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A Note on Presentation

To impose a consistent system of presentation in a work of this sort can result in the pages of the book being littered with italics, quotation marks or other typographical devices. Bearing this in mind, I have employed a system that I hope will be easy on the reader’s eye as well as easy to follow.

Within each entry, the entry word and any other similarly derived or closely connected words are italicized only when the sense would seem to require it. Other words and phrases – synonyms, antonyms, correct/incorrect alternatives, etc. – are set within quotation marks, but again only when the sense requires it. In both cases, where there is no ambiguity, no typographical device is used to distinguish the word.



Introduction

When I first put together The Penguin Dictionary of Troublesome Words, in 1983, I was a diligent young subeditor on The Times, and it was a fundamental part of my job to be sensitive to and particular about points of usage. It was, after all, why they employed me, and I took the responsibility seriously.

So seriously, in fact, that when I realized that there were vast expanses of English usage – linguistic Serengetis – that I was not clear about at all, I wrote to a kindly editor at Penguin Books named Donald McFarlan and impetuously suggested that there was a need for a simple guide to the more confusing or problematic aspects of the language and that I was prepared to undertake it. To my astonishment and gratification, Mr McFarlan sent me a contract and, by way of advance, a sum of money carefully gauged not to cause embarrassment or feelings of overworth. Thus armed, I set about trying to understand this wonderfully disordered thing that is the English language.

As I observed in the first edition, the book that resulted might more accurately, if less convincingly, have been called A Guide to Everything in English Usage That the Author Wasn’t Entirely Clear About Until Quite Recently. Nearly everything in it arose as the product of questions encountered during the course of daily newspaper work: should it be ‘fewer than 10 per cent of voters’ or ‘less than 10 per cent’? Does someone have ‘more money than her’ or ‘than she’?

The answers to such questions are not always easily found. Seeking the guidance of colleagues is, I discovered, dangerous: raise almost any point of usage with two journalists and you will almost certainly get two confident but entirely contradictory answers. Traditional reference works are often little more helpful because they so frequently contradict one another or are a trifle crotchety or assume from the reader a familiarity with the intricacies of grammar that is – in my case, at any rate – generous. Because of such difficulties, many users of English continue to make usage decisions based on little more than durable superstitions and half-formed understandings. Many, for example, doggedly abjure split infinitives in the conviction that it endows their sentences with superior grammar. (It does not.) Others avoid ‘hopefully’ as if it were actively infectious and instead write the more cumbrous ‘it is hoped’ to satisfy an obscure point of syntax that, I suspect, few of them could elucidate. Too often for such people the notion of good English has less to do with expressing ideas clearly than with making words conform to some arbitrary pattern.

But at the same time, anything that helps to bring order to the engaging unruliness that is our language is, almost by definition, a good thing. Just as we all agree that clarity is better served if ‘cup’ represents a drinking vessel and ‘cap’ something you put on your head, so too, I think, the world is a fractionally better place if we agree to preserve a distinction between ‘its’ and ‘it’s’, between ‘I lay down the law’ and ‘I lie down to sleep’, between ‘imply’ and ‘infer’, ‘forego’ and ‘forgo’, ‘flout’ and ‘flaunt’, ‘anticipate’ and ‘expect’, and countless others. The purpose of this book remains to try to explain such distinctions as succinctly and clearly as I am able.

No one, least of all me, has the right to tell you how to organize your words, and there is scarcely an entry in the pages that follow that you may not wish to disregard sometimes and no doubt a few that you may decide to scorn at all times. If you wish to say ‘between you and I’ or to use ‘fulsome’ in the sense of lavish, you are entirely within your rights and can certainly find ample supporting precedents among many distinguished writers. But you may also find it useful to know that such usages are at variance with that eccentric, ever-shifting corpus known as Good English.

