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 despot (noun) - dictator, absolute ruler, tyrant, totalitarian,authoritarian, autocrat. 

E.g. Corruption, stifling (oppressing) bureaucracy and indifference (apathy/unconcern) restrict the 

prospects of the rapidly expanding ranks (levels) of youth. The events of the last decade should have 

exploded (disproved) the myth that autocrats spell (bring on) stability. Yet western countries have 

continued to sell arms (weapons) to and throw their weight behind despots or supposed strongmen in 

Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Libya and elsewhere, turning a blind eye to (neglecting) human rights abuses and 

trusting that authoritarianism will provide security. 

 gerontocratic (adjective) – relating to a government, political group, or (social) organisation 

ruled/controlled by old people. 

E.g. International critics of Myanmar’s state counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi have expressed little 

sympathy for her detention but the hard reality is that she will have to be a part of any negotiated 

political settlement. Like Myanmar’s armed forces, the National League of Democracy NLD’s 

gerontocratic leadership has done a terrible job in grooming a new generation of leaders. 

 encamp (verb) – live in a camp, settle in a camp, occupy a camp.  

E.g. Navreet Singh, who owned 15 acres of land in Uttar Pradesh, had been among the hundreds of 

thousands of farmers who had been encamped on the Delhi border since November to demand the 

repeal of new farm laws they say will ruin their livelihoods and leave them at the mercy of the 

corporations. 

 Stoic (adjective) - (literally) belonging to the ancient philosophical school of Stoicism (Stoicism is a 

philosophy that tells you how you should regard death, suffering, great wealth, poverty, power over 

others and etc.; (figuratively) another term for stoical; relating to a person who is controlling his/her 

feelings or emotions (such as pain, pleasure/joy, grief/sadness, fear, anger, or envy). 

E.g. The Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus was the last famous Stoic philosopher of 

antiquity (ancient times). During the last 14 years of his life he faced one of the worst plagues in 

European history. The Antonine Plague, named after him, was probably caused by a strain of the 

smallpox virus. It’s estimated to have killed up to 5 million people, possibly including Marcus himself. 

 propaganda (noun) - the (deliberate & systemic) spreading of information (facts, ideas, rumours or 

lies) to influence public opinion. 

E.g. That vilification (criticism/attack/abuse), pumped out by the state propaganda machinery, has 

shaped many Russian opinions, or at least successfully seeded confusion about the whole business. 

But there have been large rallies across the country demanding Navalny’s release. 

 kink (noun) - flaw, defect, imperfection, problem, difficulty, snag, shortcoming, weak point. 

E.g. In the House of Commons, Mr Boris Johnson said he was willing to invoke Article 16 if the EU did 

not quickly accede to Britain’s demands to change the way the Northern Ireland protocol is 

implemented. “However, Boris Johnson’s approach today is equally reckless. You don’t fight fire with 

fire. Take a step back, show mature political leadership and work our way through what are described 

as teething problems, kinks, whatever you want to call them.” Northern Ireland’s Deputy First 

Minister Michelle O’Neill told. 
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 footling (adjective) – insignificant, unimportant, petty, minor, trivial, inessential, pointless/worthless. 

E.g. One of the most important things about this week’s landmark review into the value of nature may 

appear to be a footling detail: its publisher. The 600-page report was commissioned by the (UK) 

Treasury, headed by Rishi Sunak, rather than the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 

whose boss is George Eustice. 

 recrimination (noun) – a situation in which people are accusing each other; an act of accusing 

someone who has accused you; mutual accusation(s), counter-accusation(s), countercharge, 

counterattack, retaliation. 

E.g. Yet while recriminations over last week’s coup in Myanmar may be inevitable, they are beside the 

point. The issue now is what is the international community going to do about it? The quick answer, 

based on recent precedents, is not a lot. 

 sotto voce (adverb) – Italian word, literally meaning “under the voice”; very softly, in a very quiet way, 

in a low voice, in low tones, in an undertone, in a whisper. 

