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INTRODUCTION

Who’s or whose? Disinterested or uninterested? Ameliorate or alleviate? Is there anybody who hasn’t at some point had to consider, when faced with a choice between these or other similar-sounding words, which one will better convey the required shade of meaning? Or, more simply, hasn’t stopped to wonder which word is the right one?

All of us, in practice, choose the language which we use. And we choose all the time, whether consciously or not. The expressions in an e-mail will be different from those used in a formal letter; the words said in the pub aren’t necessarily the same as the words heard in the workplace. Almost everybody adjusts the register of his or her language, according to circumstances and company. A lot of this may be instinctive, but it is an instinct which is constantly being modified and refined. We learn about the words we use as we go along.

English is a wealthy language. The number of words available to any speaker or writer of it comfortably exceeds half a million, at least in theory. Anybody who has a working knowledge of just 5% of that total can claim to have an extensive vocabulary, much more than is needed for everyday purposes. Buried in this great heap of words are many duplicates or near-duplicates, terms that mean the same or almost the same as other terms. And, more deceptively, there are words that look or sound as though they mean the same as others. This book is a guide to some of the most frequent and interesting confusables in English – or confusibles (there’s a choice here too).

Anybody who writes about English usage needs to face the question: Does it matter? Is the misuse – or abuse – of language truly important? We generally manage to make our meaning clear, even if our vocabulary is pretty basic, perhaps especially if it is pretty basic. Are slips of the tongue where one says less instead of fewer, or uncertainties about whether to write phase or faze really significant? Sometimes, the answer must be no. Your listener or reader may not care about any mistake, may not even notice any mistake. But, of course, the reverse is also true. That listener or reader may notice, may care.

I wouldn’t, however, want to base a defence of correct usage solely on what others might think – that makes the whole business too nervy and defensive. Speaking and writing English is about communicating with others, naturally, but much of the benefit of using language well is for the sake of the user. There is a great increase in confidence and, yes, an increase in pleasure in saying what one wants to say, in having a firm grasp of the intricacies of vocabulary – or some of the intricacies, since there will always be that other half a million words or so to get familiar with. And English does not become much more intricate or tangled than in the area of confusables.

There are several reasons why all of us confuse words, whether often or occasionally. It may be no more than a matter of spelling (advice/advise) or uncertainty about which way round a term applies (reliable/reliant). At other times the distinction between expressions may be subtle (defective/deficient) or hard to pin down (recourse/resource). And there is yet another category where people assume a difference but where, in practice, none exists (stanch and staunch; inoculate and vaccinate). Confusables have always existed, of course, but reliance on the spellchecker, and the general speeding-up of the publishing process, mean that we see more and more confused spellings and usages in print.

Of course, the words in Who’s Whose? are just the tip of the iceberg. Or – thinking of those half million or more still to go – the tip of the tip. But this is the part which is the most visible.

The entries in this book are organised alphabetically, sometimes with the more familiar form/spelling coming first (e.g. bizarre/bazaar). An opening sentence or two helps to outline the reason(s) why the two or more terms are mixed up. The main part of each entry defines the terms, with examples generally drawn from the newspapers, although with a few from other sources such as fiction. (Where I have not found particular usages I have made up examples.) At the end of each entry is an Embarrassment rating which rates – on a scale from nil (represented by [image: image]) through moderate (represented by [image: image]) to high (represented by [image: image]) – the ‘seriousness’ of confusing the words under discussion. And finally, under the heading of How to avoid, there is some guidance on telling the confusables apart, how to avoid writing one for the other, etc. In some cases the guidance may perhaps be trickier to recall than the original words, and I would always suggest that, in cases of doubt, the user should consult a dictionary or a reference book like this one rather than struggle with memory aids. Sometimes, the best advice that can be given over English usage is simply: be careful. And the next best is: use a dictionary. It helps, too, to be aware of words which are likely to cause you, or others, problems.

