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introduction

Chances are that you already know lots of words—probably tens of thousands. And now you are about to learn even more.

Not that we blame you—obviously, we’re glad you’re enlarging your hoard of words. You can probably already reel off some excellent reasons for learning more words: people with rich vocabularies make higher grades, score better on most standardized tests, and go on to be more successful in their chosen careers. They’re also more interesting to talk to.

All these are valid reasons for expanding and refining your vocabulary. We’d like to add a couple more that we find equally valid.

One is that learning new words actually makes you smarter. You don’t just seem smarter, you are smarter—you know more. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., was right when he said a mind stretched by a new idea never goes back to its original dimensions. What’s true for ideas is true for words. When you learn the word symbiosis, you become linked to the knowledge that plants and animals have worked out some fascinating and mutually beneficial ways to help each other—from the bird that cleans food fragments from the alligator’s teeth to the tiny mite that clings to the bottom of an ant’s foot (getting a bit of food from the ant’s system, and perhaps serving as an athletic shoe to cushion the host’s soles).

But getting smarter through learning words isn’t limited to the acquisition of technical terms. As a friend once said, “If you know the names of the wildflowers, you’re more likely to see them.” That principle works for words as well. Once you learn the adjective louche, for example, you’ll be able to recognize, to pinpoint, a variety of decadent slyness that you might earlier have tossed in the catchall basket labeled weird.

Here’s one more reason, often overlooked but for us among the most important—you can learn words for the pure pleasure of it, for the joy of discovery, of finding out what the words mean, how they sound, maybe when they were born, where they come from, and how they’ve changed over the years. (Did you know a bonfire was once a bone fire?)

Isn’t it a pleasure to know that there’s a word for the pesky person who delights in catching others’ errors—and triumphantly pointing them out? That person’s a doryphore (DOR-a-for). Or what about the fact that crapulous describes someone with a hangover?

And you doubtless know someone who talks too much—way too much. The person who goes on and on, sending out a seemingly unending flow of words, is suffering (or making us suffer) from logorrhea (LOG-uh-REE-uh).

So you have lots of reasons for expanding and deepening your vocabulary, and the words we’ve chosen for this book run the gamut. We think they’ll help you satisfy all your reasons for learning new words, and that you’ll find them interesting, useful, and fun.

Feel free to dive into this book anywhere you like, but if you start at the beginning, you’ll recognize a pattern of four chapters organized by themes, followed by a grab bag chapter, and a quiz over five chapters. If you complete the entire book (congratulations!), you’ll have encountered two hundred words in the thematic chapters, learned fifty from the grab bag chapters, and taken five quizzes to reinforce your confidence that you’ve mastered them all.

This book follows the style and format of its parent book, Fiske WordPower, which contains one thousand words.* So when you’re ready for lots more, move on to Fiske WordPower, by Edward B. Fiske, Jane Mallison, and Margery Mandell (Sourcebooks, 2006). You’ll find hundreds of new words there—some practical, some intriguing, some both—and you’ll recognize a few familiar friends you first met here.

* We’ve also written a sibling book, with a completely different set of words, Fiske 250 Words Every High School Freshman Needs to Know. The words there are slightly easier than those in the book you're holding now—take a look.


1aggressive words

“Comin’-at-ya!” That’s, more or less, the literal meaning of “aggressive.” Whether actual or just implied, the words below all concern some kind of attack, whether physical or verbal.

1. Scathe (rhymes with bathe)


This means “to harm or injure” and comes into English from Old Norse; those Vikings knew a thing or two about scathing. Today, you’ll see it mostly in the two forms illustrated below.


•   While Henrik would never hit a member of his family, his scathing comments are brutal enough.

•   The powerful force of Hurricane Katrina left no resident of New Orleans unscathed.




2. Lacerate (LASS-er-ate)


This word refers to ripping or tearing, whether literal or figurative.


•   The pit-bull attack left Jeff with deep lacerations on his shin.

•   The English translation of Jonathan Swift’s self-written Latin epitaph refers to death as the only place where his heart would not be lacerated by a fierce indignation.




3. Disparage (dis-PAIR-idge)


Though not as cruel as scathe or lacerate, this verb refers to a withering belittlement of someone or something. (The root word is related to the word peer, so if you’re dis-peered, you’re being made less of an equal than the speaker.)


•   Because Angela is insecure about her abilities, she finds it important to disparage the ideas of others, even before they’ve been given a hearing.

•   Martin’s disparagement of Bethany’s attempts to make him happy gradually led to their break-up.