Some 60 per cent of the material in the book is new. This is not, alas, because I am now 60 per cent better informed than I was eighteen years ago. In fact, very nearly the reverse. I can’t begin to tell you (or at least I prefer not to tell you) how many times while reviewing the original text I found myself thinking: ‘Why, I didn’t know that. I’ve been making that mistake for years.’ The revisions herein consist largely of elaborations on much that I had forgotten I once knew, and additions concerning matters that have come to my attention since. In an alarmingly real sense, the alternative title now could be Even More Things in English Usage That the Author Wasn’t Entirely Clear About Until Quite Recently.

As in the earlier editions, most of the entries that follow are illustrated with questionable usages from leading British and American publications, and I should point out that the frequency with which some publications are cited has less to do with the quality of their production than with my own reading habits. I have also not hesitated to cite errors committed by the authorities themselves. It is of course manifestly tactless of me to draw attention to the occasional lapses of those on whom I have so unashamedly relied for guidance. My intention in so doing is not to embarrass or challenge them but simply to show how easily such errors are made, and I trust they will continue to be taken in that light.

It is to those authorities – most especially Philip Howard, Sir Ernest Gowers, the incomparable H. W. Fowler and the late Theodore Bernstein – that I am most indebted. I am also deeply grateful to my wife, Cynthia, for her inexhaustible patience and excellent sandwiches (among rather a lot else); to Donald McFarlan, wherever he may now be; to Tony Lacey of Penguin; to my agent and good friend Carol Heaton; and to Keith Taylor and Donna Poppy for their patient and devoted editing of the original and revised manuscripts. To all of them, thank you.

Bill Bryson, April 2001
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A

a, an. Do you say ‘a hotel’ or ‘an hotel’? ‘A historian’ or ‘an historian’? The convention is to use a before the aspirated ‘h’ (a house, a hostage) and an before a silent ‘h’. An is indisputably correct before just four words beginning with ‘h’: hour, honest, honour and heir. Some British authorities also allow an before hotel, historian, heroic and hypothesis, but most prefer a.

Errors with the indefinite article become especially common when numbers are involved, as here: ‘Cox will contribute 10 percent of the equity needed to build a $80 million cable system’ (Washington Post). Make it an. Similarly, a is unnecessary in the following and should be deleted: ‘With a 140 second-hand wide-bodied jets on the market, the enthusiasm to buy anything soon evaporated’ (Sunday Times).

abbreviations, contractions, acronyms. Abbreviation is the general term used to describe any shortened word. Contractions and acronyms are types of abbreviation. A contraction is a word that has been squeezed in the middle, so to speak, but has retained one or more of its opening or closing letters, as with Mr for Mister and can’t for cannot. An acronym is a word formed from the initial letter or letters of a group of words: radar for radio detecting and ranging, and NATO for North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Abbreviations that are not pronounced as words (IBM, TUC, ITV) are not acronyms; they are just abbreviations.

Whether to write NATO or Nato is normally a matter of preference or house style. American publications tend to capitalize all the letters of abbreviations, even when they are pronounced as words. In Britain, generally the convention is to capitalize only the initial letter when the abbreviation is pronounced as a word and is reasonably well known. Thus most British publications would write Aids and Nato (but probably not Seato). Confusing the issue is the fondness of commercial enterprises for employing typographical novelty in their titles, giving themselves names such as 3i, EXcell or PricewaterhouseCoopers. Whether to respect these quirks is often a problem. As a rough rule, I would suggest that a company’s orthographic eccentricities should be noted, possibly even observed, but never overindulged. Just because a company chooses to put a backward letter into its title or to spell its name in small capitals does not entitle it to become a distraction in print.

For abbreviations of all types, try to avoid an appearance of clutter and intrusiveness. Rather than make repeated reference to ‘the IGLCO’ or ‘NOOSCAM’, it is usually better to refer to the abbreviated party as ‘the committee’, ‘the institute’ or whatever other word is appropriate.

