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To my husband



INTRODUCTION

More than twenty years ago a colleague on the faculty of the
University of Florida Law College suggested that I write a column
for the Florida Bar News, the organ of the Florida Bar Association, to
answer questions that Florida attorneys ask about language. I
agreed to do so with considerable misgiving. Who, I wondered,
would bother to send questions about language, legal or otherwise,
to someone they had never heard of?

To my surprise, once my “Language Tips” columns were pub-
lished, questions from lawyers and other readers began to arrive.
Some readers asked questions about grammar. Others asked about
the meaning and etymology of ordinary words. Still others wanted
to know whether certain language is stylistically acceptable. Cur-
rently five bar journals print my language columns as regular
features. I enjoy writing these columns so much that, although I
have retired from the University of Florida Law College, I continue
to write them.

Readers often send challenging questions. Occasionally my
responses elicit further questions and sometimes debate about the
answers. A correspondent suggested that readers might like to see
their names in print, so Inow ask those who send questions whether
they would like their names mentioned, and surprisingly, many do.
The mention of names brings additional letters—and sometimes dis-
agreement from other readers.

Some questions have been asked repeatedly; for example,
questions about the honorific Esquire. Lawyers ask whether to add
Esquire to their letterheads and whether to use the honorific follow-
ing their signatures and when referring to themselves. Women
lawyers ask whether they can call themselves “Esquire.” (My
answers to those questions brought forth a flurry of letters, which
you can find in the chapter on Style.) Persons with law degrees who
do not practice law, and others who have law degrees but have
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never taken the bar examination, ask whether they can use the
honorific nonetheless.

The question of whether Ms, with or without a period, is an
appropriate substitute for Miss/Mrs. brought a flood of letters from
readers who agreed or disagreed with my answer or with the
comments of other readers about my answer. (For some readers’
comments, see the chapter on Propriety.) More than a hundred
letter-writers have asked whether it is proper to use Gentlemen as
the salutation for a business letter. (See the Style chapter for my
response to that question and to readers’ comments about my
response.)

New words or new meanings for old words always bring
questions and comments from readers. Many protest the verbs
impact and disrespect, which they argue should only be nouns. The
short version of the latter, to dis, brought furious reactions from
some readers. Verbs like administrate, reference, enthuse, and desk (as
in “He’s only desking it up there”) offend many. Discussion of these
and other language changes are discussed in the chapter on
Etymology.

But my own error in answering a question brought the largest
response of all. It began when a New Jersey reader who read my
column in the New York State Bar Journal asked what the word agita
meant. Having no idea that this word was commonly understood
and used by what later seemed to be every New Yorker, I diligently
researched the question, applying linguistic and etymological
theories, and tentatively arrived at a totally wrong conclusion.

As soon as the column appeared in the Journal, so did an
avalanche of letters from New Yorkers, correcting me. Even today,
some two years after the column appeared, [ continue to receive
comments about my answer. For example, a kindly email has just
arrived from a college professor who described herself as a “native
Brooklynite of Italian extraction.”

One comfort gained from the magnitude of reader response: the
proof that a lot of New Yorkers read my “Language Tips” columns.
(For my answer to the question about the meaning of agita and
letters from New York readers about my answer, see the chapter on
Meaning,.)

But the questions I have been asked most often over the years
are, “Have you written a book about your columns, and if not, why
not?” Or, “I save your columns and share them with colleagues. But
I do not have all of them. Where can I purchase a collection?”
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The following pages respond to those questions. For conven-
ience, the book is divided into chapters on Meaning, Etymology,
Style, Propriety, and Grammar, with subdivisions under each
heading. Readers can turn first to a subject of particular interest and
will probably discover that other readers have previously asked the
same questions. I have retained the original question-and-answer
format of my columns on language. Categorizing the questions has
sometimes been a problem. Because some subjects might properly
fit into more than one section, some duplication occurs. Usually,
however, I have arbitrarily placed questions into whatever chapter
they seemed to fit best.

May you enjoy reading this book as much as I've enjoyed
writing it.
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abbreviations, 172, 175-77, 183,
185, 201
adjectives, 37, 38, 197-98
absolute, 63, 64
comparative, 63
compound, 173
adverbs, 22, 83, 145, 149
conjunctive, 190
erroneous placement of, 159
adverselaverse, 114
affect/effect, 27
affiant, 51, 54
agita, viii, 22-23
aggravatelirritate, 17
all . .. arenot, 32
alternatelalternative, 114
ambiguity, 9
next Friday/last Friday, 8
ambiguous, 9, 32, 79
negative, 35
next/last, 89
while, 35
words and phrases, 10
presently, 34
amelioration, 11
and/or, 121-22
appositives, 181-83
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archaic language, 48, 51, 54, 67,
69, 76, 164

as such, 43, 44

aspect, 80-82, 113

backformation, 145-46

bar, origin of, 50
because/while, 35

begging the question, 44, 45
blends, 58-59, 110
boilerplate, 49

Bowdlerize, 54

bring/take, 113

capitalization, 134, 192-95
coinages, 115
commas, 72-74, 156, 177, 178,
180-88, 190-91
comparative, 63, 64, 112
compare to/with, 26
complimentary close, 95-97
compose/comprise, 24
conclusionary, 84, 85
conclusory, 84, 85, 159
conjunctions, 78, 135, 145, 191
conjunctive adverbs, 78, 190-91
count/noncount nouns, 122-26
144, 160
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copy, 39, 101, 120, 177
couple has/have, 125