E.g. This does not imply that when we write we are constantly muttering (whispering), sotto voce, “I 

think I’ll front an adverbial here”. For the inquiring mind, a “fronted adverbial” is when a phrase is 

added before the action, rather than later in the sentence, for example, “With great patience, she 

helped her son with his long division”: I’m sure you use this formulation all time. 

 Type A (noun) - People with a Type A personality are often described as ambitious, competitive, 

aggressive, rigidly organized, highly status-conscious, impatient, anxious, proactive, and concerned 

with time management. Individuals with a Type A personality generally experience a higher stress 

level. People with a Type B personality are often described as easy-going, relaxed, and highly flexible. 

E.g. Because, ultimately, sleeping the day away isn’t a nice feeling. I mean – don’t get me wrong – it 

feels incredible while you’re doing it. But waking up when the type As have had two meals, been for a 

run, and sent 90 emails is – if nothing else – humbling. 

 replenish (verb) – refill, fill up, recharge, reload; stock up, restock, restore. 

E.g. Research shows that in every moment of your life, your brain regulates the insides of your 

body…The process is like running a household (family) budget, but instead of money, your brain 

budgets water, salt, glucose and other bodily resources… Actions that spend resources, such as 

exercise or stressful conversations, are like withdrawals from your account. Actions that replenish 

resources, such as eating, sleeping, and cuddling (hugging) a beloved pet are like deposits. 

 ruse (noun) – ploy, tactic, trick, stratagem, cunning plan, manoeuvre, machination, smokescreen. 

E.g. Nobel Peace Prize winner & Former State Counsellor of Myanmar Aung San Suu Kyi remains in 

detention, her location unknown. The charges she faces – among them possession of illegally 

imported walkie-talkies – are clearly a ruse intended to prolong her confinement while the military 

finds a way to stymie (prevent/obstruct) her popular influence. 

 trudge (verb) – to walk with heavy, slow steps (because you are tired (or) you carry something heavy 

(or) you walk on a hard surface like sand). 

E.g. Until this lockdown, I hadn’t realised that walking and talking was a recognised form of therapy, 

based on the idea that it’s easier to unburden yourself of something difficult when trudging along 

companionably in the open air than when lying on a consulting room couch. 
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 infatuate (be infatuated with) (verb) – have strong feelings of love or passion or admiration for 

someone/something; fascinate, captivate, enchant, enthral, attract. 

E.g. If you try food from a completely different culture, it’s possible you’ll find it alien. It’s also possible 

that you’ll fall head over heels in love with it as a whole, while missing out on the nuances, at least at 

first. So an Indian who becomes infatuated with Japanese food, say, may not be able to discern the 

subtle differences between the rice from Niigata and Yamagata prefectures (areas/regions) while 

wolfing down everything Nipponese (Japanese). 

 quip (verb) - make a funny/witty remark or comment; joke, banter, jest, jolly. 

E.g. Biden took a tough line. He is also talking policy options with regional allies and western partners. 

Put simply, he aims to build a great democratic wall around China… The edgy chat with Xi may have 

broken the ice – but it also highlighted huge existing differences, suggesting that, if anything, bilateral 

rivalry would intensify. Speaking afterwards, Biden quipped that if the US did not swiftly raise its 

game, “they’re going to eat our lunch”. 

 firefighting (noun) - an act of finding a solution to a problem after it has occurred, instead of avoiding 

it beforehand/strategically. 

E.g. This would mean the reopening of schools, restaurants bars and gyms, and the return of live 

music festivals and sports events. Firefighting would still be needed for any outbreaks, but these could 

be localised and short. 

 aghast (adjective) – stunned, shocked, horrified, appalled, afraid, frightened, scared, spooked. 

