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				a priori

				“Setting an a priori date for the event, however, would be dangerous.”

				—UNITED NATIONS PRESS RELEASE

			

			The United Nations has fallen into a common trap…and you Kant really blame them. Ever read philosopher Immanuel Kant and his Critique of Pure Reason? We haven’t either, and thus begins most of the confusion with a priori for nonphilosophers.

			It seems like everyone except for a few Kantians thinks that a priori is a fancy way of saying “prior” or “beforehand,” as in the example above. It isn’t. Yes, a priori in the original Latin means “from the former” or “in advance.” But thanks to Kant and other philosophers, it now means something more specific and confusing in English and other modern languages.

			Loosely speaking, a priori means “knowledge or things that we already know, not based on experiment, but deduced from axioms,” i.e., knowledge that is accepted or established. In other words, you can have a priori knowledge of mathematical notions like 2+2=4 (Socrates had a famous demonstration of this when he showed how an illiterate slave implicitly “understood” geometry), but you can’t have a priori knowledge of the results of a football game because you don’t know which team will score and how often. (And just to be technical, Kant says that our knowledge of mathematics is both a priori and synthetic. But let’s not go there.) On the other hand, a posteriori, which also comes from Latin, means “what comes after” and is used in philosophy to mean reasoning from known facts, experiments, or experience. Our advice: unless you’re a philosopher, don’t use either.

			a priori (adj): based on axiomatic reasoning and deduction

			
				abjure / adjure

				“[Joanne] Stepaniak offers a code of vegan ethics: (1) Vegans are sensitive to issues of suffering, (2) vegans value awareness of all life forms, (3) vegans adjure violence, and (4) vegans expand the principle of harmlessness.”

				—THE RHETORIC OF FOOD

			

			Violent vegans?

			Adjure means “to require, often under oath, to earnestly urge.” So vegans adjuring violence means they’re getting their pitchforks ready and sharpened for an attack.

			Doubtful, whatever you may think of veganism. The authors (we hope) meant abjure, which means “to solemnly reject or renounce.” So vegans are not on the rampage, but instead are rejecting violence.

			It’s an important distinction, of course. The difference between abjure and adjure is simple—it’s all a matter of going toward or going away from. (Both words are from Latin, as are 28.34 percent of all English words, according to a survey by the compilers of the Shorter Oxford Dictionary. How’s that for specificity!) The “jure” part of both words is from jurare (to swear an oath). The big question is, are you going away from the oath or moving toward making it? Ab- in Latin is a prefix meaning “away,” so abjure is walking away from swearing an oath, renouncing a solemn promise, or rejecting something. Ad- in Latin is a prefix meaning “to,” so adjure means “to require, urge, or command,” as in requiring someone to adhere to the oath he or she made.

			Confusing abjure and adjure is easy. That’s probably why both words so often appear on the SATs, GMATs, and other standardized tests. And, except for students of Latin, it’s also easy to forget the difference once those horrible days of test taking are happily in the past. But it’s just a matter of ad- (to) and ab- (away).

			abjure (v): to renounce solemnly

			adjure (v): to earnestly request someone to do something

			
				abrogate / arrogate

				“The state has effectuated a coup, as it now has abrogated to itself the authority once belonging to the Church universal.”

				—AMERICAN THINKER

			

			The American Thinker should have done some more thinking. Instead of abrogated, the Thinker should have used arrogated. Confusing these words is easy even for self-styled (lowercase) thinkers like us.

			Abrogate basically means “to abolish or repeal a law.” It’s a giving away word. The American Thinker was talking about the state taking up—as in arrogate, meaning “to claim something, usually without justification,” as in this quote about the government grabbing authority that once belonged to the Church. (People have been complaining about this sort of thing for generations, like this from 1627: “King Henry the VIII…purposed…to arrogate vnto himselfe the title of head of the Church of England.” Notice they (correctly) used arrogate. Then again, power-hungry Henry VIII would never have abrogated any of his legal authority ever.)

