Learn a new word each week and use it in your everyday conversation, and soon your friends will wonder who the hell you think you are.   That might also apply to someone who writes an essay such as this:

THE  RIGHT  WORD

 

"The difference between the right word and the almost-right word is like the difference between the lightning and the lightning bug." Mark Twain.

 

This was inspired by 100 Words Almost Everyone Confuses and Misuses,  (Houghton Miflin Company) published by the editors of the American Heritage College Dic-tion-ary).  It includes a few examples from the book, together with additional  information from the dictionary and from the Internet:

*    *    *

"Discreet (ending in eet) means 'prudent in speech and behavior: He told me the news but asked me to be discreet about it.'  The related word discrete (ending in ete) means 'separate, distinct: The summer science program consists of four discrete units.'  Because they are pronounced the same way, discreet(eet) and discrete(ete) are sometimes confused in print."

 

"Inflammable means the same as flammable. The 'in' is an intensifier and doesn't mean not.  For clarity's sake use flammable to give a warning and nonflammable to refer to the inability to catch on fire."

 

"This coffee will compliment your meal" introduced a commercial on television a few years ago.  It featured a talking coffee bean praising the crisp salad, the tender T-bone steak, and the sweet cherries-jubilee dessert.  Someone misused compliment (with an i), meaning to praise, instead of using the right word, complement (with an e), meaning to complete, make whole, or bring to perfection.

 

Enormity / Enormousness:

Enormity means the quality of passing all moral bounds; excessive wickedness or outrageousness— a monstrous offense or evil; an outrage.  Enormousness  means great size, immensity.

 

Gall / Gaul.  Gall means “Brazen boldness coupled with impudent assurance and insolence. Gaul is the ancient name for what is now France and Belgium.

 

Imply / Infer.  Imply means “to suggest.”  Infer means “To draw a conclusion.”

 

Liable/likely. Liable means “responsible,”  Likely means “probable.”

 

A few misuses that aren't in the 100-Words book come to mind:

  

"I couldn't care less" means I don't care at all. But often we hear it shortened to "I could care less," which literally means I do care more than a little. But that rolls off of the tongue easier than the original wording, which may be why we hear it so frequently. A few seconds of objective thought should convince anyone that it conveys the wrong meaning.

 

"The proof is in the pudding" proves nothing and makes no sense.  Yet we continue to hear it, and a well-known television announcer recently ended his program that way.  Then he smiled as if it confirmed his comments.  Research reveals that it's a shortened version of "The proof of the pudding is in the eating," meaning the result is what counts. Cervantes used it in Don Quixote.  

 

"I'm nauseous" or "I feel nauseous," is sometimes misused to mean "I feel sick."   But the dictionary defines nauseous as an adjective meaning "causing nausea or sickening."  Clearly then, the literal meaning of "I'm nauseous" is I make others sick. "I'm nauseated" means I have nausea.  A foul odor can be nauseous and cause a person to become nauseated.

 

Precede/ proceed:  Precede means “to come before.” Proceed means “to go forward.”

 

Prophecy/prophesy:  a prophecy is a noun meaning  “a prediction of something to come.”  Prophesy is a verb meaning “to make predictions.”

 

Sensual/sensuous:  Sensual means “Gratifying to the physical senses.[usually associated with sexual pleasure.]  Sensuous means “pleasing to the senses.” [usually associated with art, music, and nature.]

 

"Between you and I" was a favorite comment of one of my supervisors in governmental service. We always hoped someone would remind him about objective case.  But accepting constructive criticism was not one of his endearing qualities, so none of the mice volunteered to hang the bell on the cat.  Now, forty years later, I never think of him without remembering his constantly making that mistake. 

 

When kids said "Me and Tom went fishing yesterday," our elementary school teachers made us change that to "Tom and I." They impressed it on us so thoroughly that some of us came to believe that "me" was an offensive word to be avoided. That's probably why we still hear "Between you and I" or "For he and I" so often.   

 

Harbrace College Handbook, Tenth Edition, says multiple objects of prepositions take the objective case. Examples: For you and me, against him and me, to them and us. (Would anyone say "For I "?  "Against he, or against I"?  "To they, or to we"?) 

 

Further / Farther

Further means additional.  Farther indicates a greater distance—think (far)ther.  (If you want to do further study you will have to go to college, even though it's farther from home.)

 

It’s / its

"It's" with apostrophe means it is.  "Its" with no apostrophe is possessive, like his, hers, ours, yours or theirs.  "It's a wise dog that scratches its own fleas" is an example from The Elements of Style, by Strunk and White.

 

 “‘Knot’ has a special meaning for air and maritime travel.  It is a measure of speed, (one nautical mile per hour,) not distance.  A nautical mile is one minute of arc on the planet earth, 8,076 feet.  A mile is 5,280 feet, so a nautical mile is 1.1508 statute miles.”

Online Conversion.com  What is a knot? What is a nautical mile? [This goes into detail about how the term originated.]

