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Preface

There may be a smidgeon of truth in the proposition that those who read books on usage don’t need them, and those who need them don’t heed them. But in the rich broth that is the English language there is always something new and worthy of attention bubbling to the surface. Rules that once seemed inviolable may be challenged and found wanting. A preposition is placed at the end of a sentence and a television series set in Outer Space dares to boldly split an infinitive, yet the world keeps turning. New words arrive to keep pace with changes in everyday life. The ubiquitous computer spawns download, app, iPad and other newcomers by the dozen. Old words find their meanings extended – a clinch, as well as being a romantic embrace, becomes a birdwatcher’s triumph when it means ‘the sighting of a rarity’. Other words pass out of fashion. It may be a loss to the language, but who nowadays, outside Scotland, where traditions die hard, uses anent to do the job of about, regarding or concerning?

Just over 100 years ago, George Bernard Shaw observed that it was impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth without making some other Englishman despise him. Shaw had accents in mind, for when he wrote Pygmalion, the way people spoke was a clear indication of their background, education and standing in society. The importance of pronunciation as a marker of social standing began to diminish fairly rapidly in the Sixties, though it is unlikely to vanish altogether until there is some sensational development – such as having an Archbishop of Canterbury who speaks with a Brummie accent. Today’s more pressing need is for guidance on usage, the way people choose words and string them together.

Among those offering guidance there are two schools of thought: the descriptive and the prescriptive. Those in the descriptive camp point out that English is ever-changing. Otherwise, we would still be speaking Latin, or some language even earlier. Words, they say, come in time to mean whatever the vast majority of speakers intend and use them to mean. Examples: prevent, which when it first came into the language meant ‘precede, come before’ now means ‘to stop something from happening’; prestige, originally referring to trickery and sleight of hand, is now associated with admiration and renown; and to resent at one stage meant ‘to show strong feelings’ – even if these were feelings of gratitude.

Those in the prescriptive camp insist that the rules and conventions of language are there for a good reason: to ensure that what we say and write is exactly what we mean and will be fully understood. Relaxing the rules opens a door to confusion. If, as in some parts of the country, a boy in need of a pencil asks: ‘Can I lend your pencil?’ he is saying the exact opposite of what he intends. So is a politician who announces: ‘We cannot underestimate the importance of clamping down on tax dodgers.’

Choose the Right Word recognises the value of both viewpoints. It explains the rules but also points out those occasions when they can safely be ignored. Careful speakers and sticklers for tradition will find sound advice on how to stay within the lines, while those who prefer their speech and writing to be more relaxed will discover when they can step outside the lines without any risk of being misunderstood – or even, if earlier attitudes return, of being despised. For example, a statement such as ‘hopefully we will meet tomorrow’ will raise hackles among traditionalists, but the usage is now so widespread that it has become acceptable in all but the most formal contexts. The book does not, however, hand out blanket approvals. No matter how many people think that enormity is a synonym for ‘huge’ and use it as such, this is still a mistake, at least in British English.

Oh, and one more thing. We see no reason why a work of reference should be hard work for the user. So we have tried to be entertaining as well as informative.

Robin Hosie

Vic Mayhew
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abjure/adjure

These words are easily confused because they are so close in the written form and in sound. To avoid any error, think of their Latin prefixes: ab-meaning ‘away’ and ad- meaning ‘towards’. In both cases, -jure carries the idea of a decision so serious that it carries almost the force of taking a solemn oath in court. To abjure strong drink, for example, is to turn away from it. And to adjure somebody to carry out an action is to beseech or earnestly command that person to do what you require.

accommodation

Remember when spelling this word that it has two c’s and two m’s.

accuse

It should go without saying that an accusation is not a proof. Even a notorious gossip who is accused of breaking a secret may, for once, be totally innocent. In such a case, an accuser who jumped to unjustified conclusions would be likely at the worst to face social embarrassment. But an over-hasty assumption of guilt in a matter involving criminal activity could have more serious consequences: a heavy fine or even a jail sentence. Any action or statement that is held to seriously impede or prejudice the outcome of a trial is regarded as contempt of court.

Judges take a severe view if they and their courts are held in contempt – not so severe today, however, as they did in the past. In 1949 Sylvester Bolam, editor of the Daily Mirror, was given a four-month prison sentence because a Mirror headline suggested that a man held by the police was guilty before his trial had even started. The headline was ‘Vampire – Man Held’ and the man in question was John George Haigh, who became notorious as the acid-bath murderer. He was found guilty and was sentenced to death. This did not alter the fact that Bolam was sent to prison for contempt.

