimes be too general a term. Angling refers to rod and line only. No one says ‘I’m going angling tomorrow’; in such a sentence ‘fishing’ would always be used. Fly-fishing is idiomatic; fly-angling is not.

Coarse fishing means fishing in a river or pond for roach, rudd, perch, pike, and other freshwater fish by anglers equipped with tackle, groundbait, maggots, and floats.

An angler is one who fishes with rod and line; fisher survives only in the biblical phrase (Matt. 4: 19) ‘I will make you fishers of men’; fisherman is a generic term for a person who fishes for sport or one who goes out to sea in a fishing boat to earn a living. Angler is often the preferred term in fishing magazines. It also has the advantage of not referring to gender.



Anglo (noun). Plural Anglos. For two centuries this term has been used in Canada to designate English-speaking, as distinct from French-speaking, Canadians. Since the 1930s, and especially in the southwestern States of America, an Anglo is an American with an English-speaking background, as distinct from a person whose first language is Spanish.



Anglo-. Used to form compound nouns and adjectives referring (a) to events or facts involving the two countries specified, e.g. Anglo-American relations, Anglo-French cooperation, Anglo-Irish agreement, etc. and (b) to people whose mother and father were of the different nationalities mentioned, e.g. a venerable Anglo-Japanese journalist who was completely bilingual. Some people in the large parts of the United Kingdom that are not England understandably view this first use in particular with some distaste, but it continues to be the standard formulation. Is there an alternative that avoids offending nationalist sensibilities? The obvious answer is to replace the Anglo- part with British-, e.g. British-American, British-French, (or with English-, if the reference is to England specifically and exclusively). The element Brito- has not achieved widespread currency, except in the somewhat specialized terms Brito-Arctic (relating to British territory in the Arctic) and Britocentric (having Britain as a centre), -centricity, and a few other compounds.



Anglo-Indian. This term was first used in the early 19c. to denote a person of mixed British and Indian descent. At a slightly later date it was introduced as a term for a British civil servant, businessman, memsahib, etc. who had lived for many years in India, but that use is now historical only. Nowadays Anglo-Indian can refer to people of dual heritage living in India or in the UK, although British-Indian is better since it avoids the taint of Anglocentrism.



angst, angsty. George Eliot is the first person, according to the OED, to have used the German word Angst (= fear) in English, albeit in inverted commas, in a letter of August 1849. Later (1922) it was used in a translation of Freud, then entered literary and philosophical language, and is now part of general language with the meaning ‘a feeling of deep anxiety or dread, typically an unfocused one about the human condition or the state of the world in general’, or, more trivially, as a synonym for any kind of anxiety. Examples: Full of existential angst and loneliness, her paintings are able to evoke an empathetic response from the viewer—Art in America, 2004; A collective wail of middle-class angst went up from mainstream party leaders: what have we done?—Daily Tel., 2009; John McCain has a proven record of working across the aisle to the extent that it’s caused some angst amongst Republicans—CNN, 2008.

Angst’s offspring angsty is first recorded in The Oxford Magazine in 1956, and now seems set to follow its sire into literary, or pseudo-literary, use. What it lacks in specificity it attempts to make up for in pizzazz: Rare is the teen who doesn’t have at least one journal filled with shame-inducing pseudo-profundity, or a private collection of angsty song lyrics—Montreal Mirror, 2005; In the midst of all my angsty rambling last week, a ray of sunlight shone through the gloom—weblog, 2005 (BrE).



ankylosis. This form, answering correctly to Greek ἀγκύλωσις ‘stiffening of the joints’, has now virtually driven out the once dominant form anchylosis.



annex, annexe. The verb is spelt annex in both British and American English. The normal spelling of the noun in American English is annex. In British English both spellings are correct, but annexe is somewhat more frequent. In legal and administrative writing, annex, denoting an addition to a document, with no final e, is the accepted convention.



anniversaries. The normal practice is to refer to the tenth, twentieth, thirtieth, etc. anniversary of an event, but some particular names have come to be applied to the more significant anniversaries. Among these are: (weddings) silver (25 years), ruby (40), golden (50), and diamond (60, sometimes 75); (public events) centenary /sәnˈtiːnәri/, /-ˈtɛnәri/ (100) (but in North America and some other English-speaking countries more usually centennial; so also in the relevant combinations that follow); sesquicentenary (150), bicentenary (200); (not recorded) semiquincentenary (250); tercentenary (or tri-) (300), quatercentenary [NB: not quarter-] (400), quincentenary (500), sexcentenary (600), septcentenary (700), octocentenary (800); (not recorded) nonacentenary (900); millenary (1,000).



annul. The base form of this verb ends with a single -l, as does annuls, but the -l is doubled to -ll- in annulled and annulling. The corresponding noun is annulment. The not uncommon and mistaken spelling *annull is presumably influenced by the idea of making something null and void. See -ll-, -l-.



Annunciation /әˌnʌnsɪˈeɪʃәn/, is now mostly restricted to meaning ‘the announcement of the incarnation, made by the angel Gabriel to the Virgin Mary’, in which case it is best written with an initial capital, especially if it refers to a painting, sculpture, etc. of the event, e.g. Botticelli’s Annunciation. It is also occasionally used as a rather high-falutin’ or archaizing synonym of announcement, e.g. The forbidden, the transgressive, is always an annunciation—London Review of Books, 2003. It should not be confused, as it sometimes is, with enunciation, ‘the uttering or pronouncing of articulate sounds; manner of utterance’, as has happened here: *the rich baritone voice and precise annunciation that characterise Gwynne’s work.



anorak. This word of Greenland Inuit origin has taken on a special, derogatory meaning in British English by being indelibly associated with people waiting around in cold weather (in anoraks, supposedly) to watch trains and aeroplanes or do other things the rest of the world can sneer at. Hence an anorak is a boring, studious, or socially inept person who, as the OED puts it, ‘pursues an unfashionable and solitary interest with obsessive dedication’. The word is recorded as being first used in this way in 1984, and since then has become part of the vocabulary of put-downs, though very often it is used to highlight obsessive interest rather than social awkwardness: people will readily confess to being anoraks in a particular sphere. According to the OEC data, it is commonly used in sporting and political contexts. Examples: I’ll return to this book which anyone but a political anorak would find extremely tedious—weblog, 2005; David Wright wants to know why I keep referring to free-kicks as frees. Because there’s four less [sic] letters to type and no hyphen, you nit-picking anorak. Honestly—Guardian, World Cup Reports, 2002; According to my (I am a wine anorak, and proud of it) wine file for 2002, I supped my way through about 180 different wines—weblog, 2003.

Outside Britain, the equivalent word is geek or nerd.



anorexia has two related adjectives, anorexic and anorectic. The first came into English via French, and is now vastly more frequent. The second is slightly older, and comes directly from the Greek ἀνόρεκτος ‘without appetite’. Nowadays it is found mostly in technical medical writing. Although it is a perfectly legitimate form, in non-specialist contexts it may strike some people as odd, so is probably best avoided for that reason.



another. For one another see each 2.



ante-, anti-. These two useful prefixes mean rather different things. The first, from Latin, means ‘before, preceding, in front of’ (antenatal ‘happening or existing before birth’, antebellum ‘before a (specified) war’, antechamber ‘chamber or room leading to a more important one’). The second, which is much more frequent, come from the Greek ἀντί ‘opposite’ and means ‘opposite; opposed to; against’, e.g. anti-hero ‘a person totally unlike a conventional hero’; anti-American, anti-Semitism; anti-aircraft (gun). When creating new words on this model, British English tends to use the hyphen much more than does American English, e.g. anti-war sentiments as opposed to antiwar sentiments. Both British English and American English keep the hyphen when the second element begins with a capital letter, e.g. anti-American, anti-Semitic.

In British English both prefixes are pronounced /ˈantɪ/, but in American English anti- is pronounced /ˈantaɪ/.

As the OED points out, the analogy for the limitless number of anti- formations seems to have been given by Antichrist and its adjective anti-Christian, which (with the analogous antipope) were almost the only examples in use before 1600. Shakespeare has no independent anti- compounds (though he did use ‘fused’ anti- words such as antidote, antipathy, and antipodes).



antenna. In the meaning ‘a sensory organ found in pairs on heads of insects, crustaceans, etc.’, the plural is antennae. In the sense ‘(radio) aerial’, the plural is antennas.



antepenult. A term of prosody and phonology, ‘preceding the penult; the last but two’, as in ‘altitude’ and ‘heaviness’.



antetype. See -type.



