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Abstract

The future of lexical reference books, such as the 20-volume Oxft nglish Dictionary
(OED), is going to be determined, in part, by the emergence of ine dictionaries,
such as Wiktionary and Urban Dictionary. Specifically, we i a paradigmatic
shift of authority in which users, rather than editorial boa i [Si

unequivocally to laypersons. It is pertinent to ask
affairs will have on the ways that dictionaries are co nd used. For some, including
Jill Lepore of the New Yorker Magazine, online collabor. Jexical references are

This paper rejects such a characterization i rovide a description
more suitable for critical inquiry. By cont ’ Rgbomb” as it appears in the
OED, Wiktionary, and Urban Dictionary, aNal by ingse of contemporary linguistic
theory, the author posits that; d meaning¥@re highly constrained by popular usage;
aomatically significant, and grammatical

language. It is concluded thW tional dictionaries may be the better resource
g ; iktionary and the like may prove better for

I. Background
1. History

The forms and functions of the general English language dictionary are the product of
more than one thousand year’s worth of changes in lexicographical theory, methodology,
and praxis, such that contemporary users would hardly categorize the earliest specimens
as “dictionaries.” For example, consistent with lexical references of other languages from
the preceding three millennia, the first English dictionary, Zlfric’s Nomina (c.1000) was
little more than a bilingual gloss of common words and phrases.' The first monolingual

11200 Latin terms listed alongside their Old English counterparts
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dictionary of English, Robert Cawdrey’s 1607 4 Table Aplhabeticall was, contrary to its
name, not strictly alphabetical, and was also little more than a list of “difficult” words
with synonyms from common parlance.

Considered collectively, few English dictionaries before the 18" century contained the
hallmark features of today’s standard references. Innovations, from the systematic
alphabetization of headwords (or lemmas), to pronunciation guides, to quotes illustrating
usage, came into being only gradually, were not adopted across the board, and are
occasionally still the topic of debate.

2. The current state of lexicography

The past two decades of lexicography have seen enormous changegdlative to all the

preceding years; these changes have largely corresponded to th uction of digital
technologies, and most recently, the Internet, as tools for bot i ers and users of
English dictionaries. For all the benefits they have afforde ve not come
without cost to the industry. Tarp, for instance, argues

lexicographic theory, the profession is facing an “id igl i sts itself in

many ways, including “a tendency to let compute,
of the lexicographer” and a failure to “link lexicogra
to the general problems and needs of the... information
lexicography as at a “crossroads”: in oncg

social theory and practice,
(21). Gouws also sees
e-envisioning of

lexical data delivery in terms of “the med\@ structure, the contents
and the usage possibilities”; in the other dNg Re perpetuation of tradition (265).
The maturation and popularity of pased lexical references like
Wiktionary and Urban Dicim e industry to ask many of the same meta-
lex1cographical questlo i Povements in the modern dictionary:

How, and for what purpoS\gc S ctionaries? What details should be provided

with an entry? Arrjvi S cct answers to these questions is an important
theoretical exg important practical one, considering that both
Wiktionaggand Urban Mnk within the top 1000 most popular websites in the
word; ictionary Online (OED), by comparison, falls just below the

70,000 mat no question that, for profit-seeking dictionary makers, free
on-line dictiol e-changers, unlikely to recede in influence or popularity.

3. Critical Issues

The use of technology itself—or, perhaps, the recognition by lexicographers of its value
and potential—is not mainly the issue. Since the 1960s, a number of dictionaries makers
have turned to computational, or corpus, linguists for data and insight into the English
language.’ More recently, most major publishers have offered CD-Rom and online

2 Rankings as of April 30, 2011; from Alexa.com
3 A successful example being Collins COBUILD Advanced Dictionary, from HarperCollins.
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versions of their printed dictionaries and allocate significant portions of their budget for
the continued development of digital resources.*