AD, BC, CE

In the Western tradition, years are numbered from what is generally accepted as the birth date of Jesus. The initials AD, standing for Anno Domini (in the year of the Lord), are placed before the year, as in AD 374. BC, short for Before Christ, comes after the year, as in 490 BC. If it is obvious which period the writer has in mind, there is no need to specify AD or BC: The First World War began in 1914.

When referring to centuries, it is not always necessary to specify AD, but if used it is placed, like BC, after the date: The earliest known code of law dates back to Hammurabi, who became king of Babylonia in the 18th century BC. Attila the Hun, who spread terror throughout the Roman Empire in the 5th century AD, was spoken of as ‘The scourge of God’. The Black Death spread misery across Europe in the 14th century. The initials CE (Common Era) and BCE (Before the Common Era) are sometimes used by those who believe that references to AD and BC may upset non-Christians.

adequate

The word means ‘sufficient for its purpose’, so to describe something as adequate enough amounts to saying it is sufficient enough.

adjacent/adjoining

The distinction between these two words is sometimes blurred, which is a pity because it can be useful.

TEST YOURSELF

A.   The hotel has a snooker room adjacent to/adjoining the main dining room.

B.   This attractive country house, which dates from the seventeenth century, now has an indoor swimming pool with adjacent/adjoining changing rooms.

ANSWERS

A.   Adjoining if it is possible to walk from the dining room straight into the snooker room. Adjacent if the two rooms are close but not so close that you could walk out of one directly into the other.

B.   Adjoining if the changing rooms are beside the pool. Adjacent if they are simply close to it.

Usage Tips

[image: image]   If two buildings are physically joined to each other, they are adjoining – handily, a word that points you in the right direction because it already contains join.

[image: image]   If two or more objects lie close together, but not so closely as to be contiguous, they are adjacent.

adjure See abjure

advertisement

The stress falls on the second syllable: advertisement. Shifting it to the third, and saying advertisement, so that the stressed syllable rhymes with wise, is frowned upon in Britain. In America, advertisement is the preferred pronunciation.

advise

So long as advice is given, advise presents no problem. But if all you are doing is passing on information, avoid such phrases as I have to advise you. It is enough to say I have to tell you – unless you are a lawyer. Lawyers and members of a few other professions tend to find that giving advice commands a higher fee than merely telling. If you want to sound official, try I have to inform you.

adviser/advisor

There is a widespread belief that adviser is the British spelling and advisor is American. In fact, both spellings are acceptable in both countries. Advisor, which is probably a back-formation from advisory, is gaining ground in Britain. Be aware, though, that this spelling is still disliked by traditionalists.

affect/effect

These are tiny rocks, but countless writers have stubbed a toe on them.

TEST YOURSELF

A.   No matter how many times I ask my 14-year-old son to stop banging away on his drums it seems to have no affect/effect whatsoever.

B.   Whatever Mary decides to do will not affect/effect Daphne’s decision.

C.   When Elizabeth I chastised the Earl of Essex by boxing his ears, this in affect/effect set him on the path that led to treason and ultimately to his execution.

D.   The Olympic skater affected/effected a perfect double axel.

E.   The soldier was put on a charge because he affected/effected a limp in an attempt to avoid guard duty.

F.   This cold weather is affecting/effecting my cough.

G.   Despite the evidence, many people still believe that, because of the Coriolis Affect/Effect, water always runs down the plughole clockwise in the northern hemisphere and counter-clockwise in the southern.

ANSWERS

A.   Effect

B.   Affect

C.   Effect

D.   Effected

E.   Affected

F.   Affecting

G.   Effect

Usage Tips

[image: image]   Effect can be either a noun or a verb. As a noun, it means result, outcome or consequence – all of which can, when appropriate, be used in its place. As a verb, effect means to perform, or bring about.

[image: image]   Affect, which is almost always used as a verb, means to have an influence on, to stir the emotions or to pretend. The soldier in sample sentence E, for instance, was only pretending to have a limp. The adjective affected, meaning insincere, as in an affected manner, arises from this connection with pretence. The noun form of affect has a specialised meaning in the field of psychology.

agenda

There may still be some sticklers for tradition who believe that agenda, which began life as the plural of the Latin agendum, should remain plural and not be used in the singular. But the word is now well established as being singular, so it is fully acceptable to say, for instance: ‘The meeting should not last long, since there’s only one item on the agenda.’ Agenda has even acquired a plural of its own: agendas. See also data.

ageing/aging

Both spellings are acceptable, but ageing is more commonly used in Britain and aging is standard in America.

aitch

It might save a good deal of embarrassment if English were to follow French and Italian and effectively banish the aspirated h from the spoken language. For the time being, though, leaving out the aspirates when voicing that ‘In Hereford, Hertford and Hampshire, hurricanes hardly happen’ remains a clear and usually undesirable marker of the speaker’s education and upbringing. As the Oxford English Dictionary puts it: ‘The correct treatment of initial h in speech has come to be regarded as a kind of shibboleth of social position.’