E.g. The one event more outrageous than a mob storming the Capitol was the spectacle of 43 

Republican senators endorsing the attempted coup and its instigator. By refusing to impeach Donald 

Trump, they left all other democracies aghast, delighting autocrats everywhere. 

 furlough (noun) - If a firm is not able to function or they don’t have work for an employee to do due to 

economic conditions during the pandemic, that employee can be put “on furlough”, which means 

he/she is kept on the payroll and not sacked/made redundant; a mandatory, temporary unpaid leave 

of absence. 

E.g. Yet apart from the furlough policy, The Chancellor of the Exchequer (The UK Finance minister) 

Rishi Sunak is even more of a normalist (believer in normality) than his boss. He is the cabinet’s most 

powerful agitator against lockdowns. His “eat out to help out” scheme is the arch-normalist (chief-

normalist) policy: a costly attempt to make believe that all is dandy (excellent) – just weeks before 

another lockdown. And he has hemmed and hawed, ummed and ahhed over continuing his furlough 

scheme. 

 euphemism (noun) – an innocuous (inoffensive/harmless) or pleasant word/phrase/expression that is 

used as an alternative to something offensive & unpleasant; polite term, indirect term, mild 

alternative, understatement. 

E.g. Throughout the pandemic, high-risk people have been at best (simply) ignored and at worse 

discarded. Many in the rightwing media treated the term “underlying health conditions” as a 

euphemism for an acceptable death. 
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 exhortation (noun) - a communication/statement that forcefully urges someone to do something; 

urging, encouragement, pushing, insistence; call, demand, entreaty, appeal. 

E.g. South Korea’s Covid-19 quarantine facilities are thus underpinned by a mixture of compulsion, 

state-run (rather than outsourced) public service, and exhortations of social solidarity. Whether such 

facilities could or should be replicated in the UK is open to question. 

 illuminate (verb) – clarify, explain, elucidate, reveal, make clear. 

E.g. It will not be easy. Although Novak Djokovic leads the head-tohead 4-3, Daniil Medvedev has won 

three of their past four matches, all at ATP events in the best of three sets. Their last encounter at the 

ATP Finals in November was particularly illuminating as Medvedev exposed a trend in Djokovic’s 

game. 

 contiguous (adjective) - adjacent, neighbouring, adjoining, abutting, connecting, joining, bordering, 

touching, proximate, near. 

E.g. The past three decades have seen the rise of five huge global corporations – Alphabet (owner of 

Google and YouTube), Amazon, Apple, Facebook and Microsoft, each of which wields monopolistic 

power in its own and contiguous domains. 

 cram (verb) – study intensively/quickly (just before an exam).  

E.g. Children who have missed months of school have been deprived of learning to which they are 

entitled. But to view the impact of the pandemic on them as merely a matter of skipped lessons is 

one-eyed (narrow-minded). Especially for the primary-age pupils for whom learning via screens has 

been most difficult, making up for lost time cannot simply mean cramming. 

 let-up (noun) - abatement, relaxation, slowdown, deceleration, moderation, lessening, decrease, 

break. 

E.g. Amid foreign concerns, no let-up in protests against Myanmar junta (a military group that takes 

over the government by force). 

 chumocracy (noun) – a political system or government in which powerful people will have their close 

friends in powerful positions; cronyism. (chum means a close friend). 

E.g. Under the cover of an emergency, the government awarded £18bn in coronavirus-related 

contracts during the first six months of the pandemic, most with no competitive tendering processes. 

Meanwhile, contracts totalling £1.5bn have gone to companies with connections to the Conservative 

party. Call it a “chumocracy” or straightforward incompetence: it’s clear there’s been a woeful lack of 

transparency when it comes to how taxpayers’ money is spent. 

 insidious (adjective) - relating to something which increases/spreads/develops gradually without 

being noticed and causes serious harm; deceptive, stealthy, evasive, misleading, dishonest, 

dangerous, harmful. 