The main issue, then, is, to paraphrase a metaphor from Tarp, that current incarnations of
electronic or digital lexical references from publishers such as Oxford are simply “faster
horses,” which is anecdotally what Henry Ford believed consumers would have requested
if he had asked them what improvements to transportation they would like to see. In
contrast, Wiktionary, Urban Dictionary and other participatory cyber-lexical references
are “Model-Ts.” They are, in many respects, the embodiments of innovativeness and
change that Gouws proposes. Yet, as with any radical disruption to the status quo, the
recent changes in lexicography have not been welcomed by all, and ratjgr, have been the
target for concern and criticism. For example, Jill Lepore of the Ne Magazine
refers to Wiktionary as a “Maoist” resource that has been ““‘cobb ..together”; she
asks sarcastically, “Who needs experts?”, and claims that Wikig “only as good as
the copyright expired books from which it pilfers” (79).

Media:

The Urban Dictionary is the antithesis of what I don’t want to... to hell with
it, I will be snotty. The Urban Digga i hey’re students at four
in the morning out of their heads X@ oty ing this stuff in. So, for
me the Urban Dictionary is playting ; ing to do with lexicography.

Both critics have shghtly different takes on 1 e: because these dictionaries
are created “ground-up” by, professionals, they are unreliable as, or
do not qualify as, legitirg ect these characterizations on the
grounds that they rely. about lexicography, and because I
believe they do little to ex® derstanding of an important phenomenon

iktionary and Urban Dictionary involves the fact that they are
compiled by non-e3rts and amateurs. If I understand correctly, there are only two
possible interpretations of expertise in the context of lexicography—one would refer to
expertise in act of compiling a dictionary, the other, expertise in the language being
compiled. I am arguing that, in either case, examining the notion of lexicographical
expertise leads us to the conclusion that these charges are not well founded.

4 The OED specifically has been available since 1988 on CD-Rom and since 2002 online, and the Oxford
University Press has invested more than $55 million in efforts to revise its online content. Pocket electronic
dictionaries, popular in Japan, South Korea, and other Asian countries since the early 1980s (Tono), also
represent the integration of technology and lexicography, though these products are usually brought to
market by electronics manufacturers rather than dictionary publishers.
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1a. Expertise as a matter of compiling a dictionary

As dictionaries have changed, so too has “the lexicographer.” What was once a
“pastime... for introverted word collectors” (Hartman 3) or for “...amateurs with other
occupations” (Béjoint 221), is now a profession for those who have been trained in the
vocation of compiling dictionaries. Gone, too, is the image of the lone, abbot-like
“drudge,” as Samuel Johnson defined lexicographer in his epic 1755 A Dictionary of the
English Language (qtd. in Crystal, “Cambridge” 74); today, many, if not most, major,
general-purpose English dictionaries are the product of teamwork.

First, lexicographers are properly concerned with making the product ogcommodity
“dictionary.” In the process, they are engaged in “a descriptive activi rding

process of
ade decisions

present-day scenarios, the authority of the lexico
limited by their publishers, who, in turn, make decisio
production costs.

This is not to say that lexicographers’ wo i tant or that their mastery
of the craft is inconsequential; rather, it is : A ngtions of expertise raised here

applies his or her knowledge. are perlfaps less glamorous than some

might believe: “The wor ~ M hers,” according to Béjoint, “has become
even more repetitive. ..
contains and note it o
likely to have a nuanced sc¥
manipulation of aasti

nterpretation of corpora or for the

d] to produce endless variations from the same

. ich dictionaries are compiled professionally would
look famd® i Ztionary and Urban Dictionary, who are also working

s when adding or editing entries (see Images 1 and 2 below).
data entry—not data description—that has come to define a

or a maker of Ox oes who happens to participate in cyber-lexicography. Moreover,
in those cases whergldecisions about adding a new word or phrase to the collection are
being made, the criteria stipulated by Wiktionary are arguably rigorous and, as far as I
can see, consistent in scope, objective, and rationale with the criteria of major
publishers.” Correspondingly, modern professional lexicographers and contributors to

5 Wiktionary’s “Criteria for Inclusion”can be found at
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Wiktionary:Criteria for inclusion; conditions for inclusion are
expressed differently, if at all, by publishers. A representative example can be found on the OED
Online’s FAQ page as well as the Merriam-Webster FAQ page.
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sites like Wiktionary may share more in common with each other than the former share
with their predecessors.