4. Deride (de-RIDE)


Akin in meaning to disparage, this verb contains the additional tinge of meaning “scornful laughter.”


•   In Shakespeare’s comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Helena, ignorant of the magic potion put onto the eyes of Lysander and Demetrius, feels sure their declarations of love are attempts to deride her.

•   “I’d rather have you make a straightforward attack on me than to treat my ideas with such derision in our staff meetings,” asserted Randolph nervously to his supervisor.




5. Temerity (tem-ER-it-ee)


From the Latin word meaning rash, this noun means “extreme boldness.” Someone with temerity exhibits a foolish disregard for danger. There is actually an adjective form of the word, temerarious, but using this uncommon form would be a little bit audacious.


•   Oliver Twist had the temerity to ask for some more porridge when he knew the directors of the orphanage were determined to feed the boys as little as possible.

•   It took a lot of temerity for the soldier to cross No Man’s Land in the middle of a skirmish.




In Shakespeare’s comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Helena, ignorant of the magic potion put onto the eyes of Lysander and Demetrius, feels sure their declarations of love are attempts to deride her.

6. Diatribe (DYE-ah-tribe)


The root of the Greek word diatribe or “learned discourse” is diatribein, which means “to consume or wear away.” In English, the noun means “a bitter, abusive lecture.”


•   Stalin’s speech was a furious diatribe, harshly critical of his political opponents.

•   Xiao Xiao’s cutting humor and brutal sarcasm made each of her movie reviews a hilarious diatribe against contemporary culture.




7. Animus (AN-i-muss)


In its general meaning this noun expresses the idea of a hostile disposition, ill will toward someone. (In Jungian psychology the word describes masculine aspects of a female’s unconscious.) The noun form is animosity.


•   “Why do all of your remarks to me have such an animus? I haven’t done anything to deserve this jeering,” said the fed-up Malcolm.

•   The comic book character Animus deserves his name, for he is indeed a hatemonger and expresses animosity toward others.




8. Excoriate (ex-CORE-ee-ate)


From the Latin word that means “to take off the skin,” this verb means not only literally “to remove the skin” but “to censure strongly,” as if flaying with words.


•   Simon’s brutality as a talent show judge was so severe that contestants would often burst into tears as he excoriated them for the mistakes they had made during their performances.

•   When Mara fell from her bike, her ankle was cut and her knee was excoriated.




9. Emasculate (e-MASK-u-late)


In its literal sense it means “to castrate.” Its more common figurative sense means “to weaken,” “to deprive of strength,” but you need to be sensitive to the original sense of the word. It would be laughable to refer to “emasculating the Miss America pageant by not televising it.”


•   Jesse Jackson’s crude remark about the then presidential candidate was reported by many newspapers as his wish to emasculate Barack Obama.

•   Cutting the funds for the enforcement of the provisions of the bill completely emasculated its potential force.




10. Flay (rhymes with play)


As with emasculate, flay has a particularly cruel literal meaning—here, the verb means “to strip the skin off someone.” It’s also more frequently used in the figurative sense of stinging with strong verbal criticism.


•   Apollo cruelly flayed Marsyas for daring to challenge him to a match of musical talent.

•   “Was it not enough that he fired me?” asked David. “Did he really need to flay me with a recitation of all the flaws he perceived in my character?”




2fighting words

Maybe it doesn't speak well of human society, but the fact is that almost all languages have lots of words related to fighting. Here are some oft-used English ones.

1. Bellicose (BELL-ih-kose)


From the Latin root for “war,” this adjective is about as hostile as you can get. Like belligerent (see # 7), it means “warlike.”


•   The bellicose Mohawk Indians were quick to use their hatchets on the white settlers.

•   Eager to fight, the bellicose reporter documented all of the instances of discrimination in the corporation’s hiring policies.




2. Agonistic (agg-un-ISS-tik)


This term doesn’t carry the negative charge of bellicose. It comes from the Greek word for “struggle” (we get agony from it), and referred to participants in ancient Greek athletic contests. Although not common today, it’s sometimes used as an adjective (following the noun) to refer to a person engaged in some kind of contest or struggle. And of course an antagonist is the person who’s in opposition to a protagonist—terms we often use in literature.


•   John Milton’s poem Samson Agonistes deals with the struggles of the Biblical hero Samson against his Philistine opponents.

•   In the play Oedipus Rex, the title character is the protagonist and Creon, his brother-in-law, is the antagonist.




