The narrative behind this list underscores its value. It began in the fall of 1987, when |
began my undergraduate studies in the liberal arts. | was raised in an environment of
privilege and worldliness in Washington, D.C., surrounded by an extended, ethnic
family that imbued my youth with the arts, political activism, and a proverbial front row
seat to nearly all of the intellectual venues in the nation’s capital, | was, nevertheless,
severely intimidated by the vocabularies and exceptional levels of discourse that are
routinely encountered in a liberal arts institution. At first, | struggled to meet the
expectations of an extensive reading load, reflect on these assigned texts, and to
communicate these ideas in class. As such, | never had the chance to create
vocabulary lists of unfamiliar terms, or terms with which | was familiar, though | failed to
‘own,” as a part of my own vocabulary.

Instead, | began a list in October, 1987. Out of habit, | continued to add terms to my list
through the defense of my undergraduate thesis in the spring of 1991. This was a
simple list, no definitions, just a long compendium of reminders that | was limited in my
self-expression. Although | was to begin my graduate studies during the following fall, |
spent much of the intervening summer with my list, a collection of erudite and often
simple terms, collected over four years.

Very quickly, | realized that one does not learn vocabulary by memorization. Instead,
having pondered this list for four years, it was clear to me that one truly learns new
words in the context of the passages in which they are found. However, | came to think
that, if | were to add very brief, one-line definitions to these terms, and to review them
periodically, | could create a synergistic process by which | could identify rich,
sophisticated terms in context, and incorporate them into my own vocabulary much
more quickly and seamlessly by this system of cross-reference. After thirty years, | still
do not own all of these terms, and | have added to it, as well. However, | have
developed quite an arsenal of a vocabulary, and | believe that this process has greatly
enhanced my own command of the language. By giving it to you, | hope that you can
use it, edit it, or start from with a blank page to create a list of your own.

aberration-deviation from norm

abomination-a thing strongly loathed

abrogate- to abolish formally

abscond- to depart suddenly, especially without detection
abstemious- sparing or moderate, especially in eating or drinking

accrue- to be added as a natural growth, addition, etc.



accolade- an award or laudatory notice

acolyte- an altar attendant in public worship, any devotee
acquiesce- to consent or comply tacitly

acquisitive- seeking to gain, especially greedily
acrimonious- bitterness in nature

acrimony- bitter speech

ad hominem- attacking the person (in a debate, instead of the idea)
admass- proletariat, the poor

adorn- decorate

ad nauseam- to a sickening degree

adroit- cleverly resourceful

aegis- sponsorship, patronage, protection

affected (as an ad;j.)- falsely assumed to impress others
aggregate- formed by the collection of particulars into a mass
alacrity- liveliness or brisk eagerness

alarmist- one who exaggerates dangers

alluring- attractive with something desirable

alter orbis- in a separate place

altercation- a heated dispute

amalgamation-a combination, mixture

amenable- willing to listen or agree

amorous- romantic



amenities- courtesies or civilities

amiable- friendly and agreeable

animated- with zest or spirit

annex- to attach, append, incorporate

antithesis- direct contrast -as in Hegelian Dialectic (thesis-antithesis, synthesis)
antithetical- adj. in direct contrast

apex- the tip or high point, acme

aphorism- a terse saying embodying a general truth

aplomb- self-possession, poise, or assurance

apocryphal- pertaining to the apocrypha of the bible. Of doubtful authenticity
apoplectic-overcome with anger

apotheosis- the exaltation of an individual to the rank of god
apollonian/dionysian dichotomy- order vs. disorder, simply put
apropos- to the purpose

arbiter- judge

arbitrary- subject to individual judgment

ascendancy-the rise of (someone, thing)

assiduous- unremittingly attentive, persevering, industrious
assuage- to make milder or less severe

audacious- insolent or brazen, openly offensive

austere- severely stern or strict, as in manner. Frugal or thrifty

awry- amiss or wrong



axiom- a self-evident truth, a universally accepted truth

banal- insipid and pointless

bandy- to throw or strike from side to side, as in exchange

bard- ancient Celtic poet. Any poet of notoriety.