It can be just as revealing to add an aitch that is not meant to be pronounced – as in hour, honour or honest. There are also a few times when an initial aitch can be either aspirated or dropped, depending on personal preference and on which does most for the flow of a sentence. It is acceptable to speak of a hotel or an hotel, of a historic occasion or an historic occasion, to leave your horse, supposing you are rich or lucky enough to have one, in the care of a hostler or an ostler.

In the Republic of Ireland, and among Irish Catholics generally, aitch is pronounced haitch without any reflection on the social status of the speaker.

CURIO CORNER


 

A brief history of alcohol

Since alcohol is forbidden to Muslims it seems odd that the word had its origin among the sands of Arabia. But initially it had no connection with drink. In Arabic, al-kohl refers to a fine metallic powder, used to make a woman’s eyes more attractive by darkening the eyelids. The word kohl came to be applied to other forms of powder and eventually, in the West, to liquids too. From liquids to strong drink was a short step – though, if taken too often, an unsteady one.



albeit

This synonym for even though and although is so rarely encountered these days outside legal documents that it is in danger of becoming archaic. This would be a pity, albeit that the word has also come to sound a little pompous.

alibi

This word’s application has been extended beyond its original meaning – sometimes too far.

TEST YOURSELF

A.   Sam didn’t get into work yesterday but he had a good alibi: there was a strike and all the trains had stopped running.

B.   The gangster rounded up potential witnesses, made them offers they couldn’t refuse and coached them in what he hoped would give him an unshakeable alibi.

C.   If the police call around and start asking about that break-in at No. 25, can I use you as my alibi?

D.   The prosecution case collapsed after three witnesses in turn alibied the prisoner in the dock.

ANSWERS

A.   Alibi is neither needed nor appropriate. Try reason or excuse.

B.   Alibi is used correctly.

C.   Alibi is acceptable, but only just.

D.   Alibi is a noun, not a verb. Substitute ... provided alibis for ...

Usage Tips

[image: image]   Nobody can be in two different places at the same time so a convincing alibi, originally a Latin word conveying the message ‘I was elsewhere’, can provide the perfect defence against any accusation. It would be a loss to the language if this meaning were to be watered down by using the word as if it implied no more than reason, excuse, defence or explanation. Any of these would be a better choice than alibi in Sentence A.

[image: image]   The extension of alibi to mean the person providing one, as in Sentence C, just about squeezes in as being acceptable.

[image: image]   It is not acceptable in formal speech or writing to turn alibi into a verb, though it might be taking pedantry too far to object to such a use in everyday speech.

all right/alright

Here’s a rare case of two words being better than one. Better, that is, in the sense that all right is generally accepted as the correct usage. It used to be said that it was not all right to write alright, but that advice is beginning to look old-fashioned. If growing numbers of people persist for long enough in what others regard as an error, the ‘mistake’ can shoulder aside the ‘correct’ version. We accept such words as already and always, goes the argument, so why baulk at alright? Even so, careful writers will remain loyal to the two-word spelling for some time yet.

all together/altogether

When a tug-of-war team digs in their toes and pulls as one man they are all together. Used as a single word, altogether becomes an intensifier. If the tug-of-war team wins they will be altogether delighted and, if their strenuous efforts lead to their collapsing in a heap, they will be altogether exhausted.

allusion/illusion

The first is a meaningful reference: Some self-made men are proud of their humble origins and keep mentioning them for the sake of effect, but others resent any allusion to the poverty that drove them to strive for success. The second is a delusion, an erroneous perception, belief or conclusion – as in illusions of grandeur.

almond

The first syllable is pronounced aah, and the full word is aah-m’nd. In some parts of the country, however, it is not uncommon for the l to be sounded: al-m’nd. This is acceptable as regional speech, but not as standard English.

alternate/alternative

In British English the distinction is clear enough: an alternative means that a choice is on offer, whereas alternate means taking turns. In America there is a growing tendency for the two words to be interchangeable.

TEST YOURSELF

A.   Faced with an unyielding attitude on the part of management, the printers felt they had no alternative/alternate than to go on strike.

B.   The driver was clearly drunk, for he was veering over to either side of the road alternatively/alternately.

C.   When faced with a decision between two unappealing courses of action, there’s always the third alternative/choice of doing nothing.

