
 

 
The Best Online Education System in the World 

 

 

 
  
 

American Expression E2052 By hook or by crook 

 

IOTS Publishing Team 
International Online Teachers Society 
 Since 2011 

 
"By hook or by crook" is an idiomatic expression in the English language that signifies a strong determination or willingness to 
achieve a goal or objective, no matter what methods or means are required. This phrase implies a readiness to do whatever it 
takes, whether through legitimate or, at times, questionable means, to attain the desired outcome. 
 
The origin of this phrase is somewhat debated, but it is believed to have originated in medieval England. The word "hook" may 
refer to the tools or implements used by shepherds to obtain sheep by hooking them around the neck, while "crook" could 
signify the staff used by shepherds to control their flock. Therefore, "by hook or by crook" may have initially been a reference to 
the resourcefulness and determination of shepherds in retrieving their sheep, using either method as needed. 
 
Today, this phrase has evolved beyond its shepherd origins and is commonly used to describe a person's resolve to achieve a 
goal, regardless of the obstacles or ethical considerations involved. It conveys the idea that the individual is willing to explore all 
available options, be they straightforward and morally sound (the "hook") or more devious and morally ambiguous (the "crook"). 
 
In some contexts, "by hook or by crook" can be seen as a commendable trait, reflecting determination, perseverance, and a 
strong work ethic. For example, if someone says, "I'll finish this project by hook or by crook," it signifies their commitment to 
completing the task, no matter how challenging it may be or what obstacles arise. 
 
However, the phrase can also carry a negative connotation when it implies a willingness to bend or break the rules, or even 
engage in unethical behavior, to achieve one's objectives. In this sense, it can suggest a disregard for moral or legal standards in 
the pursuit of personal gain. 
 
It's important to note that the interpretation of "by hook or by crook" can vary based on context. For instance, in business,  a 
determined entrepreneur might use this phrase to emphasize their commitment to achieving success, while a critic may use it to 
question their ethics or integrity. 
 
In literature and popular culture, this idiom is often employed to create dramatic tension or to illustrate a character's 
unwavering determination. Characters who are willing to achieve their goals "by hook or by crook" can add complexity to a story, 
as their actions may lead to both positive and negative consequences. 
 
In conclusion, "by hook or by crook" is a colorful and versatile idiom that highlights an individual's determination to achieve a 
goal, irrespective of the methods they employ. Whether viewed as a positive trait indicating determination or a negative one 
implying a lack of ethical restraint, this phrase underscores the lengths to which people are willing to go in their pursuit of 
success or achievement. Its historical origins and continued usage make it a fascinating linguistic expression within the English 
language. 
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Can you think of a character from literature, film, or television who exemplifies the "by hook or by crook" mentality? How did their 
determination impact the storyline? 

2. In your opinion, is it ever justified to pursue a goal "by hook or by crook," even if it means bending or breaking the rules? What 
ethical considerations should be taken into account? 

3. Have you ever faced a situation where you had to resort to unconventional or questionable means to achieve a personal or 
professional goal? What were the circumstances, and how did you navigate them? 

4. How does the interpretation of "by hook or by crook" vary across different cultures or societies? Are there instances where this 
phrase might have different connotations or implications? 

5. Can you share a historical example where a prominent figure or leader employed the "by hook or by crook" approach to achieve a 
significant outcome? What were the consequences of their actions, and how are they remembered today? 