Another point of criticism that weakens through explication is the idea that
democratically compiled dictionaries are pilfered copies of standard dictionaries. The
corollary to this would presume that professional lexicographers always begin the process
of cataloging words anew each time a dictionary is compiled. Both of these positions are
inaccurate. Until propriety copyright laws came into being, copying from earlier works,
either directly or indirectly, was commonplace (see Osselton) such that “history of
lexicography everywhere is a story of plagiarism (Béjoint 220). Even today, one takes
pieces of what has come before. Wiktionary’s use of previously publishad material is not,
by any lexicographic standard, a discredit to its validity; rather, it is eofa
practice whose efficacy has been tested since the birth of craft. jonally, not all of the
definitions found in cyber-references are copies, since new ex nd phrases are

continually added, in the case of Wiktionary, for instance, at 1600 new
words each day for the last six months.® Although it is u e of these
entries are actual neologisms or expressions that have 1cations,
it is safe to assert that a good many must contain d ere. That

lexicographers, they do not have to conce production costs, and may
have only a passing degree of familiarity w

dictionary-making; this notw ry fact that these resources are popularly
recognized as dictionarie gortant aspects of lexicography have
been successfully apprg

differences between professionals and those compiled by non-

experts. One notable differc\@ls the degree to which principles are (or are not) applied
uniformly acrQgg : "

ith Ur¥an Dictionary, uniformity seems not to be even a
, there is the obvious difference of editorial decisions being

underestimated;
in spite of these d1
compiler and the o

yt tha@Should be “handled with due care” (Gouws 274). I believe that,
ces, the distance between the professional lexicographer-as-
ine contributor is not as great as some critics would have us believe.

1b. Expertise as a matter of language and linguistic knowledge

As a general rule, lexicographers are not linguists, though there is apparent overlap in the
subject matter to which both are dedicated.” In fact, there is no implicit requirement that a
lexicographer have any background in linguistics or even language studies, and there is

6 statistics from http://stats.wikimedia.org/wiktionary/EN/TablesArticlesNewPerDay.htm
7 See Béjoint
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little evidence to suggest that it would be beneficial if he or she had such a background.
The real relationship between lexicographers and linguists actually ranges from
professionally cooperative to distrustful on both sides (cf. Bejoint; Andersen and Neilsen;
Hartmann). Furthermore, while “all the branches of linguistics have something to
contribute” to the task of lexicography, the general impression one obtains from the
literature is that linguistic theory, while occasionally useful, has had “no real influence on
the dictionary text” (Béjoint, 272-275; cf. Hartman; Tarp).

In the making of dictionaries, lexicographers cannot reasonably act as experts on the
plethora of topics whose related terminology is found between the pages of their books.
Neither can they be expected to serve as authorities on the various se ic, syntactic, or
phonological features of a given entry. These matters are the domai uage
specialists, and in major publishing companies, a “division of labgf ensures that it is
arguing that
lexicographers should not be heralded as experts on langua ] his position

namely, that the dictionary, by virtue of its creators’
shibboleth,” “an arbiter,” “cternal,” or “infallible o

232-238). An equivalent misconception is that a ns all the words of the
language; one hears claims such as, “If it’s not in the ary, it’s not a real word.”
These beliefs, however preposterous, die i tribute to the false notion
that lexicographers are indefatigable, ped < not the mythical

“language police.”

condition that one be a nativg ! guage, although meta-linguistic intuition
d 'tionary making process (see Béjoint);

xxternal resources needed for complhng linguistic data is
on-professionals; as a result, the title of “expert” may

hs a result of more years of experience, current trends suggest
e before the balance shifts.