baronial- of a noble nature

belabor- to worry or discuss to an unreasonable degree

belie- to show to be false

bellicose- inclined to fight

belligerent- aggressively hostile

bemused- confused, stupefied

besmirch- to soil, detract honor from

blazonly- displayed conspicuously, openly

boatswain- petty officer in charge of rigging anchors, etc.
bohemian- person, particularly artists, leading unconventional life
bolster- to support, prop up

bombastic- pompous, pretentious, flowery

bout- a spell or period

bravado- swaggering display of courage

bromide-a trite and unoriginal idea or remark, typically intended to soothe or placate.
bulwark- a protection against damage

Byzantine- of the empire, especially its architecture, puzzlingly intricate

cacophony- harsh, unharmonious sounds



cadge- to sponge off of, beg

cahoots- working with someone, usually pejorative

cajole- persuade by flattery

callous- insensitive

calumny- a false and malicious statement

candid- open and talkative

candor- zeal, enthusiasm

cantankerous- disagreeable

capitulate- surrender

capricious- flighty, whimsical

captious- picky, exaggerating trivial defects

cashier (verb)- to dismiss with disgrace

cataclysmic- calamitous, devastating

catch-as-as-catch-can- taking advantage of any opportunity that arises
caterwaul- to cry as cats in the time of rut

catholic- (when not in reference to religion) universal, broad-minded
cause celebre- reason to celebrate, usu. in a political context
caustic- severely bitter

cavalier (adj.)- offhand, unceremonious, carefree

caveat- a warning, as in business dealings

celestial- heavenly or divine

censorious- harshly critical



centaur- classical, mythical horse with a man’s head, trunk, and arms
chicanery- foolishness

chi chi (pronounced “she she”)- showily elegant, ostentatious

citadel- a fort or stronghold

cloister- to close off from

codify- categorize

coerce- convince with force

cogent- powerfully convincing

cognitive dissonance- a psychological dilemma

combative- given to disagreement

compunction- uneasiness resulting from feelings of guilt

conceit- an elaborate metaphor

concierge- the main attendant in a hotel entrance

condescend- to behave as if one is lowering self from a higher position
confabulation- a colloquial expression (confabulate, v.), dicho popular
conflagration- large and destructive fire, or incident

consecrate- to make holy

constituency- the members which make up a body

consummate- (v) to fulfill, (adj) exemplary

contemptuous- arrogant and disdainful

contiguous- touching or in contact

conundrum- anything that puzzles, often in form of a riddle



consternation- alarm

convey- express

convivial- given to relaxation, socially open
consort- associate, fraternize

cotidian- daily

countenance- expression, account
countermand- revoke a command

crass- uncivilized, tactless

crestfallen- downcast, discouraged

crony- ally (usually negative)

cryptic- baffling

culmination- completion

cursory- superficial, summary

debacle- calamity

debunk- to unmask

deference- showing respect to another
deify- to “make” someone into a god by worship
denizens- tens of (like dozens is twelves of)
demagogue- one who gains power by arousing emotions
demonstrative- expressing oneself openly
demure-reserved, modest

denigrate- belittle, make seem unimportant



deprecate- disapprove

depredations- acts of plunder

derision- attacks with scornful laughter, derisive- (adj)
descry- to discover especially by observation
detente-a cooling off of emotions

detractor- one who criticizes

dialectic- art of logical argumentation

diaphanous- almost transparent

diatribe- abusive denunciation

didactic- intended for instruction; preaching or moralizing
dilapidated- fallen into ruin

dilettante- one who takes up an art merely for amusement
disabuse (of)- to free from misunderstanding or error
disaffected- unpassionate or disloyal

discordant- unharmonious

disenfranchised- deprive of privilege

disgruntled- put in the state of dissatisfaction
disconsolate- gloomy

disparate- essentially different

doggerel- verse that is comic and usually irregular
dolefully- mournfully, in a sad manner