Anthony. In standard English pronounced /ˈantәni/ with medial /t/ not /θ/ (th). But the pronunciation with medial /θ/ is common in US English, and heard increasingly often in British English, presumably as a result of the ‘speak as you spell’ school of thought.



anthropophagi. This learned word, familiar especially from Shakespeare’s Othello (And of the Cannibals, that each other eate, The Anthropophagie), is plural in formation and means ‘man-eaters, cannibals’. It comes via Latin from Greek ἀνθρωποϕάγ-ος ‘man-eating’, from ἄνθρωπος ‘man’ + ϕαγεῖν ‘to eat’, and is pronounced in English as /anθrәˈpɒfәɡʌɪ/ or /-ʤʌɪ/ (an-thruh-po-fuh-gy, or -jy).



anticipate. Here lies another of the great usage battlegrounds, where the conflict is all the more fraught for overlapping meanings that confuse the issue. 1 The two primary and never disputed meanings are (a) ‘to be aware of (a thing) in advance and act accordingly’, e.g. I shall anticipate any such opposition by tendering my resignation now (Angus Wilson); Some unknown writer in the second century…suddenly anticipated the whole technique of modern… narrative (C. S. Lewis); Lecky has anticipated what the animal liberationists are now saying—Listener, 1983; and (b) ‘to forestall (a person) and take action before they do’, e.g. I’m sorry—do go on, I did not mean to anticipate you—John Le Carré.
2 ‘To regard as probable; expect or predict’ is the disputed meaning. The ODO gives it first billing, and it is the one which is the most common, e.g. Wing mirrors were selling better than they had ever anticipated—Margaret Drabble, 1987. Criticism has rained down on it since at least 1881, but the heavy artillery of Fowler, Burchfield, and many others has never succeeded in bombing it into submission.

Like expect, it can be followed by a noun or noun phrase (She anticipated scorn on her return to the theatre); by a that-clause (It was anticipated that the rains would slow the military campaign); and by another verb in the infinitive, when anticipate is passive, e.g. Profits are not anticipated to show much improvement. On the rare occasions when it is active and followed by an infinitive, it sounds distinctly unidiomatic: ?But we do anticipate to hear something today. Unlike expect, it can be followed by an -ing form of the verb, e.g. Here are some answers I anticipate receiving.
3 Despite its wide currency, however, it can still irritate more traditional readers (and listeners), perhaps because it is a cumbersome word compared with the more straightforward alternative expect. It should in any case be avoided where it may be unclear which meaning is intended, as in One would not expect Cleopatra to have suffered such a fate, nor did she herself anticipate it—A. Fraser, 1988, which could mean either ‘expect’ or ‘to be aware of (a thing) in advance and act accordingly’.



antistrophe. In rhetoric and grammar, the repetition of words in inverse order, e.g. You must say what you mean and mean what you say.



antithesis. 1 In rhetoric, ‘an opposition or contrast of ideas, expressed by using as the corresponding members of two contiguous sentences or clauses, words which are the opposites of, or strongly contrasted with, each other: as he must increase, but I must decrease’, in newness of spirit, not in oldness of the letter’ (OED). Antithesis is a marked feature of Samuel Johnson’s style: The colours of life in youth and age appear different, as the face of nature in spring and winter; The old man pays regard to riches, and the youth reverences virtue; Marriage has many pains, but celibacy has no pleasures (Rasselas, ch. 26).
2 In ordinary use, it can mean (i) ‘a person or thing that is the direct opposite of someone or something else’, in which case the preposition following it is generally of, although to is also used; and (ii) ‘a contrast or opposition between two things’, which meaning is followed by between. Examples: This revolting creed was the antithesis of everything the Royal Navy stood for—History Today, 2002; Designed as the antithesis to the Oscars, the Golden Raspberry Award Foundation has been mocking Hollywood’s below-par cinematic output for almost three decades—The Guardian (Film), 2009; The two halves of the work therefore corresponded to his antithesis between faith and understanding—H. Chadwick, 2001.



antitype. See -type.



antonomasia. In rhetoric, (a) the substitution of an epithet or descriptive phrase for a proper name, e.g. the Iron Duke for ‘the Duke of Wellington’, the Iron Lady for ‘Mrs Margaret Thatcher’; (b) the use of a proper name to express a general idea, e.g. a Solomon for ‘a wise man’, a Cicero for ‘an orator’. The original Greek word meant literally ‘name instead’.



anxious. It is as well to be aware that using anxious to mean ‘eager’ or ‘keen’ (e.g. She’s very anxious that you should like her—A. N. Wilson, 1982) may displease some people, especially in the US. There, this use has been criticized by several usage authorities since the early 20c. The objection is based on the axiom that anxious (1623) should be restricted to meaning ‘worried, nervous’; in other words, it should reflect a state of anxiety (first recorded in a 1525 work by Sir Thomas More). However, the contested meaning goes back to the 18c.: the phrase anxious to please appeared in Robert Blair’s poem The Grave (1743), and Lord Nelson declared in 1794 that ‘The General seems as anxious as any of us to expedite the fall of the place’. In this meaning, anxious is followed either by a to-infinitive, as in the last two examples, or a that-clause, e.g. George III and the new prime minister, William Pitt, were particularly anxious that Fox should lose his seat—ODNB, 2009.

In some examples there seem to be connotations of both eagerness and anxiety, e.g. Punch was always anxious to oblige everybody—Kipling, 1888. Many, however, suggest only eagerness: All seemed pleased with the performance, and anxious for another of the same sort—K. Amis, 1954; You must be anxious to see your folk—S. King, 1979.

The best that can be said is that for certain audiences it is wise to avoid using anxious to mean ‘eager’, despite the fact that it is historically well attested, was described by Fowler (1926) as a ‘natural development’, and is absolutely standard.



any. The main issues raised by any are (i) whether a following verb should be singular or plural and (ii) whether to write any more or anymore, any way or anyway, etc. These are dealt with in 1 and 2 respectively, while succeeding sections deal with less vexed questions. 
1 (a) Any, anybody, and anyone (as well as other indefinite pronouns such as everybody) are now frequently, if controversially, followed by the plural forms they, them, their, themselves: e.g. Can any illegal migrant entering the country be sure that they will not be deported?; anybody/anyone who wants to improve their writing may attend the course. Popular usage, historical precedent, and concision lend weight to the use of the plural in such contexts, but many writers prefer to use he or she, or, unusually these days, he (him, his, himself). See agreement 6.

(b) any of…is/are, do/does, etc? Is it correct to say Are any of your children currently attending school? or Is any of your children currently attending school?Does any of us or do any of us really have the right not to forgive? Both are correct but suggest or presuppose different things. Are etc. any of obviously suggests more than one, i.e. some, while is etc. any of can be seen as shorthand for any single one of.

Whether you plump for a singular or a plural verb, mixed constructions are best avoided: *I don’t suppose there is any of us who haven’t experience of something like that should be I don’t suppose there is any of us who hasn’t experience of something like that.


2 One word or two words? (a) anybody, anyone. Always written as one word, these pronouns are interchangeable in most contexts (though anyone is about five times more frequent than anybody), e.g. What they keep in those boxes is anybody’s (or anyone’s) guess; they were giving free beer to anyone (or anybody) who played; the little boy staring out of these pictures could be anyone (or anybody).

(b) any one as two words means ‘any single person or thing’, as in you can have any one you like (any you like would include the possibility of more than one). Examples: ‘We all realized this was bigger than any one of us,’ Reilly said—Boston Globe, 2009.

(c) any more, anymore. (i) Logically it would seem sensible to reserve the separated form for contexts in which the meaning is ‘even the smallest amount’ (the boy had eaten two of the apples and refused to eat any more of them) and the one-word form for the meaning ‘any longer’. But things are not as neat as that.

By and large any more is used in all areas when the meaning required is ‘even the smallest amount’. When the required meaning is ‘any longer’ there are geographical divisions. American English and other forms of English outside the UK tend to favour anymore, which is now being adopted by some British writers and publishing houses. The majority of authors and printers in the UK, however, still print any more for this second sense. Examples (all in negative contexts): (any more) There’s nothing for me in London, John, not any more—M. Wesley, 1983 (BrE); no one will know any more what history is—T. Keneally 1985 (Aust.); (anymore) he wasn’t a schoolkid anymore—M. du Plessis, 1983 (SAfr.); You seldom hear about love anymore—S. Bellow, 1987 (US); No one bats an eyelid about tattoos and piercings anymore—Cherwell Magazine, 2004 (BrE).

Contexts remain in which the words must be kept separate, e.g. Mrs Carbuncle can’t buy coal any more than the Fordyces can—New Yorker, 1987. Perhaps it is unnecessary to point out that when more modifies a following adjective any has to be a separate word, e.g. It doesn’t get any more real than when the acrid smoke from a pile of green logs in a circular stone-flanked hearth doesn’t escape from an Iron Age roundhouse—Birmingham Post, 2007.

