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Answer Key: Lexical Shadows: A Senior Seminar on Rhetorical Nuance

Deconstruct the subtle shifts in meaning and phonetic traps that separate sophisticated prose from amateur-
ish drafts in this high-level vocabulary challenge.

1. In her post-colonial critique, the author described the regime as 'mercurial.' Which synonym suggests 
a more sinister, unpredictable danger rather than just a quick change in mood?

Answer: B) Volatile

While all are synonyms for changeability, 'volatile' specifically implies a tendency toward sudden, often violent or 
explosive change, fitting the context of a dangerous regime.

2. The diplomat’s ______ demeanor was the perfect ______ to his predecessor’s aggressive and confronta-
tional style of negotiation.

Answer: A) placid | complement

'Placid' (calm) serves as an antonym to 'aggressive,' and 'complement' (a homophone for compliment) means 
something that completes or brings to perfection.

3. True or False: In legal and formal writing, the word 'disinterested' is a precise synonym for 'uninter-
ested.'

Answer: B) False

In advanced English, 'disinterested' means impartial or unbiased, whereas 'uninterested' means bored or lacking 
concern.

4. Which of the following word pairs functions as an antonym relationship that captures the tension 
between societal norms and individual rebellion?

Answer: A) Orthodoxy and Heresy

'Orthodoxy' refers to authorized or generally accepted theory or practice, while 'heresy' is belief or opinion contrary 
to orthodox doctrine.

5. The philosopher argued that human existence is ______, an antonym for the religious concept of ______, 
which posits an eternal soul.

Answer: A) ephemeral | perdurability
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'Ephemeral' means lasting for a very short time, while 'perdurability' refers to the quality of being extremely durable 
or eternal.

6. Identify the homophone error in this sentence regarding Shakespearean performance: 'The lead 
actor felt it was a breach of protocol to ______ the spotlight from his co-star.'

Answer: B) steal

'Steal' (to take without permission) is the correct homophone; 'steel' is an alloy, and 'stele' is an upright stone slab.

7. True or False: The words 'aesthetic' and 'ascetic' are homophones that can be used interchangeably 
in discussions of art history.

Answer: B) False

These are near-homophones but have distinct meanings: 'aesthetic' relates to beauty/art, while 'ascetic' refers to 
severe self-discipline and abstention.

8. If a writer wants to replace the word 'harmful' with a more sophisticated synonym that implies a 
corruptive influence on morals or integrity, which should they choose?

Answer: C) Pernicious

'Pernicious' specifically denotes having a harmful effect, especially in a gradual or subtle way, often used to describe 
moral decay.

9. To avoid a repetitive prose style, the novelist decided to use the word ______ as a synonym for 
'omnipresent' when describing the ______ surveillance in the dystopian city.

Answer: A) ubiquitous | pervasive

'Ubiquitous' is a sophisticated synonym for omnipresent, and 'pervasive' describes something spreading widely 
through an area or group.

10. In the context of rhetorical literary analysis, which antonym pair represents the contrast between 
brief, concise writing and wordy, over-elaborate writing?

Answer: A) Pithy and Verbose

'Pithy' means concise and full of meaning, whereas 'verbose' means using more words than are needed.
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