3. Contentious (kon-TENCH-us)


To say some people are contentious doesn’t mean they’re likely to fight. It does mean that they’re argumentative, not given to ready (or quiet) acceptance of views contrary to their own. In short, they like to contend.


•   A captain with a contentious crew has an ocean of misery.

•   Don’t be so contentious; why must you argue with everyone about everything?




4. Pugnacious (pug-NAY-shus)


The pugnacious person blends some qualities of contention and bellicosity. Think of the street bully, ready to quarrel or fight, depending on the situation. The noun form is pugnacity.


•   That boy is really pugnacious, always getting into scraps and scuffles with his schoolmates.

•   Given his pugnacity, we may expect him to grow up to be a pugilist (a boxer).




5. Fractious (FRAK-shus)


Although someone who is fractious is considered unruly or a troublemaker, the adjective also means “peevish” or “cranky.” It doesn’t quite mean “stubborn,” but the word does suggest an unwillingness to respect authority.


•   The fractious child refused to finish her roast beef and spinach even though her father insisted.

•   “Your fractiousness is another explanation of your lack of team spirit,” said the coach, referring to Ian’s refusal to sit on the bench for the ninth inning.




John Milton’s poem Samson Agonistes deals with the struggles of the Biblical hero Samson against his Philistine opponents.

6. Truculent (TRUCK-you-lunt)


Think of a brooding, lowering person who seems to exude meanness and belligerence. Truculent can be used to describe speech and actions as well as people.


•   Moose, the bouncer, appeared truculent, but his threatening manner was just an act.

•   A fight erupted after the heat and heavy traffic brought out the worst in two truculent travelers.




7. Belligerent (beh-LIJ-er-ent)


Here’s a strong adjective that means “aggressive” or “engaged in warfare.” It comes from the Latin word that means “to wage war,” the same root for bellicose. The noun form is belligerence.


•   By 1939, there could be no mistaking Germany’s belligerence towards its neighbors.

•   The boys in Mr. Sullivan’s eighth-grade class were so belligerent that he had to separate their desks in the classroom.




8. Obstreperous (ob-STREP-or-us)


From the Latin word that means “to make a noise against,” this adjective means “aggressively and noisily defiant.” People who are obstreperous make no bones about their obduracy. The noun form is obstreperousness.


•   Obstreperous by nature, Arthur threw a tantrum when his mother insisted that he put his pet ferret in the cage before joining the family for dinner.

•   “I will not stand for your childish obstreperousness, Tom,” Aunt Polly said firmly. “I asked you to help me paint the fence and if you continue to ignore me you’ll have to paint the neighbor’s fence too.”




9. Jingoist (JIN-go-ist)


This person may or may not be bellicose, truculent, or belligerent—not personally, anyway. The fighting he favors is to be done by his country’s armed forces, not himself. The origin of the term is a bellicose music hall song that used “by jingo” as a frequent refrain; “jingo” was an obvious substitute for the taking in vain of the name of Jesus. The adjective form is jingoistic.


•   She worried constantly about all the jingoistic comments in regard to the Middle East.

•   The ambassador tried to persuade the jingoists in the administration to give diplomacy a fair chance.




10. Casus belli (KAY-sus BELL-eye)


Literally the Latin phrase for “the cause of war,” a casus belli may be either an act or event that brings on a declaration of war, or—and this is important—something that is used as an excuse for military action.


•   The attack on Pearl Harbor was a clear casus belli for the U.S. entry into World War II.

•   Many people believed that the talk of weapons of mass destruction was a fabricated casus belli, and not the real reason for action.





3flabby words

Tired, lazy, bored, or boring: this is a dull spectrum of feelings, but there’s a fine array of words to express these sensations.

1.Ennui (ahn-WE)


This noun is a French import that refers to boredom or listlessness. If you’re bored, you can at least give a Gallic shrug to express your state.


•   Jean Paul had planned to drop by Les Deux Magots in the afternoon for an aperitif, but once ennui set in, he merely sat quietly in his room listening to Edith Piaf songs.

•   The gray sky and cold wind fed into Annette’s sense of ennui, and the warm gloves and umbrella she had planned to purchase that afternoon remained on the shelves of the store.




2. Inertia (in-ER-shuh)


This noun expresses a lack of motivation or an inability to change or to act. It can refer to a single individual or to a larger group such as a company or a country. The adjective form is inert.


•   After Willy lost his job, a profound sense of inertia overcame him and made it difficult to start looking for other work.