The newspapers which I have gone to for examples – mostly of correct use but sometimes of misuse – are The Times, the Guardian, the Daily Telegraph, the Independent, and occasionally the Daily Mirror and the Sun. In looking for right and wrong usage, I haven’t deliberately picked on the broadsheet papers (incidentally, at least two of these are now in the process of rebranding themselves as compacts, an interesting choice of word since it distinguishes them in style if not in size from the tabloids). It is rather that this end of the press is more accessible, not least through the excellent websites of the Guardian and the Telegraph. It is also that, in the nature of things, the style and range of prose used in the broadsheets tend to be more ambitious than that found in the tabloid press. They are therefore handier as a source of illustrations.

In some examples, an [image: image] has been used to indicate a usage which is better avoided, i.e. a slight mistake; a double [image: image] to show a usage which should be avoided, i.e. a serious mistake. The correct version appears [in squared brackets] alongside.

Philip Gooden
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ABUSE or MISUSE


Two words which have a considerable overlap of meaning. Different contexts require the use of one rather than the other.



Of the two, abuse is the more serious term, constantly appearing in phrases like child abuse or abuse of power. To abuse means to ‘make bad use of’. As noun or verb it can describe the physical (usually sexual), verbal or psychological mistreatment of others. When applied to drink and drugs, the word suggests an excessive, uncontrolled intake of the substance in question (arguably, people should really refer to alcohol misuse, but abuse is more attention-grabbing):

… new ‘drinking warehouses’ and superpubs are fuelling a culture of alcohol abuse. (Daily Telegraph)

To misuse is to ‘use for the wrong purpose’. The two words are often used interchangeably but there can be a useful distinction. To use a book as a doorstop is a misuse of it as an object, but to take the contents of that book and deliberately misrepresent what the author is saying would be an abuse of it. Another distinction is that an abuse is generally a conscious action while a misuse may be committed unawares. It’s more forgivable, as in this example:

… it is not uncommon for any of us to misuse language when hoping to convey a truth. (Daily Telegraph)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] To accuse someone of misusing something is a lot less offensive than accusing them of abuse, especially now that the word is so frequently linked to children.

How to avoid: Most people are very sensitive to the overtones of abuse, and will instinctively shy away from the word unless they feel it is really justified. This is particularly so in professional (i.e. social work) circles where, for example, substance abuse has now become misuse.

ACCEPT or EXCEPT


Probably because of the tendency in spoken English to pronounce the opening vowels similarly, these two words are occasionally confused despite having almost opposed meanings.



To accept is to ‘receive’:

I accepted her kind offer of help.

The less common verb to except means to ‘take out’, to ‘exclude’:

He was excepted from the criticism which the rest of the committee earned.

(Except is also a preposition meaning ‘not including’.)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] This is a fairly elementary mistake because accept and except (as a preposition) are so much part of everyday use.

How to avoid: Go back to the related noun forms, acceptance and exception. These should guide you to the appropriate verb.

ACETIC or ASCETIC


Two words quite easily confused in their spelling. And, perhaps at some subconscious level, the vinegary sense of one suggests the self-punishing sense of the other!



Acetic defines a ‘type of acid’ which, in a diluted form, is vinegar:

You can sweeten onions even more by rinsing them in vinegar: the acetic acid in it will mask the remaining sulphur compounds. (Guardian)

The adjective ascetic means ‘denying oneself bodily pleasure for moral or religious reasons’. Somebody who lives like this full-time is an ascetic.

So you cut out coffee, cigarettes, carbohydrates, dairy products, red meat – anything to keep up the ascetic high. (Guardian)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] Even if the words are misspelled, the context will generally make the meaning clear.

How to avoid: The chemical term, acetic, has the same first two letters as ‘acid’. Ascetic is connected to a self-denying outlook.

ACQUIESCE, ASSENT or AGREE


These three words occupy the same sort of area but have different shades of meaning.