 

[Saying knots per hour means literally nautical miles per hour per hour.  It would make sense only if describing a rate of acceleration.  For example, if the power setting remains constant, an airplane will gain speed as it lightens its load by burning fuel. Assume that a Douglas DC-4 airplane carries 20,000 pounds of fuel, that it cruises at 180 knots, and that it burns 2,000 pounds of fuel per hour. After five hours in the air the load will be 10,000 pounds lighter and the plane will be going faster. If the airspeed is then 190 knots, its speed has increased from 180 knots to 190 knots in five hours, so it has accelerated at the rate of two knots per hour.]    

 

Awhile / a while

The dictionary says, "Awhile, an adverb, is never preceded by a preposition, but the two-word form 'a while' may be preceded by a preposition.  In writing, each of the following forms is acceptable:  stay awhile (awhile is an adverb modifying the verb stay;) or  stay for a while, (in this example, while is a noun—a period of time—as in "for a day" or  "for a week." 

 

"Awhile (one word) means 'for a while,'(three words.) A while (two words) means 'a while' (two words.) So saying 'for awhile' is the same as saying 'for for a while.'" The Elephants of Style, Bill Walsh, page 55. 

 

While can also be a verb: "While away the evening hours."

 

 

Which / That

They are not interchangeable, and the word itself does not determine whether a preceding comma is needed.

Use which to introduce a non-restrictive [not needed] subordinate clause that follows the noun, and use that to introduce a restrictive [ needed] subordinate clause  that follows the noun.

 

Example:

“The Porter Paint Store is located at 966 West  Main Street, Rock Hill, SC , which is one block from Winthrop University.” [The additional clause is  non restrictive because it is not needed to fully identify the location.  Therefore, use which preceded by a comma. It’s not the word itself that requires the comma.  The non-restrictive clause that follows the noun requires the comma and requires the use of the pronoun which rather than that.  The comma is needed even if the  wrong pronoun  is used by mistake.

 

Now  consider another example:

“It is the main Street that is in Rock Hill and not the Main Street that is in Fort Mill.” [The two subordinate clauses are restrictive.  The additional clause is needed to identify the subject of the sentences.  Therefore, use that and no comma. There should be no comma even if “which” happened to be used by mistake.]

 

If you are talking about a person, you would normally use who as the pronoun  (or whom if the objective case is indicated.)  

“It was the Archie who is married to Edith and not the Archie who pals around with Jughead.” Example by Bill Walsh, Lapsing into a Comma. [Restrictive subordinate clause, no comma—information is needed to identify Archie.]

 

But regardless of whether you use which, that, who, or whom, the same  rule applies as to whether a comma precedes the pronoun.  The use of a comma depends entirely on whether the following  subordinate clause is restrictive [needed] or non restrictive [not needed.]  Using the wrong pronoun does not change the punctuation.

 

Begging the question.

This is not a synonym for “ask the question” (as in The article begs the question: “W hat are we afraid of?”)  This confusing phrase, begging the question, has its roots in Aristotle’s writing on logic, but in recent years it has been frequently misused. Answers.com
 

The Philosophy Dictionary defines begging the question this way: “The best definition is that an argument begs the question if it contains a definite premise or move that would not be accepted by any reasonable person who is initially prone to deny the conclusion.”

[Example of begging the question:  John lies when he talks—John is talking—therefore John is lying.

Example of a valid argument:  John is a man—all men are males—therefore John is a male.  These examples are oversimplified for clarity.  Most examples of begging the question are more difficult to recognize.]

Cartridge / Bullet
In one of John Gresham's novels a sniper shot a juror. They later identified the killer by matching the "cartridge" they found in the juror's body with a rifle the suspect owned. But a cartridge is a metal case containing a primer, a charge of powder, and a bullet.  The bullet is the only thing that goes out of the barrel and to the target.   It couldn't possibly have been the cartridge they found in the body.  It had to be the bullet. Investigators often identify the gun used in  a murder by firing a bullet into something soft, retrieving it, and then comparing it under a microscope with the one found in the victim. The lands and grooves in the barrel of the gun leave identifying marks that courts accept as evidence, as they accept fingerprints.  Gresham surely knew this.  But hunters and sportsmen often say bullet instead of cartridge because bullet is easier to say.  Some copy editor for the publisher may have had a little knowledge (but not enough) and changed Gresham's word, bullet, for what he thought was the proper word, cartridge. Gresham's credibility as an author was no doubt diminished in the opinion of many readers because of this error.

 

The English language evolves over time.  Some new words, coined to fill a perceived need, become standard after many years.  Some words and phrases now out of favor may be accepted eventually. The usage of the word comes first and the listing in the dictionary comes later. I'm no authority, and this is intended as shared information—not dogma.  Write your story the way you want it.  Keep your unique voice, and follow these guidelines if you agree.  Lightning won't strike you if you make these mistakes, but you will lose credibility with some readers.  They may be considered standard English fifty years later, but that won’t do us any good now.

Note:    Casey Stengel often told stories about things that happened in baseball when he managed the New York Yankees many years ago.  He usually added credence to his accounts by saying, "You can look it up."   If you don't agree with any of this, you can tell me now or you can look it up and tell me about any mistakes later.  I may self-publish this some day as part of a thin book of short stories, memoirs, and essays.   But I won't enter it in a contest or try to sell it to a publisher.   You may keep the copies if you wish and give me your comments or corrections by phone at 803 547 1828, or by Email at josephcwhite@comporium,net.

