
in neither case is any element of
preparedness or readiness neces-
sarily involved, especially when it
is used in the negative: I am not
prepared to wait any longer. Sir Er-
nest Gowers, in The Complete Plain
Words, warned that ‘such phrases
as these are no doubt dictated by
politeness, and therefore deserve
respect. But theymust be used with
discretion’, and in the second edi-
tion of Modern English Usage (1965)
condemned such examples as I am
prepared to overlook the mistake as
‘wantonly blurring the meaning of
prepare’. But his argument that the
expression should be reserved for
cases in which there is some elem-
ent of preparation, as in I have read
the papers and am prepared to hear
you state your case, was based on an
unworkable distinction which ig-
nored the role of idiom in such
matters. Whatever influence
Gowers may have had in White-
hall, it has not touched the rest
of the world, where prepared to
and not prepared to are regularly
used in the simple meanings
‘willing to’ and ‘unwilling to’:
e.g. If non-executives are to carry
out their duties properly, they must
be prepared to blow the whistle—
Independent, 1991.

preposition. 1 A preposition is a
word such as after, in, to, and with,
which usually stands before a noun
or pronoun and establishes its re-
lation to what goes before (the man
on the platform / came after dinner /
What did you do it for?). The super-
stition that a preposition should
always precede the word it governs
and should not end a sentence (as
in the last example given) seems to
have developed from an observa-
tion of the 17c poet John Dryden,
although Dryden himself did not
always follow the rule in his own
prose. It is not based on a real ap-

preciation of the structure of Eng-
lish, which regularly separates
words that are grammatically re-
lated.

2 There are cases when it is ei-
ther impossible or not natural to
organize the sentence in a way that
avoids a final preposition:

Oa In relative clauses and ques-
tions featuring phrasal verbs: What
did Marion think she was up to?—
Julian Barnes, 1980 / Budget cuts
themselves are not damaging: the
damage depends on where the cuts
are coming from—Spectator, 1993 /
The right to fail is one of the holy
tenets of student drama, and it’s
a right that’s taken full advantage
of—Times 2003.

Ob In passive constructions: Even
the dentist was paid for—New Yorker,
1987.

Oc In short sentences with a to-
infinitive or verbal noun: There are
a couple of things I want to talk to you
about—F. Knebel, 1972 / Hand-turned
treen are a joy to look at—Daily Tele-
graph, 1980.

3 conclusion. In many cases,
especially in more formal writing,
it is preferable to avoid placing a
preposition at the end of a sen-
tence where it might look
stranded. In many other cases,
and in conversational English
generally, it is impossible to con-
trive the sentence in such a way
as to avoid a final preposition
without producing awkwardness
or unnaturalness, and it is inadvis-
able to try.

prerequisite see perquisite.

presage. The noun is pronounced
pres-ij, with the stress on the first
syllable, and means ‘a portent or
presentiment’. The verb can be
pronounced the same or as pri-sayj,
with the stress on the second
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