don- to put on, to dress with



dour-relentlessly severe, stern, or gloomy

dowager- an elderly society widow

dowdy- not neat or stylish, as in dress

draconian- severe

dubious-doubtful

dupe- to trick

duplicit- deceitful

dyadic- consisting of two parts

dynamo- energetic person

eclat-elaborate display

eclectic- selecting or made up from different sources
edification- enlightenment or moral improvement
effete- exhausted of vigor and energy

effulgent- shining forth brightly

egregious- glaringly bad, as an error

elephantine- of or resembling an elephant, huge
elision- a bringing closer through omission (th’orient)
embellish- to beautify by ornamentation, often overdone
embroilment- a conflict

empiricism- maintains that all knowledge is derived solely from experience and the five
sense

endemic- peculiar to a particular people, region



endogenous- proceeding from the inside

enmity- a bitter feeling of hatred

ennui-insufferable weariness and discontent

ephemeral- lasting a very short time

equanimity- composure, poise

equivocation-philos. Making two things equal that are NOT
erstwhile- formerly, previously

excoriate- to denounce severely

exogenous- proceeding from the outside

exonerate- pardon

expletive- interjection, usually profane

extrapolate- to infer the unknown from something that is known
exuberant- joyful and vigorous

fatuous- complacently foolish, silly, dim-witted
festoon-decorate with garlands, flowers, draping from contact point to contact point
fetching- attractive

flasco- a complete and ignominious (shameful) failure

fiat- an arbitrary decree, order

fickle- casually changeable, capricious

filial- befitting a son or daughter, or having the patriarchal relationship of child to parent
flippant- shallow and disrespectful

flourish- to thrive, to grow luxuriantly



foible- a minor weakness, small defect

foist- to force upon or impose fraudulently
foppery- excessively vain in dress and manners
formidable- intimidating, arousing fears of awe
fortnight- two weeks

forlorn- ragged and worn

fracas- a disorderly noise or fight

fraught- accompanied or filled

fruitful- producing an abundant growth

fruition- attainment of something desired
furtive- done by stealth, sneakily

gadabout- one who wanders around for gossip
gainsay- deny or act against

genteel- affectedly or pretentiously polite
geosynchronous- moving at the same speed as the earth
gravitate- to be strongly attracted
grandiloquent- expressed in a pompous way
grandiose- great in an imposing way
gumption- courage or spunk

hackneyed- worn out

hagiography- a biography of saints

hapless- unfortunate or unlucky



herculean- requiring exceptional strength or effort

heuristic- encouraging one to study or learn for himself
histrionic- of the theater; artificial behavior or speech, insincerely acted emotion
hoodwink- to deceive

iconoclast- one who attacks cherished beliefs

idiosyncratic- having habits peculiar to a specific individual
ilk- family, class or kind

illustrious- reputable because of achievement

imperious- commandingly arrogant

impetuous- characterized by sudden, rash action, impatience
impinge- to have an effect or impact

implacable- not to be appeased or pacified

implode- to burst inward

implore- to be urgently

impugn- to attack forcefully by words or arguments

impunity- exemption from punishment

incandescent- intensely bright, glowing, or white with heat
incantation- the uttering of words purported to have magical power
incarnate- personified, having a bodily form

inchoate- not yet organized, only recently begun

indecorous- violating propriety or good taste

indefatigable- tireless



indemnity- protection or security against future loss
indignation- strong displeasure against something wrong or unjust
ineffable- difficult to describe

inexorable- unalterable

inimical- tending to be harmful, hostile

iniquity- wicked act, tasteless

innocuous- not likely to cause injury, bland

insidious- stealthily treacherous or deceitful

insipid- bland

insufferable- intolerable

interlope- thrust oneself into the affairs of others
internecine- mutually destructive, division within a group
interregnum- an interruption in continuity

intimate- hint at, suggest

intransigent- uncompromising, as in politics

invariably- without exception

invidious- causing animosity or resentment, unfairly discrimination
irenic- tending to promote peace

irreverent- blasphemous, profane

irrevocably- unchangeable

jackdaw- European bird of the crow family

jeopardize- to put into danger, to compromise



jingoist- one who favors patriotism excessively
juggemaut- large destructive force or object
labyrinth- network