Still, it would be fible to overlook the underlying concerns of Lepore and Greene,
namely, that the logPof experts in the field would result in some kind of epistemological
anarchy. Lawrence Sanger, co-founder of Wikipedia, is less concerned, arguing that,
“online communities, even if wildly successful, would threaten neither the existence nor
some traditional roles of experts” (62). One reason is that is, even if one were to attempt
to ascertain the degree to which online resources, such as Wikipedia or Wiktionary, are
reliable by comparison with their printed counterparts, someone (i.e., an “expert’”’) would

8 By “internal,” I mean native-speaker intuition; by “external,”  mean resources that are regularly
used in lexicography—including corpora such as the million-word International Corpus of English,
which is freely available on line: http://ice-corpora.net/ice/index.htm.
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need to judge the comparison. Gouws sees a role for lexicographical expertise in the
Wiki- landscape specifically, describing a scenario in which lexicographers “make the
final call” in the democratic compiling process by vetting the suggestions of contributors
before they are incorporated into the reference (275).

I believe that dismissing Wiktionary or Urban Dictionary on the grounds that their
contributors are not titled experts, as the above-mentioned critics seem to have done,
serves little purpose: it does not challenge or attest to the integrity of online lexical
references since its basis for comparison is based on fallacy, and it does not offer
lexicographers any practical advice for staying relevant in the digital age, since, as
Sanger notes, those involved in the editorial process (e.g. publishers, reggarch

develop well into the foreseeable future.

Wiktionary = Pt gmeE
['wikfanr1] n.,
a wiki-based Open
Content dictionary

Editing template prefix:Wiktionary:Information desk

Main Page

Viktionary does not yet have an entry for template prefix:Wiktionary:Information desk.
o . To e
Community portal

Please do not save test edits. If you want to experiment, please use the sandbox.
B I BMes(l) »Advaced » Specialcharacters ) Help

==English==
===Verb===

fien-verbl}

# ({11 ([substusli}
~ Feedback #({{2] <!~ example sentence -->]}}"
Submit
anonymous
feedback about

Wiktionary:

All the definitions on Urban Dictionary were written by people just like you. Now's your chance to add your own!

Word:

Remember: Write for a large audience. Lots of people will read this, so
give some background information.

Don't name your friends. We'l reject inside jokes and
definitions naming non-celebrities.

Definition:

Example:
In the boxes above, link to other words with square brackets.
For example, [booty] will become booty.

Tags:

List at least five synonyms, antonyms, related words and
misspelings, separated by commas.
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Figure 2. Template for adding a word to Urban Dictionary.
3. Analysis

A simple contrastive analysis of the treatment of noun “bomb” in OED Online,
Wiktionary, Urban Dictionary reveals some interesting things, particularly about the
descriptive quality of on-line collaborative resources. By way of an illustration, suppose a
reader were to encounter the following two sentences in a contemporary film periodical:

1. “That new movie with Ben Affleck is a homb. (Don’t go!)”
2. “That new movie with Matt Damon is the bomb. (Go!)”

Assuming that our reader is unsure of this periodical’s time period oumty of origin, we
would like to know how these resources afford the reader an op ity to disambiguate
the two distinct meanings of bomb expressed above.