But even in such circumstances some writers obscure the meaning by allowing the two words to merge: She was mysterious and wouldn’t tell me anymore (= anything else)—J. Winterson, 1985.

(ii) In American regional use, anymore is also used in positive constructions in the sense ‘nowadays, now’. The Dictionary of American Regional English cites examples (beginning with one of 1859) from virtually every State, e.g. We all use night-crawlers anymore; We put up quite a bit of hay here anymore; He’s hard of hearing anymore. Harry S. Truman is cited as saying, ‘It sometimes seems to me that all I do anymore is to go to funerals’.

(d) Anyhow and anyway, always written as single words, are interchangeable as adverbs, though anyway is the more frequent in OEC data by a ratio of 16:1. Examples: Anyhow I’m carving out a career there teaching the boss’s daughter to read novels—T. Keneally, 1985; I’ll prepare the list anyway, she decided, and a tentative date—B. Rubens, 1987.

(e) any way. These adverbial uses of anyway are to be distinguished from the noun phrase any way: someone approached me to ask if there was any way I could help; do it any way you like.

(f) anyplace. A markedly American adverb (= UK anywhere) first recorded in the second decade of the 20c., e.g. He’s a fine man, and he can be a pastor anyplace—Boston Globe, 2006. Even in American English, however, it is much less common than anywhere.

(g) anytime. Another characteristically American adverb (= at any time), e.g. She said she would vote for him anytime—New Yorker, 1987; Anytime you can reduce the number of people or the number of processes, you make the market more efficient—Successful Farming Magazine, 2004.

(h) anyway. See 2d-e, above.

(i) any ways, anyways. See anyways.



3 As adverb. Any can be correctly used as an adverb to emphasize a comparative adjective or adverb: they are not treated like schoolgirls any longer; he can’t play any better; she refuses to go any further. In American English, and occasionally in British English, in informal contexts, it can stand alone with the sense ‘at all’: We’re used to responsibility. Doesn’t worry us any—A. Christie, 1937; But it’s not going to help any with my exams—New Yorker, 1988.

4 Any in comparisons. A fine net of illogicality mars constructions of the types this is the most brutal piece of legislation of any passed by this government (read this is a more brutal piece of legislation than any other passed by this government), and a better book than any written by this author (read any others).



anyways, any ways. Any ways as an adverb = ‘in any way, in any respect, at all’, is used in the Book of Common Prayer (All those who are any ways afflicted…in mind, body, or estate), in AV (And if the people of the land doe any wayes hide their eyes from the men), and in many literary contexts during the last four centuries. It seems to have dropped out of standard UK use now, though it survives in regional use. It is also encountered written as one word, anyways in informal American English, e.g. So who promised this guy anything anyways?—Reader (Chicago), 1983. The use of this alternative form of anyway to mean ‘in any case, anyhow’ was marked in the OED (1885) as ‘dialect or illiterate’. In fact, it is part of North American informal or dialectal English, though not generally accepted as standard, and is often used in fiction as a means of characterization. The OEC data shows that it is not confined to North America, being quite often found also in informal British English, especially weblogs. Anyways, I’ve been a bit too verbose so far so I’ll break it down for you in 30 words— www.drownedinsound.com, 2000 (BrE); A lot of the automakers were about to go into a two-week shutdown anyways—CNN, Lou Dobs Tonight, 2003.



aorist. 
(Greek ἀóριστος ‘indefinite’.) One of the past tenses of the Greek verb, which takes its name from its denoting a simple past occurrence, with none of the limitations as to completion, continuance, etc., which belong to the other past tenses. It corresponds to the simple past tense in English, e.g. ‘he died’.



apart from. As a complex preposition, meaning ‘except for’ and ‘in addition to’, standard in the UK from the early 17c. onwards, e.g. the raven, who apart from anything else was much stronger in the air than the dove—Julian Barnes, 1989; apart from anything else, women politicians are constantly subjected to comment on their looks, criticism of their style and scepticism about their ability—Guardian, 2010. An equivalent expression used in American English from the early 19c. alongside apart from is aside from, e.g. There’s little to do aside from what Virginia refers to as ‘putting the farm to bed for the winter’—The New Farm, 2004 (AmE). The OEC data suggests that, while aside from is now common throughout the Anglosphere, apart from continues to be widely used, even in American English, e.g. Apart from him, I don’t know of anybody who ever made any particular very important mark in the world—L. Kirstein, 1986.



apartheid. There are several ways of pronouncing this Afrikaans word denoting a now—fortunately—defunct form of institutional white supremacism. The pronunciation /әˈpɑːtheɪt/ (uh-part-hayt) comes closest to the Afrikaans; but /әˈpɑːt(h)ʌɪd/ and /әˈpɑːt(h)ʌɪt/, with the -h- pronounced or silent, uh-part-hyd/-hyt, uh-par-tyd/-tyt, are also heard. No one pronunciation can be said to be more correct than any other.



apex. In scientific writing, such as botany and anatomy, the plural form apices, pronounced /ˈeɪpɪsiːz/ (ay-pi-seez) is the standard, e.g. The ovary is formed when the two carpel apices meet—OEC, 2002. In other contexts, apexes tends to be more used, e.g. Kurdistan is one of the major apexes for military operations against the Iraq army—BBC press release, 2003. See apical; -ex, -ix; latin plurals.



aphaeresis /әˈfɪәrɪsɪs/. The taking away or suppression of a letter or syllable at the beginning of a word, e.g. cute, and round for acute, and around. See aphesis.



aphesis. (Greek ἄϕεσις ‘a letting go’.) J. A. H. Murray’s term for the gradual and unintentional loss of a short unaccented vowel at the beginning of a word; as in squire for esquire, down for adown. It is a special form of the phonetic process called aphaeresis for which, from its frequency in the history of the English language, a distinctive name is useful. The corresponding adjective is aphetic.



apical. The technical adjective derived from apex is pronounced either /ˈeɪpɪk(ə)l/ or /ˈapɪk(ə)l /.



apiece. This adverb, meaning ‘to, for, or by each one of a group’, immediately follows a noun or a number: e.g. after buying his brothers a pint apiece [he] had to be content with half for himself—M. Bragg, 1969; These 145,000 highest earners have incomes that start at $1.6 million apiece—World Socialist, 2005. It should always be written as one word, although its underlying meaning explains mistakes such as *We thought we’d charge $25 a piece—Raw Vision, 2005. Conversely, the informal US adverbial phrase a piece, meaning ‘a short distance’ is written as two words, e.g. A new shop in Manset [is] down the road a piece from Wilbur’s place—Down East, 1992. It is occasionally found written as one, e.g. *so we headed to another one down the road apiece—Urban Scrawl, 2004, (NZ).



aplomb. Pronounced /әˈplɒm/, rhyming with bomb. The pronunciation /әˈplʌm/ like plum is not wrong but is now a minority one.



apocope. /әˈpɒkәpi/ (Gk ἀποκοπή ‘a cutting off’.) The cutting off or omission of the last letter or syllable(s) of a word, e.g. curio for curiosity, cinema for cinematograph; and, in more ancient times, Old English rīdan→early Middle English rīden (two syllables)→later Middle English rīde (still two syllables)→modern English ride (one syllable).



apodosis /әˈpɒdәsɪs/. The main clause in a sentence (as contrasted with the introductory clause or protasis /ˈprɒtәsɪs/), especially in a conditional sentence, as ‘If thine enemy hunger, feed him’. The apodosis is also called a matrix clause and the protasis a subordinate clause.



apology, apologia, apologue. Apology is the normal word for a regretful acknowledgement of fault or failure, an assurance that no offence was intended (I owe you an apology; he made his apologies to the chairman and left the meeting early). An apologia is a written defence or justification of the opinions or conduct of a writer, speaker, etc., the currency of the word being largely due to J. H. Newman’s Apologia pro Vita Sua, 1864. An apologue is a moral fable, like Aesop’s Fables or George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945).



apophthegm. A terse, pointed saying; a maxim. Pronounced /ˈapәθɛm/, despite the fact that leaving the ph silent conceals the derivation of the word from Gk ἀπóφθεγμα. In American English frequently spelt apothegm, a spelling that was the more usual in England till Johnson spelled apophthegm in his Dictionary.



aposiopesis /ˌәpɒsɪәʊˈpiːsɪs/ or /ˌapәʊsʌɪәʊˈpiːsɪs/. (Greek, noun of action, corresponding to a verb meaning ‘to keep silent’.)
 A rhetorical artifice, in which the speaker (or writer) comes to a sudden halt, as if unable or unwilling to proceed. Such ellipses are often the result of an emotional state of mind, e.g. ‘Well, I never’—said she—‘what an audacious’—emotion prevented her from completing either sentence—Thackeray, 1847/8. But there are many other kinds, e.g. I haven’t the foggiest [notion]; Of all the…[implying that ‘this is the worst’]; What the…!; She is in fact a—. But I refrain from saying the word.



a posteriori. (Latin, = ‘from what comes after’.)
 Pronounced /eɪ pɒˌstɛrɪˈɔːrʌɪ/, with the initial a as in hate and the final -i as in eye. It is a phrase used to characterize reasoning or arguing from known facts to probable causes. ‘The prisoners have weals on their backs, so they must have been whipped’ is an example of a posteriori reasoning. Contrasted with a priori.



apostrophe. 