			Both words came from Latin into English, and the big difference between the two comes from those old Latin prefixes that we mentioned earlier: ab- and ad- (the d got melded into the r in arrogate). Arrogate’s ad- means “to” or “toward,” and -rogate comes from rogare (to ask), so it means “moving to ask,” or “claiming something,” as with King Henry or the state grabbing authority. The ab- in abrogate means “away,” and -rogate here means “to propose a law.” So abrogate means “moving away from the law, or abolishing it.” Similar ab- (away) words are abnegate, “to renounce or reject something desirable,” and abdicate, “to give up power,” something many English people wanted Henry VIII to do after all of his annoying arrogating.

			abrogate (v): to abolish or repeal a law, evade responsibility

			arrogate (v): to claim something, usually without justification

			
				adverse / averse

				“Cat Has an Averse Reaction to Liquid in Commercial Food”

				—HEADLINE, WASHINGTON POST

			

			And we’re having an adverse reaction to that WaPo headline—which is missing a crucial d. There’s no such thing as an averse reaction…or, for that matter, averse weather, averse effects, or averse events, all of which we’ve recently seen in print.

			So what’s the big diff between them? Usually, a person is averse about something (we’re averse to giving advice), whereas a thing is adverse. And usually, if it comes right before a noun, it should be adverse and not averse. The opposite holds as well: averse often comes after the noun, as in “People of retirement age are risk averse—they turn away from risk.”

			That said, people have been confusing averse and adverse for years, and we can blame it all on the Romans. It (probably) began with one Latin word, vertere (to turn). The Romans tacked those pesky prefixes ad- and ab- (here we go again…) onto vertere to mean two different things. The ad- version spawned advertere, “to turn toward,” which evolved into adverse, “turning toward an enemy or a problem.” The ab- version meant “turning away.” Over time the b was dropped, so the word became avertere, aversus, and, finally, averse.

			Nice and easy, but the descendants of the Romans, including the English, kept getting the two words confused, leading to the adverse use of averse, which still persists. At least we no longer use averse to mean “behind” or “in the rear,” as in Sir Thomas Browne’s famous 1650 Pseudodoxia epidemica: “The situation of the genitalls is averse.”

			We’ll refrain from further comments.

			adverse (adj): not favorable, harmful

			averse (adj): opposed to or strongly disliking

			
				affect / effect

				“The recent roller coaster weather has had an affect on wildlife in the area.”

				—FOX11ONLINE.COM

				“This woman practiced gratitude for a year and was stunned by how it effected her health.”

				—BUSINESS INSIDER

			

			It should have been the opposite in the examples above. According to Barron’s, one of the largest SAT preparation courses, switching effect and affect is one of the most common errors students make…and it’s not only students getting confused. So let’s effect a change and correctly affect our speech.

			Affect is almost always a verb meaning “to act upon, to make a change to something.” The first example above should say that the woman “was stunned by how it affected her health.” On the other hand, effect is usually a noun, and typically means “a change that resulted from something else acting on it.”

			Nice and neat…except that, as is so often the case with English, it gets a little more complicated (and annoying). Affect can also be used as a noun (most commonly in psychiatry, meaning an emotional response or state, as in “a flat affect”), and effect can be used as a verb, meaning “to cause a change to something.”

			With all this confusion between affect and effect, you’d think they both probably came from the same old root words, but they probably didn’t. Affect mostly likely comes from the Latin afficere, meaning “to treat, to afflict.” It was often used in a negative sense in early English, as in being affected or afflicted with some disease. Effect probably comes from another Latin word, efficere (to accomplish). Along the way from Latin through French to English, the two words and their derivations got tangled up in use and meaning, all to a bad effect today.

			affect (v): to have an effect on

			effect (n): a change caused by actions; (v): to cause something to happen

			
				all together / altogether

				“Bully anyone at anytime, and if someone asks you to stop, then you are just being—altogether now—politically correct.”

				—THE NATION

			

			All together now—altogether and all together aren’t the same. In fact, it’s altogether wrong to write “altogether now.” Confusing them is a problem that goes back many years, with the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) noting “altogethers” when “all togethers” would have been correct back in the 1700s.

			Altogether is an adverb meaning “completely, entirely, totally,” as in “It was altogether confusing.” It first appeared in Old English as altogedere and over the years was used as a noun, adjective, and adverb with meanings revolving around the concept of the whole. (There’s also altogether used as a noun as in “in the altogether” that means being nude, a usage that didn’t emerge until 1894, but it isn’t confused with all together.) The current adverbial meaning of altogether was actually one of the original meanings. The OED lists several examples of early usages, like this one written in 1225: “Here fifealde mihte was altegeder attred.”