Finally, a separate source of puzzlement, particularly for those of us who grew up outside Britain and the Commonwealth, is the question of when to put a full stop at the end of an abbreviation – whether, for instance, to write in or in. for inch or Capt or Capt. for Captain. The custom is that when the last letter of the abbreviation is the last letter of the full word – that is, when it is a contraction – no punctuation is added, but when the abbreviation stops in the midst of the full word, a full stop is required. Thus one writes Dr, Mr and St for Doctor, Mister and Street (or Saint), but Prof., in., and Capt. for Professor, inch and Captain. When such words are made plural, an ‘s’ is normally added to the abbreviation, but the abbreviation remains punctuated as if it were still singular. Thus you would write 2 ins. for two inches, but 2 yds for two yards.

accessible. Not -able.

accidentally. Misspelled all too often, as here: ‘Moranis’s absentminded professor accidently zaps his kids down to Lilliputian proportions’ (Independent).

accommodate. One of the most misspelled of all words. Note -mm-.

accompanist. Not -iest.

acidulous, assiduous. Acidulous means tart or acid. Assiduous means diligent.

acolyte. Not -ite.

acoustics. As a science, the word is singular (‘Acoustics was his line of work’). As a collection of properties, it is plural (‘The acoustics in the auditorium were not good’).

acronyms. See ABBREVIATIONS, CONTRACTIONS, ACRONYMS.

activity. Often a sign of prolixity, as here: ‘The warnings followed a week of earthquake activity throughout the region’ (Independent). Just make it ‘a week of earthquakes’.

acute, chronic. These two are sometimes confused, which is a little odd as their meanings are sharply opposed. Chronic pertains to lingering conditions, ones that are not easily overcome. Acute refers to those that come to a sudden crisis and require immediate attention. People in the Third World may suffer from a chronic shortage of food. In a bad year, their plight may become acute.

AD anno Domini (Latin), ‘in the year of the Lord’. AD should be written before the year (AD 25) but after the century (fourth century AD), and is usually set in small caps. (See also ANNO DOMINI and BC.)

adage. Even the most careful users of English frequently, but unnecessarily, refer to an ‘old adage’. An adage is by definition old.

adapter, adaptor. The first is one who adapts (as in a book for theatrical presentation); the second is the device for making appliances work abroad and so on.

adaptor. See ADAPTER, ADAPTOR.

adjective pile-up. Many journalists, in an otherwise commendable attempt to pack as much information as possible into a confined space, often resort to the practice of piling adjectives in front of the subject, as in this Times headline: ‘Police rape claim woman in court’. Apart from questions of inelegance, such headlines can be confusing, to say the least. A hurried reader, expecting a normal subject–verb–object construction, could at first conclude that the police have raped a claim-woman in court before the implausibility of that notion makes him go back and read the headline again. No reader should ever be required to retrace his steps, however short the journey. Although the practice is most common in headlines, it sometimes crops up in text, as here: ‘His annual salary is accompanied by an up to 30 per cent performance bonus’ (Observer). The ungainliness there could instantly be obviated by making it ‘accompanied by a performance bonus of up to 30 per cent’.

administer. Not administrate.

admit to is nearly always wrong, as in these examples: ‘The Rev. Jesse Jackson had just admitted to fathering a child with an adoring staffer’ (Baltimore Sun); ‘Pretoria admits to raid against Angola’ (Guardian headline); ‘Botha admits to errors on Machel cash’ (Independent headline). Delete to in each case. You admit a misdeed, you do not admit to it.

advance planning. The advance in advance planning is always redundant. All planning must be done in advance.

adverse, averse. ‘He is not adverse to an occasional brandy’ (Observer). The word wanted here was averse, which means reluctant or disinclined (think of aversion). Adverse means hostile and antagonistic (think of adversary).

aerate. Just two syllables. Not aereate.

affect, effect. As a verb, affect means to influence (‘Smoking may affect your health’) or to adopt a pose or manner (‘He affected ignorance’). Effect as a verb means to accomplish (‘The prisoners effected an escape’). As a noun, the word needed is almost always effect (as in ‘personal effects’ or ‘the damaging effects of war’). Affect as a noun has a narrow psychological meaning to do with emotional states (by way of which it is related to affection).

