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Hit the Nail on the Head

&b

Have you ever watched aclimsy man ham-
mering a nail into a box? He hits it first to one
side, then to another, perhaps knocking it over
completely, so that in the end he only gets half
of it into the wood. A skilful carpenter, on the
other hand, will drive home the nail with a few
firm, d¢ft blows, hitting it each time squarely on
the head. So with language; the good craftsman
will choose words that drive home his point
firmly and exactly. A word that is more or less
right, a loose phrase, an ambiguous expression,
avague adjective, will not satisfy a writer who
aims at clean English. He will try always to get
the word that is completely right for his pur-
pose.

The French have an apt phrase for this.
They speak of “le mot juste ,” the word that is
just right. Stories are told of lous writers,
like Flaubert, who spent daystrying to get one
or two sentences exactly right. Words are many
and various; they are subtle and delicate in their
different shades of meaning, and it is not easy to

J
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! completely [kem'pli:tli] adv. #IE, €2, +4

deft

vague

['eed3iktiv] n. FEESiA

[deft] adj. RT5H), ALK, HLEH
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find the ones that express precisely what we want
to say. It is not only a matter of having a good
command of language and a fairlywide vocabulary
it is also necessary to think hard and to observe
accurately. Choosing words is part of the process
of realization, of defining our thoughts and feelings
for ourselves, as well as for those who hear or read
our words. Someone once remarked: “How can I
know what I think till I see what I say?” This
sounds stupid, but there is a great deal of truth in it.

It is hard work choosing the right words, but
we shall be rewarded by the satisfaction that find-
ing them brings. The exact use of language gives us

masteryover the material we are dealing with. Per-

haps you have been asked “What sort of a man is
so-and-s0?” You begin: “Oh, I think he’ s quite a
nice chapbut he’ s rather ...” and then you hesitate
trying to find a word or phrase to express what it is
about him that you don’ t like, that constitutes his
limitation. When you find the right phrase you feel
that your conception of the man is clearer and
sharper ...

Some English words have a common root but
are used in very different senses. Consider human
and },umane for example. Their origin is the same
and their meanings are related, but their 5azcis

1
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distinct. A human action is not the same

thing as a humane action. We cannot speak
of a Declaration of Humane Rights. There
is a weapon called a humane killer, but it is
not a human killer.

We don’ t have to look far aficld to
find evidence of bad carpentry in language.
A student, replying to an invitation to din-
ner, finished his letter: “I shall be delighted
to come and I am looking forward to the
day with anxicty.” Anxiety carries with it
suggestions of worry and fear. What the
writer meant was possibly eagerness. Anxi-
ety has some kinship with eagerness but it
will not do as a substitute in this context.

The leader of a political party in
Uganda wrote a letter to the Press which

contained this sentence:

Let us all fight this selfishness, oppor-
tunism, cowardice and ignorance now rife in
Uganda and put in their place truth, manli-

ness, consistency and singularity of mind.

This stirring appeal is spoilt by a
malapropism in the last phrase, the word
singularity. What the writer meant, I think,
was singleness of mind, holding steadfastly

Unit 1
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afield
forward
anxiety
kinship
context
manliness
stirring

[kontekst] n. FF3C
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(e'fi:ld] adv. BIF (%% ), R L, ZEHE

[fo:wad] adj. ZERTER), RTEM ve. 559, {R3F, B
[eeng'zaisti] n. thI&, B2 possibly ['posabli] adv. K. HiifF
[kinfip] n. OF/BXZROFE K FIESARLL M

Bl

['meenlinis] n. BEL, BFS singularity [singjulleeriti] n. 8—, BH
['sta:rin] adj. ¥ ALY, TEERAEYT , BRI

cowardice ['kauadis] n. B/, 4%




Unit 1
to the purpose in mind, without being drawn
aside by less worthy objects. Singularity
means oddity or peculiarity, something that

singles a man out from other men.