			All together, on the other hand, is a phrase that means “in one place” or “all at once”—“The dancers arrived all together for the audition.” Everyone or everything is being acted upon at the same time or is acting in unison. It isn’t a simple adverb like altogether. And when used correctly, you can separate the “all” from the “together” and it will still make sense: “All the dancers arrived together for the audition.”

			That wasn’t altogether too complicated, was it? (You don’t have to answer all together.)

			all together (phrase): in one place, all at once

			altogether (adv): completely, totally

			
				allude / elude

				“During the call, Top Dawg threatened that Interscope and Universal Music Group (UMG) would take down the song, he eluded to possible legal action and took a highly aggressive stance.”

				—XXL MAGAZINE

			

			No, Top Dawg alluded to possible legal action. Elude means “to evade, avoid detection,” as in “Top Dawg eluded the fans pursuing him.” Allude means “to mention in an indirect way, to hint at,” as in what should have been written in the example above: “Top Dawg alluded to possible legal action.”

			Interestingly (and confusingly), allude and elude once had different meanings than their meanings today. Both words come from the Latin word for play or teasing—ludere—with prefixes tacked on. In medieval England, allude meant “to mock,” and all through the 1500s and 1600s it also meant “to make puns,” and was used frequently in this sense (although even early on it could also mean “to refer to” and “to hint at”). The medieval “teasing” meanings seem to make more sense given its Latin connection with playing, but, gradually, the meaning of “hinting at” took hold and allusions to punning were lost forever.

			As for elude, in early English it sometimes meant “to delude,” as well as “to baffle and disappoint”—as in this somewhat chilling sentence from 1594: “A witch or hagg is she which being eluded by a league made with the devil.” This was written during the height of the terrible witch-hunting craze in England under James I. One only hopes the “witches or haggs” referred to literally eluded (in the later sense of evading) burning at the stake. Fortunately for those of us baffled by these definitions, by the early 1600s, elude firmed up its present meaning of evading and lost most of its other meanings. Even more fortunately for humanity, the witch-hunting craze ended in England, albeit a bit later, by 1716, when the last purported “witch” was executed.

			allude (v): to mention in an indirect way

			elude (v): to evade

			
				allusion / illusion

				“…the way it catches the light, can magically create an allusion more powerful than the real thing.”

				—LOS ANGELES TIMES

			

			In this mention of Japanese Noh theater, the Los Angeles Times should have just said, er, noh to allusion.

			Yes, they have fallen prey to a very common mistake. Allusion and illusion are separated only by a single vowel, so it’s no wonder they’re so often confused. More often, the mistake is using allusion when illusion is called for. But they are definitely not interchangeable. An allusion is an indirect reference to something; an illusion is a misinterpreted reality, often a trick.

			Where allusion is concerned, the key is “indirect.” People also misuse the word by using it to mean an explicit or obvious reference. Allusion comes from the Latin allusio, meaning “game or play on words,” and evolved to its current meaning in the 1600s.

			Illusion, on the other hand, came from the French illusion by way of the Latin illusion, meaning “mocking or jeering.”

			So it is clear the two are distinct. For that reason, we will refrain from making an allusion to anything that gives you the illusion that these two words are the same, even though they look so similar. Got it? (Look, be glad we didn’t throw elusion, meaning “escape or avoidance,” into the mix. But this noun that stems from the verb elude isn’t very commonly used. So let’s forget all about it.)

			allusion (n): indirect reference to something

			illusion (n): wrongly perceived appearance, belief, or impression

			
				alright / all right

				“It’s Alright, Ma, I’m Only Bleeding”

				—BOB DYLAN SONG TITLE

			

			No, it’s not alright. Really, it isn’t. And Cheap Trick’s “We’re All Alright” is all wrong.