It is worth noting that affect as a verb is nearly always bland and almost meaningless. In ‘The winter weather affected profits in the building division’ (The Times) and ‘The noise of the crowds affected his play’ (Daily Telegraph), it is by no means clear whether the noise and weather helped or hindered or delayed or exacerbated the profits and play. A more precise word can almost always be found.

affinity denotes a mutual relationship. Therefore, strictly speaking, one should not speak of someone or something having an affinity for another, but rather should speak of an affinity with or between. When mutuality is not intended, ‘sympathy’ would be a better word. But it should also be noted that a number of authorities and many dictionaries no longer insist on this distinction.

affright. Note -ff-.

Afrikaans, Afrikaners. The first is a language, the second a group of people.

Afrikaners. See AFRIKAANS, AFRIKANERS.

agenda. Although a plural in Latin, agenda in English is singular. Its English plural is agendas (but see DATA).

aggravate in the sense of ‘exasperate’ has been with us at least since the early seventeenth century and has been opposed by grammarians for about as long. Strictly, aggravate means to make a bad situation worse. If you walk on a broken leg, you may aggravate the injury. People can never be aggravated, only circumstances. Fowler, who called objections to the looser usage a fetish, was no doubt right when he insisted the purists were fighting a battle that was already lost, but equally there is no real reason to use aggravate when ‘annoy’ will do.

aggression, aggressiveness. ‘Aggression in US pays off for Tilling Group’ (Times headline). Aggression always denotes hostility, which was not intended here. The writer of the headline meant to suggest only that the company had taken a determined and enterprising approach to the American market. The word he wanted was aggressiveness, which can denote either hostility or merely boldness and assertiveness.

aggressiveness. See AGGRESSION, AGGRESSIVENESS.

aid and abet. A tautological gift from the legal profession. The two words together tell us nothing that either doesn’t say on its own. The only distinction is that abet is normally reserved for contexts involving criminal intent. Thus it would be careless to speak of a benefactor abetting the construction of a church or youth club. Other redundant expressions dear to lawyers include ‘null and void’, ‘ways and means’ and ‘without let or hindrance’.

Aids is not correctly described as a disease. It is a medical condition. The term is short for acquired immune deficiency syndrome.

airlines. ‘It is thought the company may also be in exploratory talks with another US carrier, Alaskan Airlines’ (The Times). It’s Alaska Airlines. ‘It was found only a few miles from where a Swiss Air jet crashed two years ago’ (Boston Globe). It’s Swissair. Perhaps because they so commonly merge or change their names, airlines are often wrongly designated in newspaper reporting. The following are among the more commonly troublesome:



Aer Lingus

Aerolíneas Argentinas

AeroMexico

AeroPéru

Air-India (note hyphen)

AirTran Airlines (formerly ValuJet Airlines)

Alaska Airlines

All Nippon Airways (not -lines)

Delta Air Lines (note Air Lines two words)

Iberia Airlines (not Iberian)

Icelandair

Japan Airlines (Airlines one word, but JAL for the company’s abbreviation)

KLM Royal Dutch Airlines (normally just KLM)

LanChile

Sabena Belgian World Airlines (normally just Sabena)

Scandinavian Airlines System (normally just SAS)

SriLankan Airlines

Swissair

United Airlines (Airlines one word, but UAL for the company’s abbreviation)

US Airways (formerly USAir, one word)

Virgin Atlantic Airways




‘Alas! poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio’, is the correct version of the quotation from Hamlet, which is often wrongly, and somewhat mysteriously, rendered as ‘Alas poor Yorick, I knew him well’.

albumen, albumin. Albumen is the white of an egg; albumin is a protein within the albumen.

albumin. See ALBUMEN, ALBUMIN.

alias, alibi. Both words derive from the Latin root alius (meaning ‘other’). Alias refers to an assumed name and pertains only to names. It would be incorrect to speak of an impostor passing himself off under the alias of being a doctor.