lackey- attendant

lackluster- dull, unimaginative

lambaste- to attack verbally

laudable- worthy of praise

lecherous- lustful, lascivious

lethargy- indolence, languor, idleness

levity- (usually a brief moment during serious matters) lightheartedness
licentious- sexually harassing

lionize- to treat as a celebrity

litany- prayer, or a boring monotonous account
loquacious- talkative

lurid- startlingly sensational

maelstrom- a tumultuous state of affairs
magnanimous- generous in forgiving an insult
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magnanimity- “ “ the state of being generous in forgiving in insult
magnate- a person of great influence in a particular field
malfeasance- unlawful action by a public official

manumit- to release from slavery, especially ancient Rome

malleable- capable of being changed, tractable



maniacal- ravingly insane

maudlin- tearfully or weakly emotional

mecca- any place that people hope to visit
megalomaniac- one who does everything to extremes
melange- confused mixture

mercurial- erratic, lively, given to temper

milieu- environment, especially of a social nature
minuet- a slow stately dance from 17-18 century
miscreant- a scoundrel or a villain

missive- a long, serious letter

monolith- something having a solid, massive, and uniform character
moniker- a person’s or thing’s nickname

myopic- lack of foresight

myriad- an indefinitely great number

nebulous- vague

necromancer- one who communicates with the dead (necrodancer? Dances with dead)
nefarious- extremely wicked

neophyte- a beginner in something, a tyro

newtonian- causal, explaining cause and effect
nirvana- freedom from worry

nonplussed- utterly perplexed

notorious- well known, of note



oblique- indirectly stated, neither perpendicular nor parallel

obdurate- stubborn, unyielding, hard=hearted, without remorse

obsequious- servilely compliant or deferential

obviate- to eliminate difficulties by anticipatory measures

obfuscate- to confuse

oenophile- connoisseur of wine

officious- objectively forward in offering unwanted services, interfering
ombudsman- an official appointed to hear citizens’ complaints against the government
onerous- unfairly burdensome

onus- an unfair burden

opulence- luxuriance or wealth

ordinal- a numeric list of concepts/things listed in a value order (ie: best to worst)
ossify- literally, to make into bone; to become rigid in habits

ostensibly- outwardly appearing to be a certain way

overtones- an additional, implicit meaning

overwrought- elaborate to excess

overzealous- excessively excited

panacea- a remedy for all diseases or troubles

pander- to cater weakly to another

pandemic- prevalent throughout an entire region

panegyric- a lofty oration written in praise of a person or thing



pantheon- a public building containing tombs or memorials to the illustrious dead of a
nation

panoply-

paradigm- an example serving as a model, a way to look at things
paradox- a statement that seems contradictory, but remains logical
paragon- a model of excellence

parameter- determining characteristic

paramour- an illicit lover

parenthetically- relatedly (ALWAYS say this instead of “piggyback”
pariah- an outcast or reject

parsimonious- frugal or thrifty

pastiche- a literary or musical piece borrowing motifs from others
patently- unmistakably evident to everyone

patrician- anyone of noble or high rank

patrimony- an estate inherited from one’s father

patronize- to condescend offensively toward

pedagogue- a pedantic, dogmatic teacher

pedagogy- the art of teaching

pedantic- a person who makes an excessive show of learning, especially stressing
minor details

penchant- a strong liking or taste for something

penultimate- next to last, second to last



penurious- extremely stingy, or poor

perennial- lasting indefinitely, or continuing regularly

perforce- by or of necessity

perfunctory- performed as an uninteresting routine

peripatetic- busily walking or traveling about

peruse- to read or examine, especially with care

pestilence- a deadly epidemic, something harmful

petulant- insolent, rude; showing sudden impatient irritation
phoenix- a fabled bird said to live 500 years, then to crash and burn and rise up out of
its ashes

piety- reverence for good, parents

piece de resistance- the component without which, the item would not be itself.
pilfer- to steal, especially in small quantities

