
 
 

TONE VOCABULARY – LIST #1 
English II Pre-AP 

Tone is more than an author’s attitude toward his/her audience and characters; it is the stylistic means by 
which an author conveys his/her attitude(s) in a work of literature or non-fiction. 
 

Tone is an integral part of a work’s meaning because it controls the reader’s response. The author’s tone or 
voice is recognized by organization, choice of detail, and sentence structure, but word choice is probably the 
strongest indicator. Not only is it important to be able to identify tone, but you should also be able to use 
appropriate and specific words to do so. 

 
KNOW THE DEFINITIONS AND HOW TO USE THE WORD IN A SENTENCE.  

Be able to use and recognize the word as a different part of speech (i.e. adjective, adverb, noun, etc.) 
For example: ardent (adjective), ardently (adverb), ardency (noun) 

 

1. abhorrent Causing repugnance; detestable; loathsome 

    SYN: appalling, abominable  

 
Still angry at his last defeat, my opponent did not hide his abhorrent expression 
as we faced each other in the center of the ring.   

2. apathetic 
Not having or showing much emotion or interest; having little or no interest 
or concern 

 SYN: unfeeling, disinterested  ANT: caring, compassionate, emotional,  

 
Surprisingly, many people are apathetic toward the important issue of planning 
for retirement.  

3. acerbic Harsh, severe or bitter, as of temper or expression 

 SYN: caustic, severe ANT: calm, kind, nice 

 
The reporter’s acerbic criticism of the candidate caused many people to question 
the candidate’s ability to lead effectively.  

4. laudatory Containing or expressing praise 

     SYN: acclamatory, commending ANT: blaming, castigating 

 
When Mrs. Jones was awarded Teacher of the Year, the principal and several 
colleagues gave laudatory remarks, attesting to her dedication and excellence. 

5. ardent 
Characterized by intense feeling; passionate; fervent; intensely devoted, 
eager, or enthusiastic 

 SYN: avid, zealous, vehement ANT: apathetic, unconcerned 

 
Mr. Wilson is such an ardent lover of Shakespeare that he rereads all of 
Shakespeare’s plays every year.  

6. benevolent 
Characterized by or expressing goodwill or kindly feelings; desiring to help 
others; charitable 

 
SYN: compassionate, good-hearted, 
humane 

ANT: cruel, hateful, merciless 

 
The volunteer’s benevolent expression eased my fears as I nervously entered the 
soup kitchen for the first time.  



 
 

 

7. capricious 
Flighty; subject to, led by, or indicative of sudden a sudden odd notion or 
unpredictable change; led by whims; erratic 

 SYN: impulsive, fickle, mercurial ANT: cautious, constant, stable 

 
My mother is very predictable and lives by routine; however, my father has a more 
capricious nature, so we don’t ever know what to expect with him.  

8. melancholic 
Characterized by or causing or expressing sadness or depression of mind 
and spirit 

     SYN: downcast, depressing ANT: cheerful, joyful 

 
My friend’s melancholic temperament made spending time with him emotionally 
draining because he never seemed to be happy. 

9. clinical 
Extremely objective and realistic; scientifically dispassionate; 
unemotionally critical 

 SYN: impersonal, detached ANT: feeling, passionate, subjective 

 
During the murder trial, the judge maintained a clinical attitude until all the 
arguments had been presented. 

10. colloquial 
characteristic of or appropriate to ordinary or familiar conversation rather 
than formal speech or writing; informal 

 

SYN: conversational, commonplace              ANT: bookish, formal, learned 
 

Breaking from the tradition of a highly formal speech, Mrs. Gray stepped down 
from the podium and took a more colloquial approach when she spoke, thus 
making her seem friendly and approachable to the audience.  

11. contemptuous Showing or expressing contempt or disdain; scornful 

 SYN: degrading, derogatory ANT: admiring, regarding 

 
His contemptuous treatment of the press has continued to cause an uproar 
among media outlets.  

12. contentious 
tending to argument or strife; causing, involving, or characterized by 
argument or controversy 

     SYN: argumentative, quarrelsome ANT: agreeable 

 
In order to avoid ruining my chances of being a viable candidate, my campaign 
manager advised me to avoid discussing the contentious issues of gun control 
and abortion because they are so divisive.  

13. cynical 
distrusting or disparaging of the motives or virtues of others; bitterly or 
sneeringly distrustful 

 SYN: pessimistic, skeptical ANT: believing, hopeful 

 
My friend, Anna, approaches everything with a cynical mindset, so she refuses to 
donate to charitable causes because she believes they are all fraudulent 
schemes. 



 
 

 

14. haughty Disdainfully proud; snobbish; arrogant; supercilious 

 SYN: conceited, egotistic ANT: humble, shy 

 
The country club patron appeared haughty as he pulled up in his Tesla and 
nonchalantly threw the keys at the valet before he strutted inside.  

15. nostalgic 
Feeling sentimental yearning for return to or of some past period; feeling 
pleasure and sadness that is caused by remembering something from the 
past and wishing that you could experience it again. 

 SYN: sentimental, whimsical                 

 
Hearing my favorite songs from my ninth-grade year always leaves me feeling a 
bit nostalgic.  

16. diabolic Having the qualities of a devil; devilish; fiendish; outrageously wicked 

 SYN: cruel, demoniac, malicious ANT: gentle, kind, moral 

 
Montressor’s diabolic laugh indicated that he had fatal plans for his victim, 
Fortunato, as they walked further into the catacombs.   

17. diffident Lacking confidence in one’s own ability, worth, or fitness; timid; shy 

     SYN: bashful, self-conscious ANT: aggressive, bold 

 
During my mock interview, my career coach told me to avoid diffident responses 
and to be more assertive, explaining that no one wants to hire someone who lacks 
confidence. 

18. erudite Characterized by great knowledge; learned or scholarly 

     SYN: knowledgeable, scholarly ANT: uneducated, ignorant, uncultured 

 
The erudite professor was renown in the field of biomedical engineering because 
he was an early pioneer in nanomedicine.  

19. moralistic 
Characterized by or displaying a concern with morality; narrowly and 
conventionally moral 

 SYN: principled, righteous, noble ANT: corrupt, dishonest 

 
The minister included several moralistic examples in his sermon, including the 
famous story of the Good Samaritan, in order to inspire righteous behavior among 
his congregation. 

20. flippant 
Frivolously disrespectful, shallow, or lacking in seriousness; characterized 
by levity 

 SYN: saucy, impertinent, cheeky ANT: mannerly, respectful 

 
The student’s flippant remarks during our discussion on the horrors of slavery 
caused the teacher to remove him from class because his comments rudely 
belittled our serious conversation. 

 


