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Old Words And Phrases Remind Us Of The Way We Word

January 3, 2015 | By Richard Lederer (Verbivore.com)

For a child each new word is like a shiny toy, a toy that has no age. 

There are words that once did not exist and there were words that once 

strutted their hour upon the earthly stage and now are heard no more, 

except in our collective memory. But just as one never steps into the 

same river twice, one cannot step into the same language twice. Even as 

one enters, words are swept downstream into the past, forever making a 

different river. 



ONLY A MATTER OF TIME
Slang and Colloquialisms

See The Little English Handbook: “Correct, exact, and appropriate words,” pp. 80 
 “Correct idioms,” pp. 89 ff.
 “Trite or overused expressions, pp. 93 ff..



ABOUT “THIS” AND “THAT”

(vague reference)

See The Little English Handbook, “Pronoun/Antecedent Agreement, pp. 39 ff. 



Make sure each pronoun (especially this or that) refers to a specific noun.

   Milton is an epic poet. That is undeniable.
● Milton is an epic poet. That statement is undeniable.

  Dante sees Virgil and Statius meet. This shows that he was not the only one to be 
influenced by him.

● Dante sees Virgil and Statius meet. Their encounter reminds him that Virgil 
influenced others besides himself.



The personal pronoun “it” as a source of wordiness or ambiguity

Avoid using it without a definite antecedent:

   It was hopeless for Dante.

● Dante was without hope.

Avoid placing it near another it with a different meaning:

   It would have been better for Satan to have accepted the Son, but it
was too much for his pride.

● Accepting the Son would have been better for Satan, but to do
so was too much for his pride.



Parallel Construction

See The Little English Handbook, pp. 72 ff.



IDEAS THAT ARE EQUAL IN IMPORTANCE SHOULD BE PRESENTED IN
PARALLEL GRAMMATICAL ELEMENTS AND STRUCTURES.

Eve's sin is not so much what she eats as it is disobeying God.
Eve's sin is not so much eating an apple as it is disobeying God's command.

Dante shows us that loving God is to know Him.
Dante shows us that to love God is to know Him.

The UD Core is intended to develop skills in analyzing major texts,
good writing practices,
thoughtful reflections on human actions,
and a sensitivity to moral matters.

The UD Core is intended to develop skills in analyzing major texts,
writing clearly and correctly,
reflecting thoughtfully on human actions,
and being sensitive to moral matters.

BE ESPECIALLY ATTENTIVE TO PARALLEL CONSTRUCTIONS WHEN
USING CORRELATIVE CONJUNCTIONS (both...and, either...or, etc.).

 



DANGLING MODIFIER



 

   Looking out of the window, I saw the tornado coming.
  I saw the tornado looking out of the window.

   Looking out of the window, I saw the girl.
   I saw the girl looking out of the window.

   Coming around the bend, I saw the train.
   I saw the train coming around the bend.

   I saw the child standing in the middle of the road.
   Standing in the middle of the road, I saw the child.

See The Little English Handbook, pp. 48-49



ARE YOU THE SUBJECT, OR IS IT YOUR GERUND?

Gerund: a word ending in “ing” and formed from a verb but that functions as a noun.
See The Little English Handbook, p. 1 and pp. 249-52. 



Identify the object of “amused by”:

I was amused by her photographing Gerund and his 
owner using a selfie stick.

Identify the object of the verb “like” in the following sentences:

I didn't like her dog barking all night.

I didn't like her dog's barking all night.

Now consider the two following illustrations of the same 
sentence:



I consider him singing in church to be inappropriate.



I consider his singing in church to be inappropriate.



The Comma:
A Little Too Versatile?

Review The Little English Handbook, pp. 106-25 



THE COMMA-SCYTHETHE COMMA-SCYTHE



The comma, a versatile but dangerous tool,
can sever things that belong together.



He contacted me as the stocks were going up.

TEMPORAL COINCIDENCE

CAUSAL CONNECTIVITY

He contacted me, as the stocks were going up.

(He contacted me just as the stocks were going up.)

(He contacted me because the stocks were going up.)



Restrictive and Non-restrictive Phrases

What Difference Does It Make?



Nonessential clauses or phrases give supplementary 
information. They should be isolated by commas.

Achilleus' friend, Patroklos, was killed by Hektor.
Achilleus' friend Patroklos was killed by Hektor.

Odysseus' son Telemachus did not recognize his father.
Odysseus' son, Telemachus, did not recognize his father.

Dante the poet is not necessarily identical with Dante the pilgrim.
Dante, the poet, is not necessarily identical with Dante, the pilgrim.

See The Little English Handbook, pp. 51-54; 117-121; 240; 254-55; 260.



THE COMMA SPLICETHE COMMA SPLICE
or, The Weakest Linkor, The Weakest Link

But sometimes it needs to be strengthened a bit with an extra dot to produce a semi-colon [;]
See The Little English Handbook, pp. 106-08; 122-25.



Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men, Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of rage.

Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men; Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of rage.

Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men, while Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of rage.

Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men, and Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of rage.

Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men, but Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of rage.

Aeneas is a man typically characterized by thoughtfulness towards 
both gods and men, though Turnus is more prone to sudden acts of 
rage.

See The Little English Handbook, pp. 106 ff.,122 ff.  



WHAT HAPPENED TO "THAT"?



“Deciding whether to use the conjunction “that” in written prose will be a problem only when a noun clause is 
being used as the direct object of a verb—but not in every instance of such use. If there is no chance that a 
sentence will be misread, it is all right, even in written prose, to omit “that.” But if there is a chance that the 
noun phrase following the verb may be read as the object of the verb rather than as the subject of the 
subsequent clause, we can prevent even a momentary misreading by inserting “that” at the beginning of the 
noun clause.” The Little English Handbook, page 50.

Dante will discover the circle of hell where Satan is trapped in ice is at the center of our earth.

Dante will discover that the circle of hell where Satan is trapped in ice is at the center of our earth.

Eve believes Satan, who seems very friendly, is wholly trustworthy.

Eve believes that Satan, who seems very friendly, is wholly trustworthy.

Keep in mind the Rome program has many opportunities to offer.

Keep in mind that the Rome program has many opportunities to offer.

Campus Safety reported as soon as they found out that the electricity was out, they contacted Facilities.

Campus Safety reported that as soon as they found out that the electricity was out, they contacted Facilities.

Students need to make sure not only that they read their assignments ahead of time but the text they are 
using is the proper edition.

Students need to make sure not only that they read their assignments ahead of time but that the text they are 
using is the proper edition.



THE PATH OF CONVICTION: From Weakest to Strongest
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