Alibi is a much more contentious word. In legal parlance it refers to a plea by an accused person that he was elsewhere at the time he was alleged to have committed a crime. More commonly it is used to mean any excuse. Fowler called this latter usage mischievous and pretentious, and most authorities agree with him. But Bernstein, while conceding that the usage is a casualism, contends that there is no other word that can quite convey the meaning of an excuse intended to transfer responsibility. Time will no doubt support him – many distinguished writers have used alibi in its more general, less fastidious sense – but for the moment all that can be said is that in the sense of a general excuse, many authorities consider alibi unacceptable.

alibi. See ALIAS, ALIBI.

allay, alleviate, assuage, relieve. Alleviate should suggest giving temporary relief without removing the underlying cause of a problem. It is close in meaning to ‘ease’, a fact obviously unknown to the writer of this sentence: ‘It will ease the transit squeeze, but will not alleviate it’ (Chicago Tribune). Allay and assuage both mean to put to rest or to pacify and are most often applied to fears. Relieve is the more general term and covers all these meanings.

allegory. See FABLE, PARABLE, ALLEGORY, MYTH.

alleviate. See ALLAY, ALLEVIATE, ASSUAGE, RELIEVE.

all intents and purposes is colourless, redundant and hackneyed. Almost any other expression would be an improvement. ‘He is, to all intents and purposes, king of the island’ (Mail on Sunday) would be instantly made better by changing the central phrase to ‘in effect’ or removing it altogether. If the phrase must be used at all, it can always be shorn of the last two words. ‘To all intents’ says as much as ‘to all intents and purposes’.

all right. A sound case could be made for shortening all right to alright, as many informal users of English do already. Many other compounds beginning with all have been contracted without protest for centuries, among them already, almost, altogether and even alone, which originally was all one. And certainly even in the most respected papers alright crops up from time to time, as here: ‘You came away thinking: “The guy’s alright” ’ (Observer); ‘The engine cuts out and someone says: “Poor chap, I hope he will be alright” ’ (The Times). English, however, is a slow and fickle tongue, and alright continues to be looked on as illiterate and unacceptable, and consequently it ought never to appear in serious writing.

All Souls College, Oxford. Not Souls’, etc.

all time. Many authorities object to this expression in constructions such as ‘She was almost certainly the greatest female sailor of all time’ (Daily Telegraph) on the grounds that all time extends to the future as well as the past and we cannot possibly know what lies ahead. A no less pertinent consideration is that such assessments, as in the example just cited, are bound to be hopelessly subjective and therefore have no place in any measured argument. For a similar problem with futurity, see also EVER.

allusion. ‘When the speaker happened to name Mr Gladstone, the allusion was received with loud cheers’ (cited by Fowler). The word is not, as many suppose, a more impressive synonym for ‘reference’. When you allude to something, you do not specifically mention it, but leave it to the reader to deduce the subject. Thus it would be correct to write, ‘In an allusion to the President, he said: “Some people make better oil men than politicians” ’. The word is closer in meaning to ‘implication’ or ‘suggestion’.

along with. See TOGETHER WITH, ALONG WITH.

altercation. ‘Three youths were injured in the altercation’ (Chicago Tribune). No one gets physically hurt in an altercation. It is a heated exchange of words and nothing more.

although. See THOUGH, ALTHOUGH.

ambidextrous. Not -erous.

ambiguous, equivocal. Both mean vague and open to more than one interpretation. But whereas an ambiguous statement may be vague by accident or by intent, an equivocal one is calculatedly unclear.

amid, among. Among applies to things that can be separated and counted, amid to things that cannot. Rescuers might search among survivors, but amid wreckage.

among. See AMID, AMONG; BETWEEN, AMONG.

amoral, immoral. Amoral describes matters in which questions of morality do not arise or are disregarded; immoral applies to things that are evil.

an. See A, AN.

and. The belief that and should not be used to begin a sentence is without foundation. And that’s all there is to it.

A thornier problem is seen here: ‘The group has interests in Germany, Australia, Japan and intends to expand into North America next year’ (The Times). This is what Fowler called a bastard enumeration and Bernstein, with more delicacy, called a series out of control. The defect is that the closing clause (‘intends to expand into North America next year’) does not belong to the series that precedes it. It is a separate thought. The sentence should read: ‘The group has interests in Germany, Australia and Japan, and intends to expand into North America next year’. (Note that the inclusion of a comma after ‘Japan’ helps to signal that the series has ended and a new clause is beginning.)