			It’s all right. Well, according to standard English, that is. It’s two words. Even though alright has been used by such literary heavyweights as James Joyce, Flannery O’Connor, and Gertrude Stein. It is so common nowadays that it is included in several dictionaries, such as the ever-inclusive Merriam-Webster’s, which comments that alright “has its defenders and its users,” and notes that “it is less frequent than all right but remains common especially in informal writing.” The New Oxford Dictionary and American Heritage Dictionary similarly comment that alright is used widely, but is “nonstandard.” So alright isn’t all right? Not if you want to go along with style guides (like the Columbia Guide to Standard American English or the AP Stylebook).

			Interestingly, the one-word alright is not a result of relaxing language standards. It actually appeared back in the twelfth century, spelled alrihtes or alriht, but with a different meaning (exactly) and was used spelled as it is today in 1664 as a sentence-ending “indeed!” Its use as a variant of all right didn’t happen until 1893. And then, as it is now, it was more commonly used only in dialogue, quotations, or casual speech.

			Alright supporters (and there are many) point out that it’s just another word formed from “all” and a second word, like altogether, so is clearly acceptable. But all together and altogether mean two different things (see this page), so the argument isn’t quite as pat as all that. So let’s stick with all right. All right?

			all right (adj, adv): okay, satisfactory

			
				alternate / alternative

				“But in practice, what Rotten Tomatoes does is eliminate the distinction between genuine passion and lukewarm acceptance—or, alternately, the distinction between lukewarm dislike and passionate hatred.”

				—GQ

			

			Speaking of passionate hatred, that’s how many people feel about the use of alternately instead of alternatively. This is because, as with so many other confused words, while they sound alike, they technically don’t mean the same thing.

			They both come from the classic Latin alternatus (to do one thing and then another), but branched off onto different but related paths. And according to their strict meaning, alternate refers to two or more things happening one after another. Alternative means “another choice or possibility.” But people use them interchangeably nowadays and, in fairness, there is most definitely a precedent, but a confusing one.

			The Oxford English Dictionary’s (OED) earliest citation for the adjective alternative, dating from 1540, uses the term to mean “alternate.” And the OED’s entry for the adjective alternate has citations going back to 1776, for the word used to mean, yup, “alternative.” No wonder some people and dictionaries think that being strict about using alternate as alternative is a waste of time. Granted, after those initial switched meanings, the two words settled into their grooves and meant two different things. But as time has passed, they’ve gotten blurred.

			Since alternate has become (sometimes grudgingly) an accepted alternative to alternative, you can use it as such and probably won’t be chided. But if you want to please the purists, we suggest you use alternative as an alternate.

			alternate (v, adj, n): refers to two or more things happening one after another

			alternative (adj, n): another choice or possibility

			
				ambivalent

				“Don’t Be Ambivalent About Ambivalence

				So let’s first acknowledge that we all have at least some degree of ambivalence. Since life itself is such an extremely complex process, and certain aspects of it often get more complicated as they evolve, a certain amount of ambivalence is actually normal.”

				—HUFFINGTON POST

			

			We’re definitely not ambivalent about the above writer’s use of ambivalent. He seems to think, as do so many others, that ambivalent means being indifferent or not caring, saying “meh,” in effect, to something or someone. But ambivalent actually means “being of two minds about something, being torn between two opposite attitudes, having contradictory feelings at the same time,” which is something we’re not about the meaning of this word.

			It began as a purely psychological term, conceived in 1910 by Swiss psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler who combined the Latin ambi- (both) and valentia (strength) to come up with the noun form, ambivalenz. It first appeared as a direct anglicization of the original German term in printed English in a translation of Carl Jung’s papers published in 1916: “Tendencies, under the stress of emotions, are balanced by their opposites—thus giving an ambivalent character to their expression.” By the late 1920s, ambivalence had spilled over into nontechnical usage such as in Bertrand Russell’s 1929 Marriage and Morals (“Christianity…has always had an ambivalent attitude towards the family.”)

			But between then and now, the meaning of ambivalent has blurred. Not only is it often used instead of indifferent, there also is a rising trend to use it in place of ambiguous. But there is nothing ambiguous (questionable, indistinct) about ambivalence’s true meaning. Sadly, many people and media outlets might not agree. When we did a quick search on Google news using it as the search term, we found six out of the first ten items used ambivalent incorrectly. Tsk tsk. What would Eugen Bleuler say?

			ambivalent (adj): being of two minds about something, having contradictory feelings

			
				ameliorate

				“A couple of blocks away from the shelter, lawmakers on Capitol Hill this year passed a budget in which massive cuts were quietly made to the programmes that attempt to ameliorate the number of Americans sleeping rough or moving from place to place.”

