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Words: Opposites, Replacements, and Slight Differences

This month, | would like to focus on vocabulary ...
in the form of opposites, replacements and vocabulary that reflects slight differences.

What is the opposite of ‘happy’? If you answered ‘unhappy, that is correct. If you answered ‘sad, that is
also correct. Let’s try the same thing with ‘sad. If you said that the opposite of ‘sad’ is ‘happy, | would
agree. If you said that the opposite of ‘sad’ is ‘unsad,” | would disagree. So, what is going on?

The world of opposites is quite interesting.
There are ‘truly opposite’ opposites. These come in the form of a different word.
Before — After / Active — Lazy / Friend — Enemy / Young — Old / Rural — Urban ... and so on.

There are ‘opposites-by-prefix/suffix’ ... those that use dis-; ‘im-! ‘mis-; ‘in-; ‘un-" or “-ful/-less’.
Approve — Disapprove / Possible — Impossible / Behave — Misbehave /
Accurate — Inaccurate / Fair — Unfair / Useful - Useless

And then there are opposites that can be shown either way.

This is where the power of vocabulary becomes important. After all, while the opposite of polite can be
either impolite or rude, impolite is much softer than the hard-sounding word ‘rude.’ If someone informs
you that you are the opposite of correct, would you rather be incorrect or wrong; being incorrect usually
doesn’t sting quite as much as being just plain wrong. Similarly, if you are not successful at being successful,
would you prefer being unsuccessful or experiencing failing. If you are supposed to provide truthful
information (in other words, you are supposed to tell the truth), which is worse: being accused of
misinforming (from to mis+inform) or lying (from to lie)?



Interesting is an interesting word, but often use of a replacement word can make the idea ... well, more
interesting. For example, an ‘interesting’ question is also a meaningful question, a thoughtful question, or
even a provocative question. Interesting people are usually also remarkable people, impressive people,
fascinating people, or, to put it politely, perhaps odd people. Another way of complimenting someone for
doing interesting work would be to say it was creative work, innovative work, compelling work, or
stimulating work.

Finally, remember that there are groups of words which seem to say the same thing ... but upon deeper
consideration, have meaningful differences. Think about groups like these:

Set 1: popular, famous, common, normal, usual, well-known

Beat Takeshi is both famous and popular, but | wouldn’t refer to him as common.
SUV cars are becoming more popular and common, but they are neither usual nor famous.
Typhoons are common and normal in the fall, but not usual or popular.

Set 2: ‘looks’ versus ‘looks like’ and ‘seems’ versus ‘seems to be’ and ‘seems like’

It looks cold. It looks like it is cold. It seems like it is cold. (odd)
He looks tired. He looks like he is tired. It looks like he is tired.

It seems (like) he is tired. (odd)
She seems happy. It seems like she is happy.  She seems to be happy.

She seems like she is happy. (odd)

The best way to ‘figure out’ all of these opposites, replacements and slight differences: read, read and
then read some more. As you ‘experience’ more and more language, you will start to ‘see’ how these
words are used.
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