deductive/inductive, 34

doctrine of simplicity, 5

doctrine of the last
antecedent, 42, 43, 156

double, 33, 34, 185

double negative, 32, 33

economic/economical, 113

effect/affect, 27

Effective Legal Writing, 32, 129

effectiveleffectivelylefficacious, 35

en banc/in bancl/in bank, 2

enormity/enormousness, 24, 114

ensure/insure, 2

entitled/titled, 29

epenthesis, 147

eponym, 53

esquire, vii, 91-93

etymology, 2, 11, 23, 41, 45, 47,
51, 66, 75, 130, 141

euphemism, 41, 57, 101, 105

ex officio, 40, 41

expansion, 17, 19, 49, 64

expletives, 16768

famel/notoriety, 22, 145
farther/further, 113
flagrant/blatant, 18
flaunt/flout, 19
flounder/founder, 18
flout/flaunt, 19

folk etymology, 2, 51

further affiant sayeth naught, 54

gender, 91, 94, 99-102
generalization, 49, 53

g0 hence without day, 51
gone missing, 6061
grizzly/grisly, 18
Quarantee/guaranty, 3, 13, 14

herein, 67
historic/historical, 113-14
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homogeneous, 147-48, 197-98
hopefully, 20, 21
humane/human, 36
hyperbole
contrast with litotes and
meosis, 28
hyphenation, 87, 88, 172-74

immoral/unmoral, 198

imply/infer, 113

in banc/in bank, 2

in behalf of/on behalf of, 6, 7

includel/comprise/compose, 25

inductive/deductive, 34

infeasible/unfeasible, 7

infinitives, 70

intransitive verbs, 138, 143, 144,
153

irritate/aggravate, 17

].D., 88, 89, 93, 200

like/as, 136-37
litotes, 28

made out of whole cloth, 52
may/shall, 30

meiosis, 28

mergers, 58, 59, 110, 111
metaphor, 15, 28, 53, 10608
metathesis, 148

misplaced modifiers, 156
moot, 12

namby-pamby, 205
narrowing, 49
negative, 7, 21, 28, 30, 32-34,
79, 88, 93, 103, 162
ambiguous, 32
double, 33
noisome/noisy, 38
nonprofit/not-for-profit, 29
non-count nouns, 5, 122-24,
144, 160
notoriety/fame, 22
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nouns, 5, 13, 36, 37, 97, 123-27,
130, 143-45, 160, 162,
169-72, 195-97

onlupon, 4
option/priority, 65
oxymorons, 87, 88

parameter, 15
parenthetical expressions, 182,
183
pejoration, 11, 57, 101, 102, 105
personal pronouns, 76, 99, 136
personification, 14, 52
perspicacity/perspicuity, 36
Philadelphia lawyer, 57
possessives, v, 168-71
prebuttal, 51, 58
premises, 124-25
preposition(s), 67-69, 109, 111,
132-37, 145, 149, 154
to end sentence, 67
presently, 19, 34
presents, 51, 55, 69
prevalent/widespread, 22, 151
priority/alternative, 66
problematic, 22
pronouns, 47, 71-76, 98, 99,
130-33, 135, 137, 138,
142, 145, 157
indefinite, 47
personal, 76, 95, 132, 138, 142
relative, 68, 75, 130
sexist he, 97-99

quotations, block, 189
quotation marks, 184-86

recuse, 13

redundance, 65, 66, 82, 149, 151
relative pronouns, 132
reluctant/reticent, 18

restrictive clauses, 71-74, 156
retainer agreement, 83-84
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retention agreement, 48, 84

saith/sayeth, 51, 54
salutations, 69, 94-96, 165, 187
sanction, 11
scilicet, 52
segue, 17
sex, 92, 96, 10002
sexist he, 97-99
shall, 30, 31, 65,
shall/may, 30
shorthand, 51, 69, 121, 153
simile, 15, 106, 107
snuck, 118, 119, 166
specialization, 49
spin, 55-57, 104
SS, 52

on legal documents, 52
stay, 35, 36, 115
stress shift, 148
subjunctive, 22, 120-21
suspensions, 201
synaesthesia, 14
syncope, 147, 148, 197
synecdoche, 14

terrify/terrorize, 37-38

thela, 5

therefor/therefore, 3

thing, 41, 47, 48,

thus/therefore, 3, 4

titled/entitled, 29

transitive verbs, 139, 145, 153-55
truncation, 59, 167

understatement,

litotes, 28

meiosis, 28
unfeasible, 7
uninterested/disinterested, 7
unique, 64
uselutilize, 4

venue, 16
verbal, 8-10, 42, 122
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verbs, viii, 2, 71, 83, 119-20, whereas, 35, 60, 81, 188, 189
131, 139, 14245, 149-51 while/because, 35
active, 164 whole cloth,
linking, 131, 14245 etymology of, 52
intransitive, 138, 144 widespread, 22
passive, 25 without day, 51

singular/plural, 121, 124-26,
142-43, 161-64, 166



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