Without being a malapropism, a word
may still fail to be the right word for the writer’ s
purpose, the “mot juste”. A journalist, vrit-
ing aleader about Christmas, introduced a juo-
tation from Dickens by saying:

All that was ever thought or written
about Christmas is imprisoned in this sen-
tence ... Imprisonment suggests force, co-
ercion, as if the meaning were held against
its will. It would be better to write con-
tained or summed up. Epitomized might
do, though it is rather a clumsy-sounding
word. Searching a little farther for the “mot
juste” we might hit on the word distilled.
This has more force than contained or
summed up. Distillation suggests essence
and we might further improve the sentence
by adding this word at the beginning:

The essence of all that was ever
thought or written about Christmas is dis-
tilled in this sentence.

English has a wide vocabulary and it

Words and Expressions p- p p »
means [mi:nz] n. FB, kv Bk, BE
[(oditi] n. A5, &1, B8 peculiarity [pikju:li'eeriti] n. 45t , 12508

being ['bizin] n. FF7E , A A
oddity
writing [raitin] n. %1k, fEdH

imprisonment
coercion [kau'a:[an] n. 53,

essence
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is a very flexiblc language. There are many differ-
ent ways of making a statement. But words that
are very similar in meaning have fine shades of
difference, and a student needs to be alive to these
differences. By using his , and above all by
reading, a student can increase his sensitivity to these
shades of difference and improve his ability to ex-
press his own meanings exactly.

Professor Raleigh once stated: “There are no
synonyms, and the same statement can never be re-
peated in a changed form of words.” This is perhaps
too absolute, but it is not easy to disprove. Even a
slight alteration in the wording of a statement can
subtly shift the meaning. Look at these two sentences:

(1) In my childhood I loved to watch trains
go by.

(2) When I was a child I loved watching trains
go by.

At first glance these two sentences are ex-

" actly the same. But look more closely and you will
see that there are very tiny differences. In my child-
hood is a shade more absiract than When I was a
child. Watching perhaps emphasizes the looking at
trains a little more than to watch. This is a very

subtle example, and it would be possible to argue

Unit |
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(1) In my childhood I loved

'to watch trains go by. BE4ERHE
| RERER KEF T

[ (2) When I was a child I loved |
watching trains go by. 2424/ |

Br MR IR EWE K EFF L.

F—BEWNMATFHER
Te—H. BFE—BRak

BLENIZ B FE AR 2 5 |
EREFNR YRR PET |

RHRE . TR AR |
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[fleksobl] adj. FEIE, Hihi, RIEH, BT, ALERK

dictionar ['dik[enari] n. 81, A4

[dis'pru:v] v. iEBH - REERSL, KAE

eration [o:lta'reifon] n. ZFE , Bt
v [we:din] n. #§i8, FHiE
abstract [‘=bstraekt] n. HE, #HE
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about it, but everyone would at once agree
that there is a marked difference between the
next two statements:

(1) He died poor.

(2) He expired in 1t circumstances.

In one sense expired is a synonym for
died and in indigent circumstances for poor,
but when the whole statement is considered,
we cannot maintain that the two are the same.
The change in words is a change in style, and
the effect on the reader is quite different. It is
perhaps easier to be a good craftsman with
wood and nails than a good craftsman with
words, but all of us can increase our skill and
sensitivity with a little effort and patience. In
this way we shall not only improve our writ-
ing, but also our reading...

English offers a fascinating variety of
words for many activities and interests. Con-
sider the wide range of meanings that can be
expressed by the various words we have to
describe walking, for example. We can say that
aman is marching, pacing, patrolling,
striding, treading, tramping, stepping out,
prancing, strutting, prowling, plodding, stroll-

ing, shuffling, staggering, X , tod-

Bith R ST

MAET TEENMIFE—ED L
FEfiIe 2 EXH.
(1) He died poorfth—E 55 FR¥¢ {5
(2) He expired in indigent|
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