A History.

B Some golden rules.
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D Possessives.

E Relinquishment of the apostrophe.








A History. The mark ’ was introduced in English in the 16c. to indicate that a letter or letters had been omitted. The apostrophe before s became regulated as an indication of the singular possessive case towards the end of the 17c., and the apostrophe after s was first recorded as an indication of the plural possessive case towards the end of the 18c. Since then gross disturbances of these basic patterns have occurred in written and printed work, as will be evident from what follows. Such instability suggests that further disturbances may be expected in the 21c.

B Some golden rules.



1 An apostrophe is required before a possessive s in the singular (the boy’s hat, the water’s edge) and after a possessive s in the plural (the boys’ gymnasium, the ladies’ maids, in four days’ time). Except that in the small group of words that do not end in -s in the plural, the plural possessive is indicated by ’s (children’s shoes, men’s boots, women’s handbags, the oxen’s hoofs).
2 It’s = ‘it is’ (see C2 below). Its (no apostrophe) is the possessive form of the pronoun it (see D5 below).

3 Errant apostrophes. From the 17c. onwards an apostrophe was often used in the plural number when the noun ended in a vowel, e.g. grotto’s, opera’s, toga’s. Since the mid-19c., grammarians have condemned this use, but it continues to appear in signs and notices, especially in shop windows (potato’s 40p a lb, paddle boat’s for hire). Henry Alford (The Queen’s English, 1864) reported, ‘One not uncommonly sees outside an inn, that “fly’s” and “gig’s” are to be let.’ This use is often called the greengrocers’ (or grocers’) apostrophe because of the frequency with which plural forms such as apple’s, cauli’s, and orange’s appear in their shops.

4 For proper names ending in -y, use s (not ’s or -ies) in the plurals (the two Germanys, two bitter Januarys, three Hail Marys).

5 ’s is an informal shortened form in both speech and writing of is (the joke’s on him), has (he’s got a knife), and us (let’s go). In informal speech only, or in writing representing it, the following can also be shortened to ’s: as (I’m sore’s hell), does (What’s he do), it is (’S that bloody comet), and that is (‘By car?’ ‘’Sright.’).

6 For the mistake Who’s turn to deliver? see who’s.


C General.


1 Abbreviations. Though once commonly used in the plural of abbreviations and numerals (QC’s, the 1960’s), the apostrophe is now best omitted in such circumstances: MAs, MPs, the 1980s, the three Rs, in twos and threes, Except that it is normally used in contexts where its omission might possibly lead to confusion, e.g. dot your i’s and cross your t’s; there are three i’s in inimical; the class of ’61 (= 1961).

2 Contractions. Apostrophes in contractions of the type I’ll = ‘I will’ should be joined close up to the letters on either side: don’t, haven’t, isn’t, shan’t, won’t; I’ll, he’ll, we’ll; I’d, he’d, she’d; I’ve, you’ve; we’re, they’re; he’s, she’s, it’s (= it is).

Apostrophes are no longer needed in cello, flu, and phone (for violoncello, influenza, and telephone) as these are now established words in their own right.

3 Special cases. An apostrophe is correct in a small number of archaic words and some modern compounds to indicate that a letter has been omitted: e’en (even), fo’c’s’le (forecastle), ne’er-do-well, o’er (over), rock ’n’ roll.

4 When an abbreviation is used as a verb, e.g. to OD on chocolate, to OK a budget, to KO an opponent, an apostrophe is inserted before the verb inflections, e.g. OD’ing, OD’s, OD’d.

5 For the use of ’d for -ed, see -ed and ’d.

6 Miscellaneous. No apostrophe in Guy Fawkes Day. ’s in St Elmo’s fire, St George’s Cross, St John’s wort, (St) Valentine’s Day. s’ in All Saints’ Day, April Fools’ Day, Presidents’ Day (q.v.).


D Possessives.

1 For the ordinary uses, see B1 above.

2 Names ending in -s. Use ’s for the possessive case in names and surnames whenever possible; in other words, whenever you would tend to pronounce the possessive form of the name with an extra iz sound, e.g. Charles’s brother, St James’s Square, Thomas’s niece, Zacharias’s car. It is customary, however, to omit the ’s when the last syllable of the name is pronounced iz (/-ɪz/), as in Bridges’, Moses’. Jesus’ is an acceptable liturgical archaism.

3 Classical names. In classical names use s’ (not s’s): Mars’, Herodotus’, Venus’. Classical names ending in -es are usually written -es’ in the possessive: Ceres’ rites, Xerxes’ fleet; similarly Demosthenes’, Euripides’, Socrates’, Themistocles’.

4 French names. Those ending in s or x should always be followed by ’s when used possessively in English, which is pronounced as a z, e.g. Rabelais’s /ˈrabәleɪz/, le Roux’s /lә ˈruːz/, Dumas’s /ˈdjuːmɑːz/.

5 Hers, its, ours, etc. An apostrophe must not be used with the possessive pronouns hers, its, ours, theirs, yours or the possessive adjective its. But an apostrophe is required in possessive indefinite or impersonal pronouns: anybody’s game, each other’s books, one’s sister, somebody else’s fault (see else 1), someone’s hat.

6 In place names and names of institutions. Use an apostrophe before the s in Arthur’s Pass (NZ), Land’s End, Lord’s Cricket Ground, The Queen’s College (Oxford), St John’s (Newfoundland), St John’s Wood (London), St Michael’s Mount (Cornwall). After the s in Queens’ College (Cambridge). Do not use an apostrophe in All Souls (Oxford), Bury St Edmunds, Earls Court, Golders Green, Johns Hopkins University (Baltimore), St Albans, St Andrews, St Kitts (Caribbean). Recent standard editions of local maps are the best guide to the correct spelling of the hundreds of names of this type. For institutions, it may be helpful to consult their website.

7 Compound proper names and complex noun phrases. These normally require an apostrophe only after the last element, e.g. The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, Faber and Faber’s address, the Queen of Holland’s crown, Lewis and Short’s Latin Dictionary, my aunt and uncle’s place, a quarter of an hour’s chat.

8 There is no agreed solution to the problem of the types (a) Hannah’s [Jamie Lee Curtis] love interest, in which the heroine Hannah in a TV film is played by an actress called Jamie Lee Curtis. The alternatives are (b) Hannah [Jamie Lee Curtis]’s, or (c) Hannah’s [Jamie Lee Curtis’s]. My preference is for type (c), but it may seem over-fussy to some.

Some other examples (drawn from American sources of 1989–90) of multiple apostrophes (or their omission) which tend to be resolved in an ad hoc manner: Wayne’s daughter Kim’s latex ear (correct); It [Burger King’s] decision was not unexpected (read Its); A former boxer ignores Gillespie’s (Carroll O’Connor) advice (read Gillespie’s (Carroll O’Connor)’s).

9 For the type the sentence’s structure, see ’s and ‐s’ and of–possessive.

10 For the type a friend of my mother’s, see double possessive.

11 For the type for appearances’ sake, for Jesus’ sake, etc., see sake.

12 For the type the Council’s abolition (= the abolition of the Council), see objective genitive.

E Relinquishment of the apostrophe. Since about 1900, many business firms, institutions, and journals have abandoned apostrophes in their titles, e.g. Barclays Bank, Citizens Advice Bureau, Diners Club, Farmers Weekly, Harrods, Mothers Pride Bread,—— Teachers Training College.

Though occasionally disapproved of, the practice can be justified as an attributive rather than possessive use of the noun (i.e. Barclays Bank is attributive, implying association with Barclays, whereas Barclays’ Bank is possessive, implying ownership by people called Barclay).