The same problem is seen here: ‘Department of Trade officials, tax and accountancy experts were to be involved at an early stage in the investigation’ (Guardian). And here is being asked to do two jobs at once: to mark the end of a series and to join ‘tax’ and ‘accountancy’ to ‘experts’. It isn’t up to it. The sentence needs to say: ‘Department of Trade officials and tax and accountancy experts …’. This reluctance by writers to supply a second and is common but always misguided.

Andersen, Hans Christian, for the Danish writer of children’s tales. Not -son.

androgenous, androgynous. The first applies to the production of male offspring; the second means having both male and female characteristics.

androgynous. See ANDROGENOUS, ANDROGYNOUS.

and which. ‘The rights issue, the largest so far this year and which was not unexpected, will be used to fund expansion plans’ (The Times). And which should almost always be preceded by a parallel which. The sentence above would be unexceptionable, and would read more smoothly, if it were changed to: ‘The rights issue, which was the largest so far this year and which was not unexpected …’. Occasionally the need for euphony may excuse the absence of the first which, but such instances are rare and usually the omission is no more than a sign of slipshod writing. The stricture applies equally to such constructions as and that, and who, but which and but who. (See also THAT, WHICH.)

annex, annexe. In British usage, annex is the verb spelling and annexe the noun spelling. In American usage, annex is the preferred spelling for both.

annexe. See ANNEX, ANNEXE.

anno Domini (Latin), in the year of the Lord (cap. ‘D’ only). (See also AD.)

annual, a year. It is surprising how often both crop up in the same sentence, as here: ‘Beecham Soft Drinks, which will have joint annual sales of £200 million a year …’ (Guardian). Choose one or the other obviously.

another. ‘Some 400 workers were laid off at the Liverpool factory and another 150 in Bristol’ (Daily Telegraph). Strictly speaking, another should be used to equate two things of equal size and type. In this instance it would be correct only if 400 workers were being laid off in Bristol also. It would be better to write ‘and 150 more [or others] in Bristol’.

antecedence, antecedents. Antecedence means precedence; antecedents are ancestors or other things that have gone before.

antecedents. See ANTECEDENCE, ANTECEDENTS.

antennae, antennas. Either is correct as the plural of antenna, but generally antennae is preferred for living organisms (‘a beetle’s antennae’) and antennas for man-made objects (‘radio antennas made possible the discovery of quarks’).

antennas. See ANTENNAE, ANTENNAS.

anticipate. ‘First-year losses in the video division were greater than anticipated’ (The Times). To anticipate something is to look ahead to it and prepare for it, not to make a reasonable estimate, as was apparently intended here. A tennis player who anticipates his opponent’s next shot doesn’t just guess where it is going to go, he is there to meet it. In the example above, the use of the word is contradictory. If the company had anticipated the losses, it wouldn’t have found them larger than expected.

anxious. Since anxious comes from anxiety, it should contain some connotation of being worried or fearful and not merely eager or expectant. You may be anxious to put some unpleasant task behind you, but, unless you have invested money in it, you are unlikely to be anxious to see a new play.

any. A tricky word at times, even for the experts: ‘This paper isn’t very good, but neither is any of the others in this miserable subject’ (Howard, The State of the Language). A useful principle is to make the verb always correspond to the complement. Thus: ‘neither is any other’ or ‘neither are any of the others’.

anybody, anyone, anything, anyway, anywhere. Anything and anywhere are always one word. The others are normally one word except when the emphasis is on the second element (e.g., ‘He received three job offers, but any one would have suited him’).

Anybody and anyone are singular and should be followed by singular pronouns and verbs. A common fault – so common, in fact, that some no longer consider it a fault – is seen here: ‘Anyone can relax, so long as they don’t care whether they or anyone else ever actually gets anything done’ (Observer). So long as they gets anything done? The problem, clearly, is that a plural pronoun (‘they’) is being attached to a singular verb (‘gets’). Such constructions may in fact be fully defensible, at least some of the time, though you should at least know why you are breaking a rule when you break it. For a full discussion, see NUMBER (4).

any more, any time. Both are always two words.

anyone. See ANYBODY, ANYONE, ANYTHING, ANYWAY, ANYWHERE.

anything. See ANYBODY, ANYONE, ANYTHING, ANYWAY, ANYWHERE.

any time. See ANY MORE, ANY TIME.

anyway. See ANYBODY, ANYONE, ANYTHING, ANYWAY, ANYWHERE.

anywhere. See ANYBODY, ANYONE, ANYTHING, ANYWAY, ANYWHERE.