E.g. Prof Heidi Larson, who runs the Vaccine Confidence Project at the London School of Hygiene & 

Tropical Medicine, says vaccine scepticism is bound up with more general anxieties about the world 

and our place in it. In Europe, its insidious rise is fuelled by disinformation and amplified by social 

media. 
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 grade inflation (noun) - a rise or increase in the average grade awarded to students either to maintain 

a school’s academic reputation or because of decreased teacher expectations. 

E.g. But although teachers’ professionalism and integrity (honesty) will act as a brake on grade 

inflation, the pressure to push grades higher will be a logical outcome of the teacher-assessed solution 

to scrapping exams – particularly in a year when many students will likely be under-performing as a 

result of learning gaps. It makes schools’ data look better, it keeps parents happy, and – most 

importantly – it can only help their own students. 

 complicit (adjective) - associated/partnered/involved with others, mostly in a wrongful or illegal 

activity. 

E.g. Probably out of the loop for some time will be Mohammed bin Salman, the Saudi crown prince, 

whom US intelligence holds complicit in the gruesome murder of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi. 

 throw one’s weight behind (phrase) - to use one’s power (influence) to support someone/something. 

E.g. Corruption, stifling (oppressing) bureaucracy and indifference (apathy/unconcern) restrict the 

prospects of the rapidly expanding ranks (levels) of youth. The events of the last decade should have 

exploded (disproved) the myth that autocrats spell (bring on) stability. Yet western countries have 

continued to sell arms (weapons) 

to and throw their weight behind despots or supposed strongmen in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Libya and 

elsewhere, turning a blind eye to (neglecting) human rights abuses and trusting that authoritarianism 

will provide security. 

 turn/put back the clock (phrase) - to return to the previous/past conditions; to go back to an earlier 

method of doing things. 

E.g. With a state of emergency declared for a year and important civilian leaders detained, notably the 

state counsellor, Aung San Suu Kyi, Myanmar’s army will be tempted to turn the clock back and 

permanently hold on to power. 

 at the mercy of (phrase) - under the control of, under the heel of, in the power of, controlled/ 

dominated by. 

E.g. Since November tens of thousands of Indian farmers have staged a protest camp at Ghazipur, on 

the outskirts of the capital, Delhi, demanding the repeal of agriculture laws that would loosen rules 

around sale, pricing and storage of farm produce. The rules have insulated Indian farmers from the 

free market for decades. Farmers argue the reforms will leave them at the mercy of large agriculture 

corporations and destroy millions of families’ livelihoods. 

 by no stretch of the imagination (phrase) - used to emphasize that something is not at all an example. 

E.g. In the middle of this plague, Marcus wrote a book, known as The Meditations, which records the 

moral and psychological advice he gave himself at this time. He frequently applies Stoic philosophy to 

the challenges of coping with pain, illness, anxiety and loss. It’s no stretch of the imagination to view 

The Meditations as a manual for developing precisely the mental resilience skills required to cope with 

a pandemic. 
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 get under someone’s skin (phrase) - irritate, annoy, irk, bother, upset, anger. 

E.g. Still, the Navalny case has stirred something. My Russian friends say it is far too early to know 

exactly what, but they report a change. Partly it is the effect of prolonged economic malaise (trouble). 

Partly it is the sheer boredom of a generation whose life prospects have congealed 

(hardened/stiffened) in the stale (unfresh) air of Putin’s Russia. Partly it is the shrewd (clever) way 

that Navalny has tunnelled underneath the strongman cult, broken into his gaudy (flashy/showy) 

palace and got under his skin. 

 fight fire with fire (phrase) - to use the same methods/tactics that are being used against you by your 

opponents; retaliate, avenge, hit back, pay back (with interest). 

E.g. In the House of Commons, Mr Boris Johnson said he was willing to invoke Article 16 if the EU did 

not quickly accede to Britain’s demands to change the way the Northern Ireland protocol is 

implemented. “However, Boris Johnson’s approach today is equally reckless. You don’t fight fire with 

fire. Take a step back, show mature political leadership and work our way through what are described 

as teething problems, kinks, whatever you want to call them.” Northern Ireland’s Deputy First 

Minister Michelle O’Neill told. 

 come at a cost/price (phrase) - if something comes at a cost/price, it happens with the 

sacrifice/loss/expense of something else.  