Some other names appear in various forms, with and without apostrophes, e.g. Sainsburys/Sainsbury’s. This trend towards the dropping of the apostrophe in such names and titles seems certain to continue.



appal. The standard British spelling, whereas appall is more usual in American English. The derivative forms are appalled and appalling in both countries. See -ll-, -l-.



apparatus. (Plural apparatuses). In British English pronounced /apәˈreɪtәs/, but elsewhere (especially in Australia and NZ) /-ˈrɑːtәs/ and in American English /-ˈradәs/. See -us 2.



apparent. The pronunciation /әˈparәnt/ is now the most common one, with /әˈpɛːrәnt/ (rhyming with parent) heard only occasionally, particularly in Scotland. The reverse was the case when the relevant section of the OED was issued in 1885.



appeal. In the US commonly used in legal language as a transitive verb = ‘to appeal against’, e.g. The Justice Department is considering whether to appeal Hudson’s ruling—Boston Globe, 2010. The standard equivalent in Britain is to appeal against the verdict of a lower court. However, the transitive use appears not infrequently in UK sources, especially the news, and seems to be becoming more and more common, to the chagrin of some, me included, e.g. We applied for leave to appeal Lord Justice Kennedy’s ruling and leave was denied—Bolton Evening News, 2003.



appear(ed). For its use (and also seem(ed)) with a perfect infinitive (e.g. GEC appeared to have taken a firm grip on the project), see perfect infinitive 1.



appeasement. For centuries used without discreditable or humiliating overtones in the broad sense ‘the act or process of giving satisfaction, pacification’. Even in 1920 Winston Churchill could say, with reference to Turkey, and merely as an expression of opinion worth examining, Here again I counsel prudence and appeasement. Try to secure a really representative Turkish governing authority, and come to terms with it. Since 1938, the word has acquired unfavourable overtones, because of its connection with the attempts at conciliation by concession made by Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, before the outbreak of war with Germany in 1939. It nowadays always carries the implication of making shameful or inadvisable concessions.



appendix. The recommended plural forms are appendices (in books and documents) and appendixes (in surgery and zoology). But this distinction, though a useful one, cannot be said to have been universally adopted. See -ex, -ix.



applicable. The traditional pronunciation, stressing the first syllable (recommended by Walker (1791), OED (1885), and Gimson (1977)) has largely been replaced in British English by second-syllable stress, which is the pronunciation the current OED puts first. In the US, dictionaries tend to put the traditional pronunciation first.




apposition. 1 Definition. Apposition is the placing of a noun or noun phrase beside another noun or noun phrase which shares the same grammatical function and refers to the same person or thing. In A portrait of Benjamin Disraeli, the famous statesman, was recently sold, the phrase the famous statesman is said to be in apposition to Benjamin Disraeli. The parallel elements are known as appositives. Apposition is a major feature of English, and there are many types.

In the sentence Sir James Murray, the lexicographer, was born in Hawick, the second element, the lexicographer, is in apposition to the first, Sir James Murray. Similarly, in the sentence The highest mountain in New Zealand, Mount Cook, is called Aorangi by the Maoris, the second element, Mount Cook, is in apposition to the first, The highest mountain in New Zealand. In both cases the second element syntactically duplicates the first. This is the most straightforward type of apposition in English.

2 Punctuation. Appositives may be either ‘restrictive’ (i.e. defining) or ‘non-restrictive’ (i.e. descriptive), although there is a certain amount of overlap between the two types. When apposition is non-restrictive, leaving out the information contained in the appositive does not make the sentence meaningless or ungrammatical. So, in A portrait of Benjamin Disraeli, the famous statesman, was recently sold, the appositive the famous statesman could be omitted. When apposition is restrictive, you do not separate the item in apposition with commas, but when it is non-restrictive, you do: (restrictive) the grammarian Otto Jespersen; William the Conqueror; the inventor and entrepreneur James Dyson; (non-restrictive) he picked up the goods at the warehouse, a huge complex of brightly painted buildings; she loved the paintings of Claude Monet, one of the leading exponents of impressionism.

3 The appositive element is placed first in the type ‘title or descriptive label + personal name’, e.g. Chancellor Merkel of Germany; singing sensation Jonas Kaufmann; distinctively coiffed pseudo-Scot Donald Trump. Originally US, this type of construction is now rapidly becoming adopted in all English-speaking countries, especially in newspapers.

4 Appositives can be introduced by and or or, e.g. he worked in Duke Humfrey, a section of the Bodleian Library, and arguably one of the most elegant rooms in the whole library; their political interests lay in the Gulf, or the Persian Gulf as it is often called.



appraisal. Censured by Fowler (1926) as an unnecessary invention, this word has now all but ousted appraisement, though the latter word was dominant in the 19c. and is still occasionally found, particularly in legal language. See -al. The derivative reappraisal (used especially in the phrases critical, radical, agonizing reappraisal) is a 20c. formation.



appraise, apprise. Confusion of near-sounding words or ‘minimal pairs’ is an ever-present possibility. Appraise means ‘to assess the value of (something or somebody)’: When a man is stripped of all worldly insignia, one can appraise him for what he is truly worth—C. Chaplin, 1964; The curtain of motion and colour had been momentarily lifted, so that the reality behind it could be appraised—J. Fuller, 1983; it was an interval at least long enough for him to appraise the situation—Antonia Fraser, 1988. Apprise is a rather formal or bureaucratic word and means ‘to inform, to give notice to’, and occurs normally in the construction apprise (someone) of (something). It is common in the constructions be apprised and keep someone apprised: Attlee asked the Chiefs of Staff to confirm that they were fully apprised of the shipping situation—D. Fraser, 1982; He was…annoyed that I had not bothered to apprise him of the upsetting news sooner—P. Bailey, 1986.



appreciate. 1 It is standard in British and US English to pronounce the -ci- as /ʃɪ/ (shi) not /sɪ/; the second would sound rather niminy-piminy.

2 Its normal use to mean ‘esteem at full value, acknowledge with gratitude’ (I appreciate everything that you have done to help us) is unobjectionable. So too is its use to express polite requests, e.g. it would be appreciated if you would send your invoice in triplicate. There is some justification, however, in Sir Ernest Gowers’ suggestion that it is best to avoid using the construction appreciate followed by a how or a that clause, e.g. I appreciate (better understand) how hard it is for you to make ends meet without a housing allowance; I appreciate (better realize) that you are disappointed by our failure to promote you. In other contexts the notion of sympathize is also needed, e.g. I appreciate (better sympathize with) your predicament.



apprehend, comprehend. In the meanings in which they overlap, namely as synonyms of understand, these two words denote slightly different aspects of understanding. Apprehend means to grasp or perceive, not necessarily fully, the essence or importance of something, whereas comprehend means to understand in detail an argument or statement. Both can be followed by a simple object or by a that-clause. Examples: (apprehend) She drew a breath, long enough to apprehend that he was about to step from one world into another—I. Murdoch, 1962; There are some natures too coarse to apprehend the mysteries—G. Vidal, 1962; As the mind apprehends and tries to make sense of the world, it develops ever-richer and more sophisticated concepts—J. Wolff, 2003; (comprehend) He wandered off, thinking I was round the bend, not comprehending my complete and luminous sanity—W. Golding, 1959; Speak more slowly so that we can comprehend everything you say—B. Malamud, 1966; To comprehend language fully, to assemble it correctly and to express it properly is a task that has no equal in human capability—Anthony Smith, 1984.



apprise. In the sense ‘to give notice to’ always so spelt, not -ize. See appraise; -ise 1.



apricot. Mostly pronounced with initial /eɪ-/ in Britain, but mostly as /ˈaprɪkɒt/ in American English and sometimes in Scotland.



a priori. (Latin, = ‘from what is before’.) Pronounced /eɪ prʌɪˈɔːrʌɪ/, with a as in hate and with both is as in eye, this phrase is used to characterize reasoning or arguing from causes to effects, deductively. Because they were wearing handcuffs it was obvious that they had been taken into custody and Because I’ve failed I live on her money are examples of a priori reasoning. Contrasted with a posteriori.



apropos. /ˈaprәpәʊ/. Brought into English at the time of Dryden from French à propos ‘with reference to’, apropos is now always written as one word in English and without an accent. It can be used as an adjective; Instead of answering me directly he said something (I didn’t know at the time whether it was apropos or not), the significance of which I realised only later—S. Themerson, 1951; but its main uses are (1) as a preposition, e.g. Voltaire has something to say on English irregularity too, this time apropos Shakespeare—N. Pevsner, 1956; Her voice, as has been mentioned apropos that of Boudica, was not harsh—Antonia Fraser, 1988; (2) with of, forming a compound preposition, e.g. And then I thought, apropos of my last blog entry, about gender roles—weblog, 2004 (AmE). Apropos of nothing (and informal variants such as apropos of bugger all) has become a cliché that means little more than ‘unexpectedly, out of the blue’ Apropos of nothing she declared that love must be wonderful—G. Clare, 1981; (3) occasionally, under the influence of appropriate, followed by to, e.g. Is there not a passage in John Stuart Mill apropos to this? Type (3) is not recommended.



apt. For a comparison of apt to with liable to, see liable.



aqu-, acqu-. Words beginning with these letter combinations are sometimes misspelled, e.g. *acquatic by mistake for aquatic, or *aquire for acquire. To avoid such mistakes, it may help to remember that the first part of words relating to water, such as aqualung, aquifer, aquarium, aquatic, comes from Latin aqua ‘water’, which has no letter c. (Aquiline ‘like an eagle’ comes from Latin aquila ‘eagle’). Words which are correctly spelled acqu-, such as acquaint, acquiesce, acquit, do not relate to water, and most of them were adopted in Middle English from Old French or Latin words beginning with acqu-.



aquarium. Plural aquariums or aquaria, but the first is rather more frequent. See -um 3; latin plurals.