pillar- a stone support, one who stands for something

pivotal- a monumental change

platitudinous-

plebeian- of the common people

plenitude- the state of being full or complete

plethora- an overabundant amount

polemics- the art of controversy

polyphonous- music, or harmonious effort of two or more voices

pontificate- to speak in a pompous or dogmatic manner



portentous- foreboding or prophetic, also pompous

praxis- a set of example from practice, as opposed to theory
precarious- involving danger or risk

precipice- a cliff with a vertical face, a situation of great peril
precocious- forward in development, especially mental
preeminence- important, above and before others

preponderant- superior in power, number, or force

proclivities- habitual inclinations

proffer- to offer, especially courteously

profligate- (adj) utterly and shamelessly immoral; (n) one who is this
prolific- producing offspring, fruit abundantly

promulgate- to put into operation by formal proclamation
prophetic- of or containing prophecy, prediction

propriety- conformity to established standards of proper behavior
protract- to draw out or lengthen, especially in time

proverbial- of a simple saying that expresses practical wisdom
pugnacious- inclined to fight

pusillanimous- lacking courage

qua-in the capacity of being

quagmire- muddy bog, situation from which extrication is difficult
quandary- dilemma, a state of uncertainty, perplexity in what to do

guery- a question, inquiry



quid pro quo- this for that

quixotic- overly optimistic, unrealistically romantic in vision
quintessential- the perfect embodiment of something
rapprochement- the reestablishment of harmonious relations
rarefy- make rare, less dense, refine

ratify- to confirm by expressing consent

recalcitrant- refractory, resisting restrain or control

recant- to withdraw or disavow ( a statement)

recapitulate- to review in a brief summary, as in end of speech
redolent- having a pleasant odor

reify- to convert into or regard as a concrete, sure thing
relativistic fallacy- comparison of “apples and oranges” as it were, an attempt to
compart things that are not comparable

receptive- willing to listen to new ideas

reconcile- to bring together, especially dichotomies
redoubtable- formidable, to be feared, evoking respect
remonstrate- to say or plead in protest or disapproval

renege- to go back on one’s word

repartee- a quick, witty reply, a conversation full of such replies
reprehensible- blameworthy

repudiate- to reject as having no authority or binding force

reproach- to scold, find fault with; blame, censure



resilience- ability to regain form, recover

reticent- hesitant

retinue- a body of attendees waiting on an important person

retract- to withdraw, physically, or as in a statement

reverence- to regard with respect tinged with awe

revitalize- bring back a sense of animation to something

remuneration- payment, recompensation, or reward

rhabdomany- divination by means of a rod or wand, especially in discovering ores,
springs of water

rigamarole- a complicated procedure

ruefully- expressing sorrow or regret, especially in a wry or humorous manner.
ruminate- to meditate on, ponder, over and over

sack- to utterly destroy into ruins

samizdat- during time of Soviet Union, system by which illegal manuscripts were
circulated secretly

sanctimonious- self-righteous

sang froid- composure under trying conditions

sanguine- cheerful and hopeful, red and ruddy

sardonic- tauntingly or mockingly bitter, cynical

scourge- a person or thing that harasses or destroys

screed-a long speech or piece of writing, typically one regarded as tedious.

seditious- inciting of public disorder or rebellion against government



segue- to move gracefully to the following section

self-aggrandizement- attempt to make oneself appear great

semantic- of or arising from meaning in language

sepulcher- a burial vault of stone (often as a metaphor)

serendipitous- making desirable discoveries by accident
sesquipedalian- containing many syllables, using long words

shaman- a medicine man among certain peoples

shibboleth- a peculiarity of usage and speech that distinguishes a group
shiftless- lacking in ambition, energy

