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Test Your English Usage I.Q.—


WORD WISE:


I hope I did not (imply/infer) by my actions that I hated your idea about adding guacamole-raisin crunch to our roster of ice cream flavors.


PRONOUN PARANOIA:


The woman (that/who) came to dinner last night was my sister Eileen.


VICIOUS VERBS:


If this (was/were) a well-run camel caravan, we wouldn’t be lost.


POINTS WELL TAKEN:


Last night’s dinner consisted of goose liver, leg of lamb (comma, no comma) and dessert.


Find the Right Answers in Your Own User-Friendly Guide:


GRAMMAR FOR SMART PEOPLE™


▪


“Some people read dictionaries and grammar books for fun. But some people like anchovies on their pizza, so there’s no accounting for taste. Author Barry Tarshis tries to make GRAMMAR FOR SMART PEOPLE more like pepperoni pizza. He largely succeeds. . . . He is not hidebound about the rules of grammar. . . . He tries for useful and usable guidelines that writers not only can use but will remember. He also tries to inject humor whenever possible.”


—Indianapolis Star


“GRAMMAR FOR SMART PEOPLE is useful whether you’re taking English this year or going back to your twentieth-anniversary reunion, where your grammar teacher will trap you by the cheese dip and administer a pop quiz.”


—Memphis Commerical Appeal
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Introduction



There is a tendency among people who teach or write about grammar to treat the subject as though it were a green vegetable: You may not like grammar, in other words, but it’s good for you. And the reason it’s good for you, if you will excuse my celebration of the obvious, is that the image you project (translation: how smart people think you are) depends in large part on how smoothly you handle the English language.


But enough lecturing. I learned very quickly when I first began conducting writing seminars more than ten years ago that you don’t have to do much sermonizing about the importance of using proper grammar to people whose livelihoods depend in large part on how well they communicate. And I don’t think it’s necessary to do much preaching in the introduction of this book. The fact that you have either bought or are thinking about buying this book suggests that you do not need to be sold on the idea of becoming more comfortable with the basics of English. What you need to know is whether Grammar for Smart People offers you something you can’t get from the scores of other grammar and usage books now on the market.


I think it does.


Grammar for Smart People has evolved out of a series of courses and seminars that my company, Grammar for Smart People Inc., runs for corporations and other organizations seeking to do something about the way their employees or students speak and write English. As with any course on grammar or writing, our objective is to teach people how to speak and write English more effectively. What makes us different, however, is our approach. We don’t think it is good business to make adults feel as if they’re back in sixth grade, and so we go out of our way to make sure that the topics we cover are relevant to adults, and, in particular, to adults in the workplace; and we go out of our way, too, to present the basic principles of grammar in a manner that is lively, challenging, and—dare I say it?—fun.


My goal in this book is no less ambitious. What I have tried to do—and what I think I’ve done—in Grammar for Smart People is to write a guide to speaking and writing better English that does more than simply rehash the same litany of “rules” and “principles” that have been talked about, written about, argued about, and sweated over for centuries. I have tried to organize the book in a manner geared to the way people actually use the language, and I have done my utmost to make this book not only accurate but easy to access, easy to understand, and easy—and enjoyable—to read. What I have tried to do, in short, is to produce a true user’s guide to speaking and writing better English in the 1990s.


Having said all this, let me point out quickly that neither this book nor any of the programs and courses my company has developed are meant to be the definitive word on grammar and usage. English grammar is a monolithic and sprawling subject, and if you were so inclined, you could devote the better part of your lifetime to studying a tiny segment of it—the gerund, let’s say. On the reasonably safe assumption that most people are not so inclined, I have focused my attention in this book on those specific grammar and usage issues that are the most relevant to everyday speech and writing—and, more important, on those issues that are the most frequent sources of uncertainty, confusion, and debate.


I have also put more emphasis in this book on what you should do if you want to speak and write English more effectively and less on why it is grammatically incumbent upon you to do so. Yes, many of the usage guidelines in this book are supported by explanations that involve a grammar principle. But whenever I have felt the need to clarify a usage guideline with a grammar principle, I have done my best to keep the explanation brief and to the point. I have also done my best to keep the number of grammar terms in this book to a manageable minimum, resisting, however, the trend among some grammar instructors today to avoid traditional grammar terminology entirely. (The idea of teaching people grammar without using the traditional grammar terms—nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.—sounds intriguing, but I’ve tried it and I don’t think it works: It’s like teaching surgery without obliging students to learn the names of the organs the students will be removing or repairing.)