Arab, Arabian, Arabic. 1 These three adjectives refer to different aspects of the Arabian peninsula and its peoples. Arab means a member of the Semitic people now inhabiting large parts of the Middle East and North Africa, and is also used as an adjective before a noun, e.g. the Arab people, the Arab spring, Arab philosophy; Arabian refers to Arabia, the whole peninsula between the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, including other states than Saudi Arabia, e.g. the Arabian desert, fauna, camel; and Arabic refers to the language, literature, or script of Arabic-speaking people, e.g. Arabic alphabet, literature, numerals, script.
2 Arabic is written with an initial capital in the expression Arabic numerals (the numbers 1, 2, 3, etc., as distinct from the Roman numerals I, II, III, etc.). It is written with a small initial in gum arabic, a type of gum exuded by African acacia trees.
3 The expression the Arab street, first recorded in the US in 1977, refers to popular opinion in Arab countries or communities, especially on political issues.
4 The expression street Arab, first recorded in 1853, and for about a century commonly applied to a homeless vagrant (especially a child) living in the streets of a city, is now regarded as ethnically offensive.



arbiter, arbitrator. Do these words mean the same? Though there is some overlap, they are used differently, and associate with different words. Arbiter has two closely related meanings: (a) ‘a person who settles a dispute or has ultimate authority in a matter’, in which meaning it is often modified by adjectives such as final, independent, impartial, e.g. the Secretary of State is the final arbiter; (b) ‘a person whose views or actions have influence in a particular sphere’, in which case it is often followed by of and a noun, e.g. arbiter of fashion, morality, truth. As Gowers (1965) put it, perhaps overstating the case, ‘An arbiter makes decisions of his own accord and is accountable to no one for them’. In contrast, an arbitrator is ‘an independent person or body officially appointed to settle a dispute’ e.g. the facts of the case are put to an independent arbitrator. Arbiter could not replace arbitrator in this last example; what distinguishes arbitrators from arbiters are the legal or procedural rules to which arbitrators must adhere. To quote Gowers again, ‘an arbiter acts arbitrarily; an arbitrator must not’. Examples: (arbiter) The great nineteenth-century critic and arbiter of taste, John Ruskin—L. Hudson, 1985; Harley then insisted that the tournament director, who is the ultimate arbiter at professional tournaments, be summoned—M. Hamer, 1991; (arbitrator ) Either party may apply to have the dispute referred to arbitration by the judge or by an outside arbitrator—R. C. A. White, 1985; Edward [Edward I of England] insisted on intervening in the succession dispute…not as an impartial arbitrator, but as feudal overlord of Scotland—Oxford Companion to British History, 2002. In the second example, arbiter could reasonably replace arbitrator, but the connotations of a complicated legal case would be lost.



arc (verb). The derivative forms are spelt arced and arcing, pronounced /ɑːkt/ and /ˈɑːkɪŋ/ respectively, i.e. with the medial c pronounced as /k/ despite the fact that it is followed by e and i.



archaeological, etc.
 In all varieties of English archaeological, archaeologist, and archaeology are much more common according to OEC data, even in North American English, where the forms in archeolog- are accepted variants. These forms are also used in a minority of cases outside North America.



archaism. 1 Archaisms are words and phrases that have fallen out of general use but are employed for special effect, normally in literature. These vary in effect from the gently old-fashioned or jokey (e.g. erstwhile, gentlewoman, goodly, hence, lest, methinks, perchance, quoth) to the unnatural or even unusable (e.g. peradventure, whilom).
2 Archaisms are most commonly found in allusive use in literature, e.g. If Mimi’s cup runneth over, it runneth over with decency rather than with anything more vital—Anita Brookner, 1985 (an Old Testament allusion to Ps. 23: 5.) The whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together—Iris Murdoch, 1987; (a New Testament allusion to Rom. 8:22.). Archaic word forms also occur in titles, as in The Compleat Girl (by Mary McCarthy, 1963, in allusion to Isaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler), Whitaker’s Almanack (which preserves an older spelling of almanac), and in fixed expressions such as olde worlde, e.g. Charming stone built olde worlde cottage of immense character—Rhyl Journal & Advertiser, 1976).
3 The prefix a- with a present participle (a centuries-old type of word formation) is having a new lease of life: a-basking, a-changing, etc. See a-2.
4 Words that could usefully be paint-stripped from the fresh timber to which they cling in some modern writing include albeit, anent, derring-do, nay, peradventure, perchance, quoth, surcease, twain, unbeknown(st), yea, yesteryear.

Everything depends on the skill with which such old words, spellings, and pieces of grammar are deposited in particular contexts. As Burchfield put it, perhaps a little de haut en bas, ‘like Marcel Proust’s famous madeleine cakes, they can conjure up rich memories of an older age. But they can also be as out of place as a donkey jacket worn at the Cenotaph on Remembrance Day’.



archetype. See -type.



arctic. To be pronounced as /ˈɑːktɪk/ with the first c fully in place.



ardour. In American English normally spelled ardor. See -our and -or.



are, is. when one of these is required between a subject and a complement that differ in number (e.g. these things…a scandal) the verb should normally follow the number of the subject (are, not is, a scandal). Similarly The only difficulty in Finnish is (not are) the changes undergone by the stem. see agreement 7; be 1.



aren’t I? See be 4.



areola. /əˈriːələ/, plural -lae /-liː/ (uh-ree-uh-luh, -lee) (Anatomy) a circular pigmented area, especially that surrounding a nipple. The spellings aureole and aureola from a different word meaning ‘a circle of light or brightness surrounding something, especially in art’ or ‘a corona round the sun or moon’ are occasionally used in non-scientific or erotic contexts, and are accepted as variants by ODO, e.g. breasts growing heavier and more malleable, the aureole around her nipple darkening.



argot. See jargon.



arguably. First recorded only as late as 1890, and not in the original OED, this adverb now seems indispensable. It is used as a sentence adverb (qualifying a whole clause or sentence) to mean ‘as may be shown by argument or made a matter of argument’, e.g. Arguably, this is another kind of corruption, but it was in general a very long-range bribery, and it was invariably offered in the guise of friendship—R. M. Sunter, 1986; Arguably, Pip’s search for Estella’s true identity…can be seen as a displaced search for his own identity—Essays & Studies, 1987. It is frequently followed immediately by a comparative or a superlative adjective, e.g. It is arguably one of our most successful companies—Sunday Times, 2004; Fibich was arguably worse off even than Hartmann, for he knew no one—A. Brookner, 1988.

Arguably is most appropriate in contexts that are open to genuine argument and disagreement, as in the first three examples above. In general use, however, it implies little or no argument. In principle a way of investing the opinion being expressed with greater authority, it is often hardly more forceful in effect than ‘possibly’ or ‘perhaps’. As such, it can be a useful safety net for those who are unsure of their facts or lack the courage of their conviction, as in the next example: Meet the man with the surname everyone knows, Giorgio Armani, who arguably adorns more bodies worldwide than any other living designer—Clothes Show, 1991.



argumentum ad —. The phrase argumentum ad precedes a number of Latin nouns in the accusative case, such as hominem, to denote several types of argument used in philosophy, logic, or law. Of these, the best known is argumentum ad hominem, one which attacks the character of the person making an argument rather than the argument itself. When written in full it should be in italics; but when ad hominem is used on its own, it is printed in roman, e.g. ‘an ad hominem argument’. Other types of argument include argumentum ad crumenam (purse), one touching the hearer’s pocket; argumentum ad baculum (stick) or argumentum baculinum, threat of force instead of argument; argumentum ad ignorantiam, one depending for its effect on the hearer’s not knowing something essential; argumentum ad populum, one pandering to popular fashion; argumentum ad verecundiam (modesty), one to meet which requires the opponent to offend against decorum. Also argumentum e (or ex) silentio, an argument from silence: used of a conclusion based on lack of contrary evidence.