Sine qua non- an essential condition; a thing that is absolutely necessary.
sinewy- stringy, tough

sinuous-having many curves, bends, or turns; winding

sinister- threatening evil, harm, or trouble

sluice- a channel for surplus water, a channel to send logs in water (often as a
metaphor)

smarmy- unctuous (greasy), affected and hypocritical closeness

snafu- a “snag”, a complicating factor

soothsayer- a person who professes to foretell the future

sophistry- the use of clever, but specious arguments

soporific- tending to cause sleep, somnolent

specious- apparently good or right, but lacking real merit

splenetic- of the spleen, irritable or spiteful



sporadic- intermittent, irregular

spurious- of doubtful genuineness

squelch- to subdue utterly

staccato- music with clear breaks between notes

stimulus- something that causes or stimulates action

succor- timely aid in distress

succumb- to yield to a superior force

sumptuous- splendid or superb, costly and lavish

superannuated- antiquated or obsolete, too old for use

supercilious- haughty and aloof, arrogant and disdainful

surfeit- overindulgence, general disgust caused by excess or satiety
surreptitiously- obtained, done, or made in an improperly quick, secret manner
sycophant- self-seeking, servile flatter

synesthesia- the expression of one sense through another, for example a delicious
view or loud colors

syncope- the contraction of a word by omitting sounds from the middle, for example
ne'er

synecdoche- a trope (metaphor) in which a part represents the whole: wheels for car,
threads for clothes

synergistic- building on one another’s energy, feeding off of one another, as in
teamwork

syzygy- the “yoking together” of terminal and initial consonants:
the land’s sharp features seemed to be
tacit- understood without being openly expressed, silent

tangential- not pertaining to the topic under discussion



tautology- a needless repetition of something with different words
teeming- abounding, prolific, fertile

teleological- of the doctrine that final causes exist, the belief in a predetermined
purpose of nature

tenacious- holding fast, having a firm grip, persistent

tenuous- lacking a sound basis

theatrical- of the theater; artificial, pompous, or extravagantly histrionic
thucydidean- very objective reporting, cause and effect
thunderstruck- overcome with amazement

toothsome- pleasant to the taste, attractive or pretty

torpid- extremely sluggish, dormant, as in hibernation

transcend- to surpass, extend beyond the limit of

transmogrify- to change in appearance or form, especially grotesquely
traverse- to move over, along, or through

trenchant- incisively keen or effective

trite-(of a remark, opinion, or idea) overused and consequently of little import; lacking
originality or freshness.

troglodyte- a primitive cave dweller
treacherous- dangerous or evil person
truculent- brutal, harsh vitriolic, savage
truncated- shortened by having a part cut off
tryst- rendezvous

ubiquitous- ever present, visible everywhere



umbrage- a very vague feeling of suspicion

unassailable- impenetrable, safe from attack

unbridled- free from restraint

uncouth- unmannerly

unctuous- greasy, characterized by excessive piousness or moralistic fervor
undaunted- not shaken or scared by

undertones- subdued or muted nature

underworld- evil

unencumbered- unburdened by

unfettered- not tampered with

unimpassioned- not filled with enthusiasm

unremitting- incessant

untenable- incapable of being defended, as in an argument or thesis
unwieldy- uncontrollable

uxorious- extremely submissive to one’s wife

vacuity- absence of thought or intelligence

vanquish- to conquer or subdue by superior force, as in battle
vapid- vacant, empty, as in dull or unintelligent

veneration- awe, reverence

venial- excusable

veracity- conformity to the truth

veritable- true, verifiable



vertigo- state in which the individual feels that surroundings are whirling about
vestal- of or pertaining to goddess Vesta of chastity and purity

vestibule- a passage or area

vespertine- of, or pertaining to the evening, as of flowers which open in the evening
vicariously- standing in the place of another

vilify- to make evil, to portray as evil

vinculate- to make a bond or a union

vindicate- pardon

virtuoso- a person who has great sKkill in a field, especially music

visionary- a person with unusual foresight

vituperate- to censure or criticize severely or abusively

vociferous- in loud or noisy outcry

volkgeist- the spirit of the “folk” the character of a people

vortex- a whirling mass, or complicated state of affairs

vouchsafe- to grant or give with graciousness or condescension

voyeurism- one who is stimulated by watching sexual acts, especially in hiding
vulpine- of or like a fox, especially in cunning

wanton- malicious, without regard to what is right or human

weltanschauung- world view

woeful- wrought with tragedy and sadness

zealot- one full of enthusiasm

zeitgeist- the general trend of thought of an era