In any event, whenever I have used a grammar term in any listing, I have put it in SMALL CAPITALS—an indication that a definition of the term appears in the Glossary portion of the Appendix. I have also included in the Appendix a short section that covers eight of the bedrock principles of English grammar. If you have forgotten these principles (quick test: Can you name the seven main parts of speech?) or went to a school in which, for whatever reason, these principles were purposely not taught to you, I would urge you to look over the Appendix before you plunge headfirst into the book itself.


One other aspect of Grammar for Smart People warrants discussion. I’m talking here about the rationale I have used for the usage guidelines that appear throughout the book.


It is worth mentioning that if this were a book about French or Italian grammar, it wouldn’t be necessary to discuss or defend the rationale behind these usage guidelines. That’s because usage standards in French and Italian are regulated by powerful and highly respected language academies that have been in existence for nearly four centuries and that count among their members the elite of each country’s language scholars.


For better or worse, and despite repeated attempts since the seventeenth century to establish one, there is no English counterpart to these academies—no single group, book, or individual specifically empowered to police the way the language is spoken and written. This is not to suggest that there are no usage standards in English or that nobody cares about the state of the language. There are standards, and people do care. The problem, though, is that the people who care don’t necessarily agree with one another about which standards ought to prevail, and there is no organized mechanism in English for resolving these differences. Consequently, once you get beyond the basics (or what Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage describes as “opinions . . . that have been with us long enough to be regarded as rules”), the question of whether a particular way of expressing an idea is good or bad English is ultimately a matter of taste and judgment, or, to be more specific, the taste and judgment of a specific writer, teacher, editor, lexicographer, or grammarian who has had the gumption or the arrogance to proffer an opinion.


I, too, like everyone who writes about language, have my own views of how English ought to be spoken and written, but I have resisted the temptation to impose these views on my readers. What I have tried to do instead is to make each guideline in the book represent the collective view of the dozen or so usage authorities listed in the Bibliography. In so doing, I have tried to strike a fair balance between those authorities who favor a strict interpretation of traditional grammar principles and those who would give the language a longer leash, allowing acceptability to be determined by the way the language is actually used, as opposed to the way grammarians think it ought to be used.


For the record, my own position in this ongoing debate is somewhere in the middle of these two extremes. I am willing to accept as a fixed part of English usage most of the grammar basics that were drilled into me when I attended grade school in the 1950s, but I am not one of those ultra-constructionists who would advocate corporal punishment for people who dare to split infinitives or end sentences with prepositions. By the same token, I share the belief that usage standards should be flexible enough to reflect our changing lifestyles, but I don’t think we should update our dictionaries as frequently as we update phone directories, and I’m not one of those anti-traditionalists who would banish usage standards altogether on the grounds that such standards are, at root, a form of elitism or snobbery.


The most sensible approach to this entire issue, I think—and the one I have taken in this book—is to view the way we speak and write English as a form of social behavior, much like our eating or grooming habits. We all have the right to eat with our hands, slurp our soup, and traipse around in clothing that hasn’t been laundered in weeks. But if we exercise that right in public, we have no right to feel insulted or persecuted when people view us as ill-mannered or uncouth.


Similarly, we all have the right to express our ideas however we see fit, without having to worry about stepping on the toes of grammarians who set their views on paper more than four hundred years ago. But given the fact that most people accept a particular usage principle as the norm, when we flout that principle in public—and particularly in a business setting—it would be naive to think that people will not take notice and will not judge us in ways we may not want to be judged.


If Grammar for Smart People does nothing else, it will give you a better understanding of the usage standards most literate people subscribe to in the 1990s, and it will give you the knowledge and the understanding you need to incorporate those standards into your own usage decisions. For this reason alone, I think you will find Grammar for Smart People a valuable book. I would hope, too, that using this book will not only enhance your appreciation of English but will also give you more confidence in your ability to use the language more effectively in your business and your personal life.








CHAPTER 1





Word Wise


How to put the proper word in its proper place
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This chapter deals with verbal abuse. More precisely, it deals with those words and expressions in English that in the view of most usage authorities are common sources of confusion and misuse.


As it happens, the number of words and expressions in English that fall into this dubious category is substantial. But that is to be expected, given the nature of the language. Forget for the moment that English has more words per se than any other of the major languages of the world, or that it is more densely populated than other languages with words that have foreign origins. Focus instead on the fact that English, as William Safire has pointed out, is a “stretch language”—a language, in other words, that gives its users an enormous amount of elbow room when the time comes to express ideas. No other language, on the one hand, has as many words that mean the same or nearly the same thing, and, on the other hand, has as many words that take on different meanings in different situations.