-arily. Under American influence, in the second half of the 20c., adverbs ending in -arily (e.g. momentarily, necessarily, primarily, temporarily, voluntarily) have come to be commonly pronounced by standard British English speakers with the main stress on -ar-. All such words were traditionally pronounced in RP with the main stress on the first syllable.



aristocrat, aristocratic. There are two ways of pronouncing aristocrat, a word derived from French aristocrate, coined during the French Revolution in 1789, and first mentioned in that form in English in the same year. You can emphasize either the first syllable /ˈarɪstәkrat/ (a-ris-tuh-krat) or the second /әˈrɪstәkrat/ (uh-ris-tuh-krat). The first is still the standard one in British English. The second is the standard American pronunciation, but is fast gaining ground in Britain too, particularly among transatlantic academics and pundits. Interestingly, it was once the standard in Britain, so it could be viewed as a revival rather than an intrusion. Aristocratic is generally pronounced emphasizing the fourth syllable in British English /ˌarɪstəˈkratɪk/ (a-ris-tuh-kra-tɪk), although some speakers also emphasize the second, /əˌristəˈkratɪk/ (uh-ris-tuh-kra-tik), which is standard in American English.



arithmetic(al), geometric(al) progression mean very different things. Arithmetical progression is an equal increase between the items in the progression, e.g. the numbers 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, etc., showing an increase of 2 in each case. A geometrical increase is larger, and is one in which the ratio between successive quantities is constant, as 1, 3, 9, 27. In other words, the first involves growth (or decline) at an unchanging rate and the second at an increasing rate. Both expressions have been commandeered in general language to express a rapid rate of increase—or decrease—and Fowler (1926) went to torturous lengths to castigate their inappropriate or mistaken use. The OEC provides no evidence for arithmetic(al) progression being used hyperbolically in the way Fowler criticized, and provides several examples of geometric progression which suggest that the writers understand perfectly what it really means.



armadillo. The plural form is armadillos. See -o(e)s 8.



armour. US armor. See -our and -or.



around, round. 1 As both adverb and preposition these words are interchangeable in some contexts but not in others. In general, British English favours round and American English around. In AmE round is generally regarded as informal or non-standard and is only standard in certain fixed expressions such as all (the) year round and they went round and round in circles.
2 Around is obligatory in both varieties of English in fixed expressions such as around and about, all around (are signs of decay), she’s been around, and especially in phrasal verbs having the general meaning ‘to behave in an aimless manner’, as fool around, mess around, play around, sit around, wait around. In some of these about is also possible, but not round.
3 In BrE it is usual to say winter comes round, the wheels go round, send the book round, show me round, whereas in all these cases AmE would normally use around. In BrE contexts referring to surrounding (something or someone) around can replace round, as in she put her arm round/around him; seated round/around the table; the cheerfulness round/around her. There is, however, a general preference for round to be used for definite, specific movement, e.g. she turned round; a bus came round the corner, while around tends to be used in contexts which are less definite, e.g. she wandered around for ages, or for abstract uses, e.g. a rumour circulating around the cocktail bars.
4 BrE still tends to prefer about as a preposition meaning ‘approximately’, although around is also used, e.g. there are about/around 100 in all; come about/around 4 o’clock, whereas AmE generally prefers around.

The following are some typical examples from a wide variety of sources: (around, prep.) Jesse…moped around the house all summer—Lee Smith, 1983 (US); Coming around the farthest mark—New Yorker, 1986; around the time of his birth—S. Bellow, 1987 (US); the area around Waterloo—R. Elms, 1988 (UK); I wrapped a blanket around me—L. Maynard, 1988 (US); You know how to get all the people around the operating table—K. Russell, 1988 (UK); around that time—Julian Barnes, 1989 (UK); they stood grouped around their luggage—M. Bracewell, 1989 (UK). (round, prep.) it stood just round the corner from his father’s house—Van Wyck Brooks, a1961 (US); a map rolled up round a broom handle—J. Winterson, 1985 (UK); He looked round the table as if daring anyone to smile—D. Lodge, 1988 (UK). (around, adv.) Sir William, whom I haven’t gotten around to discussing—R. Merton, 1985 (US); Stay around till she gets back—New Yorker, 1987; Hartmann’s sunny…attitude was marvellous to have around—A. Brookner, 1988 (UK); The devices have been around awhile—USA Today, 1988; I went around to the front door—New Yorker, 1989. (round, adv.) in the end she talked me round—N. Bawden, 1987 (UK); the news had gotten round pretty fast—New Yorker, 1988.



arouse, rouse. Rouse is almost always preferred in the literal sense of ‘wake up’ and with a person or animal as object. Arouse is chiefly used with the senses ‘call into existence, occasion’, with such abstract nouns as suspicion, anger, passion, curiosity, resentment as object of the active or subject of the passive. Arouse has also been used since 1948 in the meaning of excite sexually. Perhaps because of potential confusion with this sense, it is very rarely used transitively to mean ‘wake up’, and rouse would be more suitable in I shook his arm, but failed to arouse him. Arouse is occasionally used intransitively, e.g. arousing from their slumbers the team headed for home.



arpeggio. Plural -os. See -o(e)s 4.



arrant is historically the ‘same word’ as errant, i.e. a spelling variant, and Old French errant, from which they are both derived, is itself a product of two branches, Vulgar Latin iterāre ‘to journey, travel’ and Latin errāre ‘to wander’. In English, these meanings have produced arrant, ‘complete, utter, downright’ (arrant fool, knave, liar, nonsense, etc.), and errant, ‘roving in quest of adventure’ (knight errant) and ‘astray, straying from proper behaviour, erring in opinion’ (errant children, errant husband, an errant taste in dress). The use of errant to mean ‘complete, utter’ as in errant nonsense, which is occasionally encountered, is etymologically correct but will strike most people as a mistake and is best avoided.



arrive. The absolute sense ‘to achieve success or recognition’, which is first recorded in 1889, is a borrowing from French arriver, condemned by Fowler. Since his day it has become a standard, not to say indispensable, part of English.



arsis. (Gk ἄρσις ‘lifting, raising’.)
 In classical prosody there has been much dispute as to the exact meaning of this word and readers should turn to The Oxford Classical Dictionary for elucidation. But in modern English prosody, it means ‘a stressed syllable or part of a metrical foot’ (and thus = Latin ictus), as in Tennyson’s ‘The spléndour fálls on cástle wálls’. Cf. thesis 2.



artifact, artifact. Artefact is the recommended and more common spelling of the word in British English. In American English it is merely a variant of artifact, which is much the more usual spelling (The American Indian Gallery displays artifacts such as prehistoric tools and pottery from Ohio and southwestern tribes—Article Alley website, 2005). Etymologically, artefact is the better form, as the word is derived from arte, ablative of Latin ars ‘art’ + factum, neuter past participle of facere ‘to make’, but artifact, perhaps formed by analogy with artifice and artificial, has been recorded in British as well as American sources since as far back as 1825.



artiste rhymes with feast and means ‘a professional performer, especially a singer or dancer’. It is a separate borrowing from French and not, as some people seem to think, a feminine form of artist, which has the distinct meaning of someone who works in one of the fine arts. As a blog on www.dailyartist.com puts it, ‘An artiste is something you don’t want to be, that is, if you consider yourself an artist’. Artiste, which conveys no judgment that the performance is in fact artistic, is now regarded as at best an affectation and at worst an insult; usually a word such as performer would do just as well. Examples: Distinguished people make a practice of visiting the opera, and pull rank so as to meet the artistes, especially attractive females—R. Butters, 1991; Bollywood might soon be a viable ticket to superstardom for these artistes—The Week (India), 2004.



as. 



1 as…as me or I/him or he etc.?

2 as = ‘in the capacity or role of’.

3 Omission of as.

4 as, relative pronoun.

5 as = ‘though’.

6 as from, as of.

7 as how.

8 as if, as though.

9 as per.

10 as such.

11 as to, as for.

12 as or like.

13 inelegant as as.

14 equally as.

15 as regard(s).

16 as far as.

17 as well as.








1 as…as me or I/him or he, etc.? (a) In this common type of comparison, the first as is clearly an adverb, but, when no verb follows it, the second as can be interpreted either as a preposition or as a conjunction. How it is interpreted affects the choice between me and I, etc. Your alternatives are the subject pronoun, i.e. as good etc. as I/we/he/she/they and the object pronoun as good etc. as me/us/him/her/them.