To acquiesce is to ‘consent without showing opposition’:

He acquiesced in the plans although he had no part in making them.

To assent has a slightly formal tone to it and means to ‘comply’, to ‘agree to’ (usually without much eagerness). Agree covers these two senses but also extends to more positive meanings: to ‘be of one mind with’, ‘be compatible with’.

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] But a careful writer/speaker can convey enthusiasm – or the lack of it – by the right choice among these words.

How to avoid: There is perhaps not much to avoid here. It’s more a matter of degrees of enthusiasm. Acquiesce and assent are terms more likely to occur in writing than speech (where they could sound pompous), and anyone using them on paper is likely to be aware of their shades of meaning. Agree can be conveniently neutral when put in writing, whereas we all know that, when spoken, it can convey anything between eagerness and a grudging acceptance.

ACTIVE or PROACTIVE


The choice between this pair of closely connected words has more to do with fashion than meaning.



There’s something about proactive which sets my teeth on edge. A few years ago proactive was a buzzword, an unwelcome newcomer on the fringes, but it has made the transition into ordinary English, or at least as ordinary as the English you find in officialese. I can’t believe that many people use it in everyday conversation – and am not sure they’d be worth listening to if they did – but reluctantly I have to admit that proactive has its place. Not as a synonym for ‘very active’, which is sometimes how it’s used (with the underlying thought of ‘You may be active but I’m proactive’), but in the sense of ‘instigating change’ or ‘acting without being prompted’. The word is really the counterpart of ‘reactive’, as it is used here:

Online recruitment may be a growth area, but few people believe it will replace traditional methods of finding a job through word of mouth, recommendation or even contacting a company direct. It’s likely these kinds of proactive job-seeking will always have the edge because the internet remains a reactive way of finding work. (Guardian)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] Nil, unfortunately. If you move in the kind of circles where proactivity is desirable, then you’ll win brownie points by employing it wherever you can.

How to avoid: Don’t use proactive unless you have to.

ACTOR or ACTRESS


One of a group of word-pairs describing professions (see below for other examples) where the neutral form has traditionally been reserved for the male sex. The problem comes with the ‘feminine’ form of each pair, use of which is frequently seen now as not PC.



The tendency is to avoid words that designate the sex of the person carrying out a particular job, thus ‘firefighter’ is preferred to ‘fireman’. An actor describes a person who acts on stage, film or TV, irrespective of sex:

First, there is the fact that she is generally considered an extremely bad actor indeed – chronic, even. (The Times)

(The difference between ‘actor’ and ‘star’ would make for an interesting little excursion – not all actors have star quality, but most stars refer to themselves as actors when they want to be taken seriously.)

Other art forms are also home to unisex terms like ‘author’, ‘poet’, ‘sculptor’. There are feminine forms of some of these terms (‘authoress’, ‘poetess’) but they not only sound out of date but have a slightly patronising air, as if the women were merely dabbling in the activity. Even in ballet, the feminine ‘ballerina’ has generally been replaced by ‘dancer’. In those few areas where men and women have long been on a more equal footing, the feminine form may sometimes be retained – waiter/waitress; steward/stewardess; headmaster/headmistress – although, as far as the last two are concerned, there is a preference now for the sexually unrevealing ‘flight attendant’, and ‘principal’ for the head of a school. Job advertisements, wary of accusations of discrimination, may also announce that they are looking for strange, hybrid beings called ‘waitpersons’ or ‘postpersons’. One of the fields where the sex difference still holds is the host/hostess distinction. ‘Hostess’ leads a kind of double life: ultra-respectable at a dinner party but slightly sleazy in a clip-joint or nightclub. ‘Host’ can be used for either sex, however.

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] When it comes to actors, it depends if you’re talking to a luvvie or a serious actor. The latter might just be offended, I suppose.