All this elbow room, of course, is terrific news if you are one of those persons who loves words and would just as soon go to bed with a good dictionary as with a Robert Ludlum thriller; but it is not terrific news if you are concerned about using what Jonathan Swift liked to call “the proper word in its proper place.” For how do you know, given all the choices you have in any given situation, which word is, in fact, the “proper” word: the long word, the short word, the more formal word, the idiomatic word, the word Shakespeare used, the word your boss uses, ad infinitum?


The purpose of this chapter is to help you answer that question when you are dealing with those words and expressions (and most of them, not surprisingly, come in pairs) that, for a variety of reasons, have become troublesome to most people. In many of the listings that follow, the choice is clear-cut: Similar though the words may look or sound, they mean different things. More often than not, however, the words in each listing are close enough in meaning that a case could be made for either choice; and in a few instances the only difference between the two words or expressions is that one of the choices grew up in a bad neighborhood and hasn’t yet achieved enough respectability to be considered standard English.


With these considerations in mind, I have based the guideline in each listing on how the majority of today’s better writers, editors, and usage authorities would handle the choice in each pairing, and I have relied, in particular, on two sources: The American Heritage Dictionary and Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage. I have also divided the word pairings into several categories, based not only on why the words are confused, but on how significantly they differ in their basic meanings. (Note: All the words listed appear alphabetically in the Index.)


The listings themselves consist of a usage guideline and a sentence or two that illustrate the distinction at the heart of the guideline. Some of the listings include a sentence or two that further clarify the distinction; and where I thought it might help, I have included a memory key—an easy-to-remember sentence or phrase designed to help you keep in mind the distinction between the two words.


A final word about the mechanics of this chapter—and, for that matter, the book itself. You will notice as you read through this chapter that in some cases parenthetical information is enclosed within brackets [ ] while in other cases it is enclosed within parentheses ( ). I have used brackets primarily for definitions inserted in the examples to help reinforce the distinction between the two words. I have used parentheses for everything else.



Sore Thumbs





A random sampling of those words and sets of words that deserve special attention, given how frequently they are misused


ADVERSE & AVERSE: Up against it


Guideline. Use adverse (never followed by to) to describe reactions that are unfavorable, hostile, and unfortunate. Use averse (generally followed by to) to suggest the idea of being against something.


Even though I had an adverse [unfavorable] reaction the first time I tasted the guacamole-raisin-crunch ice cream, I have changed my mind and am no longer averse to [against] the idea of introducing the flavor next summer.


Memory key. Never ADd to an ADVERSE reaction.


AFFECT & EFFECT: Influence game


Guideline. Use affect (almost always a VERB) when expressing the action that means “to influence” or “have an impact upon.” Don’t confuse it with either the NOUN form of effect, which means “result,” or with the verb form of effect, which means to “produce a result.”


The speech Dimitri gave after dinner last night had a strong effect [impact] on all of us, especially Inga.


Inga’s tearful reply to Dimitri’s speech affected [had an influence on] us even more.


And:


Thanks to the conversation we had with Dimitri, we were able to effect [bring about] a major change in the plan in a matter of hours.


A closer look. Affect can operate as a noun, but only as a psychological term. It is used to differentiate a feeling or an emotion from a thought or action.


Memory key. To keep in mind that effect is usually a noun, remember the phrase NOW IN [noun] EFFECT.


AMONG & BETWEEN: Beyond the numbers


Guideline. Use between when you are drawing a connection involving only two persons or things. Use among when three or more persons or things are involved.


Jesse and Frank were hoping to divide the money between the two of them [only two involved], but Billy and Cole wanted the money to be distributed among all the people [more than two involved] who took part in the project.


A closer look. Between is appropriate to use when you are drawing a connection involving three or more persons or things that are interacting with or being compared with one another on a one-to-one basis.


When you put aside their age differences, there is really no difference between Jesse, Frank, Billy, and Cole. (The suggestion is that Jesse, Frank, Billy, and Cole are being compared with one another: Jesse with Frank, Jesse with Billy, Billy with Cole, etc.)



AS & LIKE: Wrong connection


Guideline. Don’t lose sleep over which of these two words is proper to use in conversation. In writing, however, favor as when it is being used as a CONJUNCTION and is followed by a CLAUSE (a group of words that includes a subject and its verb). Use like when it is operating as a PREPOSITION.


The fish that Nero served last night was excellent, as it always is when Octavius does the cooking. (The group of words following as is a clause, whose subject is it and whose verb is is.)


It looks as if Brutus will support the plan. (The group of words following as if is a clause, whose subject is Brutus and whose verb is will support.)


But:


The fish that Nero served last night looked a lot like speckled trout. (Like is a preposition. Its object is trout.)


The plan we have devised looks like money in the bank. (Like is a preposition. Its object is money.)


BAD & BADLY: Feeling things out


Guideline. Use bad when it modifies a NOUN or when it follows a LINKING VERB, especially feel or look. Use badly when it operates as an ADVERB.