Apennines for the Italian mountain range. Note -nn- in middle.

appendices, appendixes. Either is correct.

appendixes. See APPENDICES, APPENDIXES.

appraise, apprise. ‘No decision is likely, he said, until they had been appraised of the damage’ (Sunday Times). The word wanted here was apprise, which means to inform. Appraise means to assess or evaluate. An insurance assessor appraises damage and apprises owners.

appreciate has a slightly more specific meaning than writers sometimes give it. If you appreciate something, you value it (‘I appreciate your concern’) or you understand it sympathetically (‘I appreciate your predicament’). But when there is no sense of sympathy or value (as in ‘I appreciate what you are saying, but I don’t agree with it’), ‘understand’ or ‘recognize’ or the like would be better words.

apprise. See APPRAISE, APPRISE.

approximate means ‘near to’, so very approximate ought to mean ‘very near to’. Yet when most people speak of a very approximate estimate, they mean a very tentative one, not a very close one. Gowers, in The Complete Plain Words, roundly criticized the usage as loose and misleading, but Fowler classed it among his ‘sturdy indefensibles’ – words and phrases that are clearly illogical, and perhaps even lamentable, but are now so firmly entrenched that objections become pointless. In this, I believe, Fowler was right.

Where the authorities do find common ground is in the belief that approximate and approximate to are cumbersome and nearly always better replaced by something shorter. No need to write ‘We were approximately 12 miles from home’ when you could make it ‘about’ or ‘almost’ or ‘nearly’.

a priori, prima facie. Both generally refer to evidence and thus are sometimes confused. Prima facie means ‘at first sight’ or ‘on the surface of it’, and refers to matters in which not all of the evidence has been collected but in which such evidence as there is points to certain conclusions. A priori refers to conclusions drawn from assumptions rather than experience.

apt. See LIABLE, LIKELY, APT, PRONE.

Aran Island and Aran Islands (Ireland) but Isle of Arran (Scotland). The sweater is spelled Aran.

Aran Islands. See ARAN ISLAND and ARAN ISLANDS.

arbitrate, mediate. The functions of these two words differ more than is sometimes appreciated. Arbitrators are like judges in that they are appointed to hear evidence and then to make a decision. Mediators are more like negotiators in that they shuttle between opposing sides trying to work out a compromise or settlement. They do not make judgements.

Difficulties sometimes also arise in distinguishing between an arbitrator and an arbiter. Whereas an arbitrator is appointed, an arbiter is someone whose opinions are valued but in whom there is no vested authority. Fowler summed up the distinction neatly: ‘An arbiter acts arbitrarily; an arbitrator must not’.

argot. See JARGON, ARGOT, LINGUA FRANCA.

aroma does not apply to any smell, but only to pleasant ones. Thus ‘the pungent aroma of a cattleyard’ (Washington Post) is wrong.

Arran, Isle of. See ARAN ISLAND and ARAN ISLANDS.

artefact, artifact. The first spelling is generally preferred in Britain, the second in America, but either is correct. In either case, it is something shaped by human hand and not merely any very old object, as was apparently thought here: ‘The team found bones and other artefacts at the site’ (Guardian). Bones are not artefacts. The word is related to artifice, artificial and artisan, all of which imply a human contribution.

artifact. See ARTEFACT, ARTIFACT.

as. See LIKE, AS.

as … as. ‘Housing conditions in Toxteth may be as bad, if not worse than, any in Britain’ (Observer). The problem here is what is termed an incomplete alternative comparison. If we remove the ‘if not worse’ phrase from the sentence, the problem becomes clearer: ‘Housing conditions in Toxteth may be as
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