D.   The dancers tried alternate/alternative routines in a desperate bid to impress the judges.

ANSWERS

A.   Alternative is correct, but than is suspect. Say other than or but.

B.   Alternately.

C.   Careful speakers prefer choice.

D.   Alternative is correct in both British and American English, although some American authorities would also allow alternate.

Usage Tip

[image: image]   Traditionally, an alternative offered a choice between no more than two possibilities. Some authorities still advise following this rule, but they appear to be fighting a losing battle. Nevertheless, if you want to avoid upsetting the traditionalists, say choice rather than alternative when faced with more than two options.

Americanisms

Henry Fowler (1858–1931), in his day and for decades afterwards an unchallengeable authority on British usage, believed that Americanisms were foreign words and should be treated as such. His brother Francis, also a prominent lexicographer, agreed and so did the overwhelming majority of the British people. There is still a lingering prejudice in Britain against importing words and phrases from the other side of the Atlantic. Yet, with the help of the powerful trio of Hollywood, TV sitcoms and pop music lyrics, many such imports find fertile soil in these islands. More often than not, British English has been enriched by American imports. And some supposed Americanisms are simply British words, returning like prodigal sons to the land of their birth.

A nation’s vocabulary, arising as it does out of the experiences of its people, can provide a valuable insight into that nation’s life. In America’s case the picture that emerges is one of a confident, inventive, sometimes unruly nation, bent on success and living in a land full of opportunities. Words and phrases that bear out this claim include:

[image: image]   From nature and the land: blizzard, prairie, highway, bullfrog, rattlesnake, watershed, oxbow.

[image: image]   From science and invention: telephone, bulldozer, parking meter, hydrant, bi-focals, brainstorm.

[image: image]   From sport and entertainment: ballpark, fan, show business, movies, jazz, slapstick, wisecrack, sideshow, disc jockey, vaudeville, stunt, rodeo, grandstand (when used as a verb).

[image: image]   From the world of crime: gangster, mobster, hoodlum, stick-up, private eye.

[image: image]   From food and drink: hot dog, hamburger, cocktail, chewing gum.

[image: image]   From business and politics: tycoon, credit card, jackpot, grand (1,000), gerrymander, caucus, extraordinary rendition, probe.

[image: image]   Words about people: boyfriend, girlfriend, sex appeal, lipstick, teenager, dude, crank, sissy, gold-digger, highbrow, lowbrow, bogus, phoney, hefty, scrawny, rookie, maverick (derived from the name of a Texan who rounded up unbranded cattle).

[image: image]   Returning prodigals: Fall (Autumn), cabin, guess (in the sense of suppose), reckon (suppose), quit, raise (children).

A number of Americanisms have established themselves in the British vocabulary without ousting the British incumbents. When elections come round, some politicians will stand for office, in the traditional way, while others will run, in the more energetic-sounding American style. The British lorry shares our roads with the American truck. The expression No way! no longer sounds strange to British ears. A football player who puts on a flamboyant show to invite applause and adulation after scoring a goal may well be accused of grandstanding.

A considerably larger number of American words have so far failed to establish a foothold in Britain. When it comes to personal transport, as distinct from commercial, our motorists are so patriotic that they might as well be waving flags. Their luggage, golf clubs and spare wheels are stored in a boot, not in a trunk. The noise of their car’s engine is quietened by a silencer, not a muffler. They polish the wings, not the fenders. When they fill up – those who can afford to do so, that is – petrol goes into their tanks, not gasoline. Passengers on a rail journey depend on the alertness of the train driver not the engineer, and air travellers, showing varying degrees of weariness and impatience, wait in a queue rather than stand in line.

Outside the house, we walk on pavements, not sidewalks and shop at a chemist’s not a druggist’s. At home, babies’ nappies are changed, not their diapers. Young boys wear short trousers rather than knee pants, and munch biscuits, not cookies. At breakfast they will spread jam on their bread, not jelly. For jelly, not jello, is a special treat at children’s parties. And the wobblier the better.

Houses in Britain have post codes, not zip codes. Friends keep in touch on mobile phones, not cell phones. The last letter of the alphabet is pronounced zed, not zee, and what is sometimes referred to as the smallest room in the house is the toilet, the lavatory or the loo, not the washroom or the bathroom.

Most of us feel comfortable with the language we began to learn at our mothers’ knees, then spoke, heard and in many cases read every day as we were growing up. This explains why British attitudes towards Americanisms are determined largely by age.

These attitudes fall into three main groups: the die-in-the-last-ditch traditionalists; the go-with-the-flow middle-of-the-roaders; and the cutting-edge trendies. The traditionalists see no reason why a good British word or phrase
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artefact/artifact
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ask (a big ask)


authoritative/authoritive/authoritarian


awesome
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