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HOW TO USE THE DICTIONARY

To look up an entry in The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, use the search window above. For
best results, after typing in the word, click on the “Search” button instead of using the “enter” key.

Some compound words (like bus rapid transit, dog whistle, or identity theft) don’t appear on the drop-down list when
you type them in the search bar. For best results with compound words, place a quotation mark before the compound
word in the search window.

guide to the dictionary

1l oy

THE USAGE PANEL

The Usage Panel is a group of nearly 200 prominent scholars, creative writers, journalists, diplomats, and others in
occupations requiring mastery of language. Annual surveys have gauged the acceptability of particular usages and
grammatical constructions.

The Panelists

AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY APP

The new American Heritage Dictionary app is now available for iOS and Android.
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THE AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY BLOG

The articles in our blog examine new words, revised definitions, interesting images from the fifth edition, discussions of
usage, and more.

THE 100 WORDS"
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See word lists from the best-selling 100 Words Series!

Find out more!
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INTERESTED IN DICTIONARIES?

Check out the Dictionary Society of North America at http://www.dictionarysociety.com

IF
Share: Tweet
abbr.

intermediate frequency

The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fifth Edition copyright ©2022 by HarperCollins
Publishers. All rights reserved.

if " (if)
Share: Tweet
conj.
1.
a. In the event that: If I were to go, I would be late.
b. Granting that: If that is true, what should we do?
c. On the condition that: She will play the piano only if she is paid.
2. Although possibly; even though: It is a handsome if useless trinket.
3. Whether: Ask if he plans to come to the meeting.
4. Used to introduce an exclamatory clause, indicating a wish: If they had only come earlier!
n.
A possibility, condition, or stipulation: There will be no ifs, ands, or buts in this matter.

[Middle English, from Old English gif; see i- in the Appendix of Indo-European roots.]

Usage Note: Many conditional (if ... then) constructions seem bewilderingly picky about which tenses, moods, and
auxiliaries may go into them, particularly those that have to do with a counterfactual or make-believe world—one that
the writer thinks is likely to be false but whose implications are worth exploring. But the grammatical requirements
for such counterfactual sentences are quite straightforward: 1. The if-clause must have a verb in the conditional
subjunctive mood (which many linguists call by the Latin name irrealis to distinguish it from the ordinary English
subjunctive). When referring to situations in the present, this mood is identical to the preterite or past-tense form (If
you danced better ... ) except for the verb be, whose irrealis is were rather than was (If he were rich ... ). When a writer
wants to refer to a situation that hypothetically could have occurred in the past, a more remote past form must be used
—the past perfect or the pluperfect (If you had danced better ... ; If he had been rich ... ). 2. The then-clause must
contain would or a similar modal auxiliary such as could, should, or might. A large percentage of the Usage Panel
disapproves of past counterfactual constructions using did rather than had: in 2011, 74 percent disliked If I didn't have
my seatbelt on, I'd be dead, and 89 percent found it unacceptable to say If he didn't come to America, our team never
would have won the championship. Forms using would have are somewhat more acceptable: the sentence If she would
have only listened to me, this never would have happened was acceptable to 33 percent of the Panel in 2016. - When
the situation described by an if clause is not presupposed to be false, that clause must contain an indicative verb: If
Kevin was out sick yesterday, he will probably work late today. Note also that the presence of the modal verb would in
the main clause should not be taken as a sign that the verb in the if clause must be in the subjunctive, if the content of
that clause is not presupposed to be false: He would always call the office if he was (not were) going to be late for
work. - According to the traditional rule, the subjunctive is not used following verbs such as ask or wonder in if
clauses that express indirect questions, even if the content of the question is presumed to be contrary to fact: We
wondered if dinner was (not were) included in the room price. - With all deference to the traditional rules, it should be
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noted that a survey of the prose of reputable writers over the past 200 years would reveal a persistent tendency to use
the indicative was where the traditional rule would require the subjunctive were. A sentence beginning If I was the
only boy in the world, while not strictly correct, is wholly unremarkable. - In informal writing both if and whether are
standard in their use to introduce a clause indicating uncertainty after a verb such as ask, doubt, know, learn, or see:
We shall soon learn whether (or if) it is true. In such contexts, however, the use of if can sometimes create
ambiguities. Depending on the intended meaning, the sentence Let her know if she is invited might be better
paraphrased as Let her know whether she is invited or If she is invited, let her know. - When used as a coordinator, the
phrase if not always signals a contrast, but it can have almost contradictory meanings, depending on the context.
Sometimes it can mean “but not,” as in She won her team's admiration, if not its award, for her performance in the
playoffs and The board was encouraged, if not convinced, by the budgetary projections. At other times, especially
when there is a comparison of two adjectives or noun phrases in which the second represents a significant increase in
degree above the first, if not usually means “and even,” as in This job will be difficult, if not impossible and The law
practice includes clients from all over the state, if not the country. Since many sentences of this kind can be
interpreted one way or the other, it is important that the context make clear what sort of contrast is being indicated by
if not. See Usage Notes at doubt, should, wish.
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Indo-European & Semitic Roots Appendices

Thousands of entries in the dictionary include etymologies that trace their origins back to reconstructed proto-
languages. You can obtain more information about these forms in our online appendices:

Indo-European Roots

Semitic Roots
The Indo-European appendix covers nearly half of the Indo-European roots that have left their mark on English

words. A more complete treatment of Indo-European roots and the English words derived from them is available
in our Dictionary of Indo-European Roots.
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