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by Jean Meiring, Johannesburg Bar

t's the oddest little word.

While we all routinely drum out the word seriatim on
our keyboards — usually in the latter part of an answering
or replying affidavit, where the deponent, for whom we
ventriloquize, squares up to the specific contents of the
opposing party’s affidavit under reply — few of us know
precisely what it means or even how it’s spelt.

In an already tryingly multilingual setting, where Latin is
no longer taught to lawyers, understandably enough it often
appears on the page mangled and misshapen.

Seriatum is a not uncommon, but incorrect, version. This is
an excusable enough mistake: many Latin nouns of the neuter
(non-binary?) persuasion end in the suffix -um. Think, for
example, of bellum, which means war; ferrum, which is iron; and
periculum, danger.

In an affidavit, moreover, one often comes across a heading
like “Ad seriatim response” (or Ad seriatum, seriatem or indeed
even serriatim response).

Those variants, too, are all grammatical errors; the bracketed
versions indeed err both as a matter of grammar and spelling.

So, what is the measure of this perilous little word, which
signals a litigant’s focused bellicosity, their brandishing of a
ferrous instrument of combat?

The word cherubim — also endowed with the suffix -im —
immediately comes to mind. And seraphim. Both of them are
plural nouns derived from the Hebrew denoting more than one
angel.

Yet, the word seriatim — yes, Latin, as suggested above —
belongs to a different part of speech entirely: it's an adverb. As
such, it qualifies (or describes) a verb.

Perhaps the most commonly known Latin adverb is bene.
How are you doing? Well — as in good: “Bene!”

Another example that we're accustomed to using in
argument is simpliciter. The contents of a statute construed
simpliciter — simply — conduces to the following result. Following
the same pattern is similiter: in similar fashion.

And then Latin has a small but formidable army of adverbs
that end in the suffix -im. They all convey a sense of iterativeness
(if that’s a word): something set to repeat mode.

Guttatim means drop by drop. Gutta (-ae, f) is a drop. (Cf. the
English word gutter.) “We extracted the witness’s evidence (and
then his blood) guttatim.”

Gradatim means step by step. Gradus — from which we derive
the English word grade - is a step. “We won over the judge
gradatim.”

Gregatim might be translated as “in flocks” (cf. gregarious;
egregious; aggregation). “The witness’s answers to the various

questions were jumbled together, they truly emerged gregatim.”

Literatim one might translate as letter by letter: “The process
of drafting the affidavit was slow-going; it emerged from the
typewriter literatim.”

Punctatim: point by point. Syllabatim: syllable by syllable.
Verbatim: word by word.

Which brings us to seriatim.

This adverb denotes an approach by which the individual
parts of a body of material — like the averments in an affidavit —
are addressed or answered one by one in sequence.

In Latin, the noun series (seriei, f) means a row, succession,
series or chain. (As in series bellis perennis, daisy chain.) In turn, it
derives from the verb serere, which means to join together or to
arrange in a row.

Indeed, one sometimes hears our more learned colleagues
speak of arguments being marshalled in serried — phalanxed or
crowded-together — ranks.

In English, the word emerged around the year 1500, as
seratim. (If you thus misspell it, you might raise the defence that
you were simply in a Henrician mood.)

In the 1670s, it acquired its current form and came to be
used especially by lawyers, in an attempt to shroud their doings
under a pall of learning and sophistication (so as to justify their
fee).

Sometimes, it came to be yoked into the phrase brevatim et
seriatim, which translates as “briefly and in series”.

The Latin preposition ad (namely: towards; to; for; at) was
usually used to indicate what part of the document under reply
was at a given juncture being subjected to such a treatment
done seriatim. Ad paragraph 1. Or: Ad the introduction.

Accordingly, in non-purist circles this approach came to
be called — loosely and demotically — an ad seriatim approach,
which, surprisingly, some dictionaries in the United States of
America appear to recognise.

Purists, though, stick to the use of seriatim as an adverb.

In other words, not: “A seriatim response” (where the adverb
is redeployed as an adjective). Rather: “A response made
seriatim”. Certainly not: “An ad seriatim response” or any other
conjoining of the preposition “ad” to seriatim.

For the bravehearted among us, the gauntlet is hereby cast
down.

Surely the time has come for the latter part of affidavits to
commence with synonyms for seriatim, however metaphorical
they might strike one.

Gradatim. Literatim. Punctatim. Syllabatim. Verbatim.

And for those that truly roar like lions: Guttatim.
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