				—THE GUARDIAN, US EDITION

			

			Ameliorate means “to make better.” So let’s ameliorate our knowledge about the word.

			All too often, as in the example above, people think ameliorate means “to lessen.” This mistake is very common: doing a quick Google search, we found hundreds of phrases in which ameliorate was used when lessen, reduce, or alleviate should have been used instead.

			It comes from the Latin word melior (better), via the Old French word ameillorer (modern French students probably know the later French word meilleur). Interestingly, in early modern English, the preferred form was without the a—meliorate—as in “Religion is to meliorate the condition of a people” (Bishop Taylor, 1647), but unless you want to sound like an antiquarian snob, stick with the a in ameliorate.

			A quick linguistic note: In linguistics, amelioration is a technical word for a semantic change in which a word’s meaning improves over time. For example, in early medieval times, nice meant “clumsy, poor, or weak” and later “stupid, foolish.” But by the 1800s, it had undergone such extensive amelioration that it now meant “kind and thoughtful.” The linguistic opposite of amelioration is pejoration. Awful, which used to mean “worthy of awe” underwent pejoration and today it means “very bad.” Interestingly, pejoration is much more common in English than amelioration. Maybe it’s time for a new linguistic superhero to ameliorate the language and alleviate the level of pejoration. We might call him or her the Awful Ameliorator. Or maybe not.

			ameliorate (v): to improve something, usually to make something bad better

		

	
		
			
				
					THE E.G. AND I.E. PROBLEM: I.E., PEOPLE USING THEM WRONG, E.G., THIS USAGE OF E.G.

					Many usually grammatically sound writers think that e.g. and i.e. , both abbreviations for Latin phrases, are happily interchangeable. Many usually grammatically sound writers are wrong.

					E.g. is the abbreviation for the Latin phrase exempli gratia (literally “for example”), which is, logically, what it means, as in a sentence like this: “Sometimes people who should know better, e.g., the writers of this book, misuse Latin abbreviations.”

					I.e. is the abbreviation for id est (that is) and means “in other words,” as in “Sometimes people who should know better misuse Latin abbreviations, i.e., they have problems remembering which is which.”

					Both abbreviations have been used (and misused) in English for many years. According to the OED, e.g. appeared in a 1682 book and i.e. even earlier, in 1662.

					To remember when you use each of them, here’s a simple trick: The first letter tips you off. It’s e for “example” in e.g. (or you could get a little cute and take the first two letters’ sound—egg-sample) and i for “in other words” in i.e.

				

			

			
				amenable / amendable

				“Keanu Reeves has reestablished himself among the modern action heroes, which made fans wonder if there will be The Matrix 4. Reeves told the press that he was amendable to the idea of a fourth film in the franchise, but only if the original directors, the Wachowskis, will handle the movie.”

				—MSTARS NEWS

			

			No, Keanu was amenable, not amendable. Amendable means “capable of being changed by additions or amendments,” as in “The US Constitution is amendable.” (We’d rather not amend Keanu. He seems fine the way he is.) Amenable, on the other hand, means “responsive, liable (in law), open to suggestions or ideas,” as in “Keanu was amenable to the idea of a fourth film.”

			Amenable is a much more common and more useful word than amendable (unless you’re a constitutional scholar). The Google Ngram, which measures word usage, shows that in recent years amenable was used seventy-five times more frequently than amendable.

			While we’re at it with amendable, it’s also useful to distinguish the root verb amend from the similar sounding emend. Amend means “to improve, make better, to revise,” whereas emend…quite often means the same thing! That said, emend usually refers to a literary text (“The copy editor emended the author’s manuscript”), whereas amend tends to be broader in context. So while laws can be emended (minor corrections), they are usually amended. This confusion and similarity between the two words arises because both come from the same Latin root word emendare (to free from faults). But there is one clear distinction: the noun form of amend is amendment; the noun form of emend is not “emendment” but emendation. So we might (correctly but confusingly) say, “The copy editor was amenable to making emendations to the text of the
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