I feel bad about what happened last night after all the king’s horses left. (Feel is used here as a linking verb; it joins with bad to show a state of being, not an action.)


I didn’t think the king’s men did too badly, considering the shape the egg was in. (Badly operates as an adverb, modifying the verb did.)


Things don’t look nearly as bad as they did when I first heard about the egg falling off the wall. (Look is used here as a linking verb, which calls for an adjective.)


A closer look. In conversation you can usually get away with saying “I feel badly . . . ,” but not when you’re breaking bread with grammar purists. For more on the difference between linking and action verbs, see page 165.


Memory key. We FEEL BAD when we perform BADLY.


CAN & MAY: Permission granted


Guideline. Use can when you mean the ability to do something. Use may when you are seeking permission or using the word as a synonym for might.


May [permission] I borrow your crystal ball?


Can [ability] you reach it from where you are sitting?


I think I can [am able], but there’s a chance I may [might] spill my coffee if I try to get it.


A closer look. There is no difference grammatically between “How may [might] I help you?” and “How can I [am I able to] help you?” May sounds more polite, but either is standard English.


Memory key. If you get MAY’s PERMISSION, leave the CAN on the tABLE.



GOOD & WELL: The right feeling


Guideline. Use good when the sentence calls for an ADJECTIVE (especially after the LINKING VERB feel). Use well when the sentence calls for an ADVERB, but with one key exception: when you are describing the state of someone’s health.


The king’s men worked well together. (Well is an adverb modifying the verb worked.)


Everyone feels good about the plans we have made for next week’s camel caravan. (Good is an adjective that follows the linking verb feel.)


But:


Unfortunately, I missed last night’s tuba concert. I wasn’t feeling too well. (The sentence is talking about health.)


Memory key. If you feel GOOD about your work, you will usually do WELL.


HOPEFULLY: An open question


Guideline. Think twice before using hopefully at the beginning of a sentence as a shorter way of saying “Let us hope.” Hold your criticism of people who don’t share your restraint.


Let us hope that [not hopefully,] the weather will hold for tomorrow’s tango contest.


But:


We are looking forward hopefully [in a hopeful manner] to a successful tango contest.


A closer look. The case against using hopefully as a shorter version of “Let us hope” is based on the argument that as an ADVERB it needs a VERB to modify. But only a handful of usage authorities continue to argue the case, and hopefully as a sentence opener seems to have worked its way into legitimacy.


IMPLY & INFER: Giving and receiving


Guideline. Use imply when you mean “suggesting” something or “giving an impression.” Use infer when your meaning is to “assume,” “interpret,” or “draw a conclusion.”


I hope I did not imply [suggest] by my actions at the meeting yesterday that I hated your idea about adding guacamole-raisin-crunch to our ice cream flavors.


As I watched you wincing and gnashing your teeth, I naturally inferred [assumed] that you were not thrilled with my idea.


Memory key. The carpenter SUGGESTS PLYwood.


ITS & IT’S: Bad marks


Guideline. Use it’s as a CONTRACTION for it is (and be careful where you stick the APOSTROPHE). Use its—without an apostrophe—as the POSSESSIVE form of it.


It’s [It is] too early to tell how the plot will turn out and what its [possessive] impact will be on Dimitri’s future in the company.


A closer look. Unlike NOUNS, which rely on the APOSTROPHE to show possession, PRONOUNS have their own possessive forms. There are no apostrophes in the possessive pronouns my, his, hers, ours, yours, or theirs. You don’t need one for its.


Memory key. ITS SITS alone as an owner.


LAY & LIE: Resting places


Guideline. Use lie to express the act of reclining, resting, or simply sitting somewhere. Use lay to express the act of setting something down. Be careful about how you express the PAST TENSE of each word.


Jesse, I would like you to lay [set] that pistol down, mosey into the bedroom, and lie [recline] down on the bed.


At the same time that George was laying [setting] down the law about keeping confidential material in the vault, Dimitri’s file was lying [sitting] on the desk.


A closer look. The grief created by these two words (reportedly the two most frequently misused words in English) is rooted in what happens to each of them in their PAST TENSE and PAST PARTICIPLE forms. Lay becomes laid (not layed) in the past tense, and have, had, or mil have laid in the PERFECT TENSES. Lie in the past tense becomes—get ready!—lay, and in the perfect tenses becomes have, had, or will have lain.
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“Readers have been crying out for a clear, accurate, and, most of all, accessible book on
usage. GRAMMAR FOR SMART PEOPLE comes closer than anything else I've seen to
achieving the ideal of a reader-friendly guide.” —Richard Lederer, author of Crazy English
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