•   The crowd watched in horror as the boxer lay inert in the center of the ring after the punch to the head.




3. Phlegmatic (fleg-MAT-ik)


Here is an adjective describing a person who is slow to act, slow to get angry—more or less the far extreme from temperamental. While it can convey the positive sense of “calm,” today it more often has a negative feel, possibly as suggested by the feel of a throat full of phlegm. (Word historians may enjoy knowing the long pedigree of this concept: as early as 400 BCE it was regarded as one of four basic “humors” or temperaments.)


•   Sarah likes to stir up an occasional feeling of jealousy in her boyfriends, but Ned’s phlegmatic nature has conferred immunity on him thus far.

•   The stereotype of a certified public accountant as somewhat phlegmatic certainly does not apply to Mel: he may crunch numbers all day, but on the weekend he skydives and bungee jumps.




4. Feckless (FECK-less)


If you’re feckless, you lack vitality and energy. Another possible shade of meaning describes someone who has energy but who fails to think about how his or her actions affect others. (The feck in feckless derives from the word effect.)


•   The new manager was hired because of impressive credentials, but his actual performance thus far has been rather feckless.

•   Felicia was at first pleased to receive a call from her former boyfriend, but she truly had no interest in comforting him on the departure of a feckless new love interest.




5. Torpid (TOR-pid)


If you’re torpid, you have no energy. If you’re a certain kind of animal, you might be hibernating, but if you’re a plain old human being, you’ve let yourself get bored stiff. And that’s what the Latin root means.


•   “So far as I know,” said Jack, school expert on music of the last twenty-five years, “the only song with ‘torpor’ in the lyrics is ‘Like the Weather’ by 10,000 Maniacs.”

•   Sean had promised his parents he’d clean out the garage on Saturday afternoon, but the sight of piled-up, rusting yard equipment and stacks of old copies of the Saturday Evening Post put him into a torpid frame of mind, and he took a nap instead.




“Your looks are okay,” was Stanley Kowalski’s rather tepid endorsement of Blanche Dubois’s need for confirmation of her appeal.

6. Lassitude (LASS-ih-tude)


Another noun for emotional fatigue or a dreamy, lazy mood, lassitude comes from the Latin word for “weary.”


•   As the whispered phrase “Nichols is coming” went from cubicle to cubicle, workers interrupted their state of lassitude to assume the time-honored posture of looking busy when the boss approached.

•   Jess had studied so hard for her exams that the end of exam week found her in a state of complete lassitude, barely able to do more than reach toward her bedside table for her mug of cocoa.




7. Jaded (JAY-ded)


This condition of world-weariness may come from overfamiliarity or overindulgence in something originally pleasant. The word has nothing to do with the gemstone jade, but derives from an old word for a broken-down or useless horse.


•   Having a world-famous chef for a grandfather had given little Morgan a prematurely jaded attitude toward food. At ten he was heard to utter, “Fish quenelles? Again?”

•   Those who are overly self-indulgent pay the price of becoming jaded, unable to enjoy exotic travel or fancy clothing that would delight most people.




8. Doldrums (DOLE-drums)


If you’re in the doldrums, you’re feeling purposeless, without energy. In geographical terms, you’re like the region of the ocean near the equator that is characterized by the absence of wind. (If you’ve read Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” you’ve read about the nautical Doldrums.) The first syllable of the word comes from the adjective dull, and that’s just how you feel.


•   Rosemary encouraged Julie to join in her economic venture, believing that a new partner could help shake the once-thriving business out of the doldrums.

•   Some people are energized by complete freedom from supervision, but others get the doldrums when they have unstructured time on their hands.




9. Stagnant (STAG-nunt)


It can happen to a pond, to a person, or to an abstraction such as the national economy. Wherever stagnation hits, there’s an absence of vitality.


•   Toxic waste dumped into Hopewell Pond has transformed that sparkling body of water into a sadly stagnant pool.

•   “Are you going to stagnate here at home all summer?” Mr. Crossman yelled at his teenaged son. “Get a job, take a class!”




10. Tepid (TEP-id)


This adjective can literally describe a liquid that is “lukewarm, neither hot nor cold.” It’s also used figuratively, always negatively, to describe a “so-so” attitude.


•   The support offered to Mr. Cole’s candidacy has been rather tepid. The party needs a more vigorous show of enthusiasm if he is to be the nominee.

•    “Your looks are okay,” was Stanley Kowalski’s rather tepid endorsement of Blanche Dubois’s need for confirmation of her appeal.







End of sample
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