How to avoid: Play safe and refer to all artistic practitioners by the neutral form: actor, sculptor, etc. But it’s difficult to believe that many people would naturally say ‘waitperson’ rather than ‘waitress’.

AD HOC or AD LIB


Both of these Latin expressions are concerned with things done at short notice, and are sometimes treated as though they are interchangeable. They’re not.



Ad hoc means ‘(organised) for a particular purpose’ rather than being permanent. Ad hoc arrangements tend to be makeshift:

No longer would massed-start races, on open roads from town to village and back again, be organised in that ad hoc way, without permanent facilities or even the vaguest notion of safety precautions. (Daily Telegraph)

Ad lib (from ad libitum – ‘at will’) means ‘spontaneous’, ‘unrehearsed’. It generally applies to off-the-cuff speakers, who will get a reputation for ad-libbing if they make a habit of it:

On stage, he was a seasoned raconteur and ad lib humorist. (Daily Telegraph)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] Anyone who knows enough to use these two phrases should be able to distinguish between them.

How to avoid: Ad-libbing is generally connected with speech/performance so some association between ‘lib’ and ‘lip’ might be helpful. Ad hoc is almost always tied to structures, arrangements, committees, etc.

ADOPTED or ADOPTIVE


A pair of words that describe different sides of the same process, the second being less familiar than the first.



Adopted applies to the person who is being adopted (or to the plan, suggestion, etc.):

The adopted children were likely to go through great … turmoil. (Guardian)

Adoptive describes those who are doing the adopting – this word can only be applied to those adopting children, not to the children themselves:

They faced the prospect of being caught between adoptive parents worried that the adoption may be overturned and birth parents … (Guardian)

Embarrassment rating: [image: image] But confusion may result if you get them the wrong way round: to characterise a couple as adopted would mean that they themselves have been adopted, and the term would tell you nothing about the status of their children.

How to avoid: Think which side of the coin you’re looking at and choose accordingly. The ‘-ive’ suffix tends to imply active (thus, those who do the adopting).

ADVERSE or AVERSE


Two adjectives with a one-letter difference, both carrying a general sense of ‘against’.



The adjective adverse means ‘opposing’ or ‘unfavourable’:

Adverse weather conditions delayed the ferry crossing.

Averse means ‘reluctant’, ‘unwilling’, and generally describes people’s responses:

Averse for years to anything so sweaty as ‘live’ performance, the Pet Shop Boys compensated in the late 1980s with the Discovery tour. (Guardian)

Averse is very often coupled with ‘not



ADVICE or ADVISE












AFFECT or EFFECT




















AFFLICT or INFLICT











AGGRAVATE or ANNOY











ALIBI or EXCUSE











ALLEVIATE or AMELIORATE












ALLOT, A LOT or ALOT









ALL RIGHT or ALRIGHT











ALLUSION, ILLUSION or DELUSION













ALTAR or ALTER








ALTERNATE or ALTERNATIVE

















ALTERNATIVE or DILEMMA









ALTOGETHER or ALL TOGETHER












AMBIGUOUS or AMBIVALENT












AMEND or EMEND












AMIABLE or AMICABLE











AMNESTY or MORATORIUM











AMONG, AMONGST or BETWEEN









AMORAL or IMMORAL











ANNEX or ANNEXE












ANOINT or APPOINT











ANTICIPATE or EXPECT











ANXIETY or ANGST











APOLOGIA or APOLOGY










APPRAISE or APPRISE












ARBITER, ARBITRATOR or MEDIATOR













ARCHETYPE or STEREOTYPE













ARDENT or ARDUOUS












AROMA or ODOUR











AROUSE or ROUSE













AS IF or LIKE












ASSUMPTION or PRESUMPTION













ASSURE, ENSURE or INSURE














AUGER or AUGUR









AURAL or ORAL












AUTHORISED, AUTHORITARIAN or AUTHORITATIVE














AVENGE or REVENGE
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