E.g. Prosperity was coming at a “devastating cost” to the ecosystems that provide humanity with 

food, water and clean air, said Prof Sir Partha Dasgupta, the Cambridge University economist who 

conducted the landmark review of the economics of biodiversity. Radical global changes to 

production, consumption, finance and education were urgently needed, he said. 

 bring someone to justice (phrase) – arrest/punish someone for a crime committed. 

E.g. Xi Jinping, too, stands accused of genocide-in Xinjiang-yet appears untouchable. Who will bring 

China’s bullyboy president to justice? The same question might be asked of Russia’s leader, Vladimir 

Putin. The “underpants poisoner” is impunity personified. The sheer brazenness of the bungled bid to 

murder opposition activist Alexei Navalny was matched by his unjust incarceration last week. 

 get in the way of (phrase) – prevent, obstruct, stop someone/something from doing something else 

(proceeding/progressing/moving/advancing). 

E.g. Teachers can draw attention to these grammar patterns without using the terms, and it is 

important not to let the grammar get in the way of learning. If you are a parent supporting your 

child’s learning, you can very helpfully read sentences aloud with your child, and talk about the 

different patterns and emphases in the sentences. 

 a firm/steady hand on the tiller (phrase) - complete control of a situation. 

E.g. Yet at the same time, Joe Biden’s first foreign policy speech as president was more than a mere 

touch on the tiller. It signalled a significant change in the means the US will employ to achieve those 

objectives. Biden’s way is the diplomatic way, not the way of war, arms sales, punishment, tantrums, 

stunts and threats. 

 for someone’s sake (phrase) - for the benefit of; for the welfare of; for the good of; to someone’s 

advantage; to someone’s interests. 

E.g. There is a race between viral variants and vaccines – and for humanity’s sake the latter must win. 
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 hold/stand one’s ground (phrase) – stand firm, be firm, be resolute, be determined, show 

determination. 

E.g. A little over a week after the Myanmar military seized power and arrested Aung San Suu Kyi and 

dozens of others, a counter-movement has taken hold across the country. The military’s efforts to 

thwart the spread of demonstrations have been in vain. Mass gatherings have spread from cities in 

the centre to far-flung towns in the north-east… Against lines of armed riot police, protesters have so 

far held their ground. 

 absence makes the heart grow fonder (phrase) - you love someone so much/even more when you 

miss him/her. 

E.g. For those lucky enough to have a good circle of friends before lockdown, meanwhile, separation 

may have made the heart grow fonder. A recent Australian study found that two-thirds of 

respondents didn’t think their friendships had suffered in lockdown and over half made more effort to 

stay in touch when they couldn’t see each other face to face. 

 head over heels (in love) (phrase) - very much in love with someone/something; in love completely. 

E.g. If you try food from a completely different culture, it’s possible you’ll find it alien. It’s also possible 

that you’ll fall head over heels in love with it as a whole, while missing out on the nuances, at least at 

first. So an Indian who becomes infatuated with Japanese food, say, may not be able to discern the 

subtle differences between the rice from Niigata and Yamagata prefectures (areas/regions) while 

wolfing down everything Nipponese (Japanese). 

 break the ice (phrase) - to start a conversation with someone you don’t really know. 

E.g. Biden took a tough line. He is also talking policy options with regional allies and western partners. 

Put simply, he aims to build a great democratic wall around China… The edgy chat with Xi may have 

broken the ice – but it also highlighted huge existing differences, suggesting that, if anything, bilateral 

rivalry would intensify. Speaking afterwards, Biden quipped that if the US did not swiftly raise its 

game, “they’re going to eat our lunch”. 

 the mother of all — (phrase) - an extreme example of (its kind); an ultimate example of (its kind); the 

greatest of (its kind); the largest of (its kind). 