In conversation and informal writing the second pattern is standard: to say or write ‘they are faster than we’ would in most circumstances sound positively precious and mealy-mouthed. The first pattern is available for formal or highly literary uses, or if you are obliged to avoid the carping of nitpicking purists.

Both patterns are grammatically sound. In They’re as good etc. as us the second as can be regarded as a preposition, like after or before—and no one would write or say after I, before she, etc. In as good as we, the as can be considered a conjunction with the following verb left out, i.e. a case of ellipsis: = they’re as good as we are. In fiction the subject and object pronouns are used equally. The following examples convey the formality of using the subject: It was obvious that he had been consulted as well as I—G. Greene, 1965; he started to encounter kids as gifted as he, some even more so—New Yorker, 1986.

(b) The potential ambiguity of he loves me as much as my sister (= either ‘as much as my sister loves me’ or ‘as much as he loves my sister’) is best avoided by including a verb in each part of the sentence: he loves me as much as he loves my sister; he loves me as much as my sister does.

Choosing the appropriate pronoun can avoid ambiguity, as in I don’t like George as much as them (= I don’t like George as much as I like them) against I don’t like George as much as they (= I don’t like George as much as they like him).

(c) In negative constructions the first (adverbial) as can be replaced by so: not so good as us. With so, it is unusual to use the I/we/he/she/they option.



2 as = ‘in the capacity or role of’. In this meaning as is a preposition, and its uncontroversial use appears in these examples: it is as a historian that he is best known; I hear you have found a job as a nanny. But the as-clause can spell two kinds of danger: (i) it may be in the wrong place in the sentence: As a voluntary, charitable project the Government is about to charge us some £30,000 VAT for extending our premises—letter to The Times, 1988. The government is not ‘a voluntary charitable project’. Similarly, in As a 32-year career law enforcement professional, you know that I do not like being forced to release prisoners from jail—Chicago Tribune, 1988, the ‘law enforcement professional’ is ‘I’, not ‘you’. While both examples are easily understood, the grammatically dainty may turn their nose up at them, and it is a trivial matter to move the offending as-phrase to its correct position; (ii) a false antecedent is created, e.g. As a medical student his call-up was deferred—P. Fitzgerald, 1986. The ‘call-up’ was not ‘a medical student’, and the only solution is to recast the sentence: Because he was a medical student, his call-up was deferred.

3 Omission of as. (a) The board appointed him CEO or as CEO? They declared the building surplus to requirements or as surplus to requirements? There is a group of verbs to do with selecting, classifying, or viewing people and things in certain ways, such as appoint, deem, describe, elect, etc., which take an object (him, the building in the examples above) and an object complement (CEO, surplus), which may be a noun or an adjective. The question sometimes arises whether as should be used between the object and its complement. Such verbs fall into three groups: (i) as is not generally used, with one or two rare exceptions: consider, declare, deem, proclaim, pronounce, reckon; (ii) as is obligatory, although very occasionally omitted with some verbs: accept, acknowledge, characterize, choose, class, count, define, describe, designate, label, nominate, regard; (iii) both constructions are possible: appoint, elect, rate, term. Leaving as out after verbs which it normally follows or inserting it after those which it does not is unlikely to offend many people. However, it is worth noting that consider and regard are rather inflexible in this matter: we regard you as a model pupil but we consider you a model pupil. Examples of variation, all from the OEC: (count) He also counts Hagel a friend; I still count her as a friend; (label) a campaign to label the film anti-Semitic; They were labelled as a Stone Age people; (nominate) when John Kerry was making his drive to be nominated the Presidential candidate of the Democratic Party; the Kremlin’s intention to nominate Matvienko as its candidate; (rate) 95 per cent of patients rated the service excellent; Only 7% rated their health as excellent.

(b) As is sometimes dropped in informal conversation (she used to come regular as clockwork; it was soft as butter), but this is not a good practice in written English. It is also occasionally left out in standard similes (he was good as gold; (as) old as the hills).



4 as, relative pronoun. When preceded by same or such, constructions with as used as a relative pronoun are still for the most part standard: We can expect the same number to turn up as came last year; such repairs as have been made to the house are most acceptable; But it is not difficult to find contexts, especially in 19c. writing, where the same construction has a strong tinge of archaism: there was such a scuffling, and hugging…as no pen can depict—Thackeray, 1847/8. In all other circumstances, the use of as as a relative pronoun is restricted to non-standard or regional speech both in British and in American English: it’s only baronets as cares about farthings—Thackeray, 1847/8; This is him as had a nasty cut over the eye—Dickens, 1865; There’s plenty as would like this nice little flat, Mr. E.—A. Burgess, 1963; You’re the kind as’ll never know it—R. Elms, 1988.

5 as = ‘though’ As is used in the same way as though in concessive clauses such as much as I like them and good as they may seem, in which a contrary statement follows: good as they may seem, I have known much better ones. In American English, and increasingly in British English, an initial as is added to the first clause, making it like a comparison. Despite having a long pedigree, this structure is largely a reintroduction into BrE and can still jar. These two examples show the difference: As poor as they are, the fashion sense here blows my mind—Independent, 2008; There was a call waiting from Yordan. Late as it was, I reached him in Madrid—B. Gordon, 1999.

6 as from, as of. The formula as from is used in contracts to indicate the date from which certain items or clauses are to take effect. This use is reasonable if it is retrospective: e.g. The rate of payment is increased by 5% as from the 1st of September last. For present and future dates the as is superfluous. Thus your redundancy takes effect from today (rather than as from today); your membership of the Club will become valid on 1 January next (rather than as from 1 January next).

Phrases of the type as of now, as of today, etc., first recorded in the work of Mark Twain in 1900, are now well established in standard English in the UK and elsewhere. It is worth noting, however, that some people dislike as of now. Examples: I’m resigning from the committee as of now—D. Karp, 1957; As of last term, Oxford has a new centre for the performing arts—Oxford Mag., 1986; As of today, I do not believe Tebbit has enough votes to win—J. Critchley, 1990.

This use of as of has led to the widespread use of the rather illogical or tautological phrase as of yet, e.g. I haven’t sized up the market as of yet—Computer Technology Review, 2000; There are no plans as of yet for further expansion—OEC, 2002. In the first example, a simple yet is enough; in the second, so far or as yet would be preferable.

7 as how. Is a UK and US dialectal conjunction meaning that and used to introduce a clause. Historically, it has been used in literature to convey an impression of less than refined speech. Nowadays, it appears most often in the phrases being as how, seeing as how. In US English in particular it can follow the verb allow, is not considered non-standard by MWCDEU, and is not uncommon. Examples: Seeing as how the captain had been hauling him over the coals—F. Marryat, 1833; The doctors came and said as how it was caused all along of his way of life—Bret Harte, 1871 (US); Just across the border here into Texas, the folks figured as how it was the thing to do to join the Union—1949 in DARE; Chelsea allowed as how her father and she had gone outside—NYT, 2008. See also being as (how), being (that), seeing.

8 as if, as though. (a) Historical strictures aimed at as though can be ignored. These two phrases are largely interchangeable, but as if is rather more frequent, and more natural in exclamations, e.g. as if I would!

(b) (i) When an as if clause indicates that something is hypothetical, uncertain, or not factually true, there is sometimes a choice between were or was, i.e. as if I was/were and as if he/she/it was/were. When the statement introduced by as if is very hypothetical or uncertain, the subjunctive form were is preferable. But when the uncertainty is less marked, or not present at all, the indicative form was should be used. Examples: (were) It was rather as if the capital city were a vast pan—A. N. Wilson, 1985; It was as if Sally were disturbed in some way—A. Brookner, 1986; It isn’t as if I were a novelist or a private detective—OEC, 2004; (was) There was a silence, as if he was searching for something to say—A. Guinness, 1985; And, as if this wasn’t challenge enough—OEC, 2000; I’m not sure why he’s so funny—though he’s got decent material, it’s not as if he’s a comic genius—DVD Verdict, 2003.

(ii) As though operates in a similar manner. Examples: (were) He was looking at her as though she were for sale—A. Thomas Ellis, 1985; His body felt as though he were trembling, but he was not—B. Moore, 1987; (was) The Faithful had gone back to their chorus sheets as though nothing was happening at all—J. Winterson, 1985; He devoured all, exhausted, as though his life was in danger—A. S. Byatt, 1987.

(iii) There is a further distinction. As if and as though are followed by the past tense when the verb refers to an unreal possibility, i.e. when the statement introduced by as if or as though is untrue or unlikely, e.g. It’s not as though he lived like a Milord—E. Waugh, 1
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