E.g. After three days of trying to comprehensively understand the new rules governing UK-EU trade, I 

can safely say that it gives you the mother of all headaches. 

 hemmed and hawed (or) ummed and ahhed (phrase) - be unable to decide what to do (or) take a 

long time to decide on something; be indecisive; be hesitant, be uncertain. 

E.g. Yet apart from the furlough policy, The Chancellor of the Exchequer (The UK Finance minister) 

Rishi Sunak is even more of a normalist (believer in normality) than his boss. He is the cabinet’s most 

powerful agitator against lockdowns. His “eat out to help out” scheme is the arch-normalist (chief-

normalist) policy: a costly attempt to make believe that all is dandy (excellent) – just weeks before 

another lockdown. And he has hemmed and hawed, ummed and ahhed over continuing his furlough 

scheme. 
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 work one’s ass/butt off (phrase) - to work very hard; toil, labour, exert oneself. 

E.g. Novak Djokovic was asked whether he feels the pressure from the young generation, most of 

whom are taller and more physically imposing than him. He responded with a shrug….. “I’m not going 

to stand here and hand it over to them. I’m going to make them work their ass off for it”. 

 take some beating (phrase) - If someone/something takes some beating, it is very difficult to 

defeat/beat them/it and requires a lot of effort for anyone/anything else to match or be better than. 

E.g. As a contrast in extremes, last week’s extraordinary developments in space and the southern 

United States take some beating. At the very moment, Nasa’s Perseverance rover scored a 

technological triumph with its flawless landing on the surface of Mars, millions of American citizens in 

Texas were thrust back into a chaotic, pre-industrial dark age of no electricity, no water and, for some, 

no food by unprecedented freezing temperatures. 

 a thick skin (phrase) – the ability to ignore criticism or insults.  

E.g. Novak Djokovic thumped Daniil Medvedev 7-5, 6-2, 6-2 in Sunday night’s Australian Open final 

before taking aim at his critics… While admitting that the criticism had hurt him, Djokovic explained 

how he had developed a thick skin to block it out. “Emotionally [this] was one of hardest tournaments 

I had, to be honest, with quarantine and a lot of things happening in the media,” the world No 1 told. 

 a shot in the arm (phrase) – (figuratively) boost, fillip, stimulus, impetus, encouragement; (literally) an 

injection of drugs. 

E.g. There used to be a time- and this was well before India began to globalise-when each Union 

Budget announced sales tax increases on tobacco products, especially cigarettes. The demand for 

cigarettes being somewhat inelastic (a change in the price of a product does not significantly impact 

the demand for it), the rise in tax was expected to be a shot in the arm for the revenue-starved 

government of our poor country. 

 hold one’s nerve (phrase) - to remain calm, steady, firm, determined and resolute, particularly in a 

difficult situation. 

E.g. By flexing its muscles, the company (Facebook) brought Australian politicians to heel. The 

government should have held its nerve. Had the news ban persisted, it would have created the first 

opening for rival social media firms in the Australian market for almost two decades. 

 bang/beat one’s head against a brick wall (phrase) - to keep trying/doing something hard without 

any success. 

E.g. Howl, beat your head against the wall, tear your hair and despair of this country. How can it be 

that nearly half the population thinks the reason people lost their jobs in the pandemic was due to 

their own underperformance?. Just 31% attribute it to bad luck. 

 in the lap of the gods (phrase) - (of a success of something) out of one’s hands, beyond one’s control, 

in the hands of fate, open to chance, not one’s responsibility. 

E.g. Ordinarily, the inherent uncertainty of exams is left in the lap of the gods – the examiners. Of 

course, this system might not seem perfectly fair, but the very fact that all students sit the same 

exams means there’s a limit on how unfair the assessment process can be. 
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