Distinct meanings (abbreviated) OED Urban
of the entry bomb Dictionary
1. An incendiary device X X
2. A success / failure X X
3. A large sum of money X
4. Marijuana; rolled marijuana \ X X
5. A mass of lava X
6. An attractive person X
7. An old car X X
8. A statement that causes a stronggss X
9. A forward pass (in footbal
10. A vessel for high-pres X
reactions (in chemistry
11. A kind of graffiti X

3a. Dif}§ i ber of definitions

on discrete meanings of the noun homb by their inclusion in
each dictionary. _ affuming for convenience that there are approximately eleven
“common” meanin§@or bomb as indicated above, and making no claim as to whether
most speakers of Efiglish would “agree” with these definitions, it is Urban Dictionary that
provides the greatest number of semantic distinctions, at seven; OED and Wiktionary are
equally represented on the table with six apiece. The fact that a perfect consensus among
the references has not been achieved is far from surprising: most general-purpose English
dictionaries differ in both their wordlist and their treatment of polysemous words (cf.
Bé¢joint; Hartmann). In other words, no dictionary can be said to have all possible
definitions for all possible words. Accepting, then, that the number of available
definitions is always going to vary, the first question we would like to ask is, Are these
definitions all valid?
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3b. Determining the validity of the definitions

Establishing the outward validity of dictionary definitions is almost impossible, for, as
“[flour-fifths of the vocabulary of English has a highly restricted circulation” (Crystal 9)
we assume, by extension, that the semantic nuances of meanings also have restricted
circulations. Definitions that might seem grossly inaccurate to some speakers may be
entirely valid to others—a condition that obtains regularly when dealing with slang,
jargon, and regionalisms, for example. Lexicographers may need to offer practical
answers to questions that most of us would prefer to deal with at the thegretical level

The difficulties of this situation are compounded by the fact
many contemporary models of language,” the actual mea
constrained by contextual and pragmatic specificities. '’
throughout the work of Gee, who makes a compelli
practices (24):"!

is specific to particular situations and p4
word means if you don’t carefully consid
situation you are in.

This is not to say that native speakers walk ithgfut any semantic reference for
ociated with conceptual information in
eaning is simultaneously derived
used, and whether or not these cues are

empt to argue validity from a number of positions: Perhaps the
OED’s definitions ¥ ore “universally accepted,” making them more valid than Urban
Dictionary’s; or, pefhaps Wiktionary’s definitions are more up-to-date, rendering them
more valid than the OED’s. No matter the position one wishes to defend, it should be

9 I offer a detailed analysis of the relationship, particularly, the correspondences, between contemporary
psycho- and sociolinguistic theories of language in Penta (2008).

10 One example from Jackendoff (2002) relates to the meaning of drink in the sentence, “I hear Harriet’s
been drinking again,” in which the one understands that drink refers specifically to alcohol, not something
else. For native speakers, this information is ascertained through extra-linguistic analysis.

11 Gee defines semiotic domain as “...any set of practices that recruits one or more modalities...to
communicate distinctive types of meanings” (18)
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clear that it would only serve a rhetorical, not a practical, purpose. The best that
dictionary-makers can do is to apply whatever conditions have been pre-established for
defining words, then proceed in good faith to describe them as best they can.

3c. The descriptive sufficiency of the definitions

Referring again to Table 1, we find that only two of the definitions make it into all three
dictionaries: 1. An incendiary device, and 2. A success / failure. Since there is little room
for debate regarding the first meaning, the second meaning will be the focus of this
discussion.

If we accept that dictionaries will have different but equally valid int

chooses to present its analysis in a different way. The OED
meanings into one entry, simultaneously signifying bomb
entertainment” or, in the U.S., “a failure.” Wiktionary

as a definition of bomb is
treated below). Fmally, Urban chtlonary also separates eanmgs into sub-entries

: onnotation of failure
was in use prior to 1997, and, alternatlve i cellent” occurs after
1997.

This analysis, at least superficiall g our cyer-lexicons are on par with the
OED in handling semantic 4 jon. same time, none of these definitions is

believe it can be shown that, with respect

examples, usage notes any
i 1kt10nary and Urban Dictionary that provide the best

to these resources

meaning and usag¥ eeping with Gee’s position, these illustrations may best be
understood as a typ&of signpost, so to speak, such that users can simulate real-world
contexts in attempting to internalize new words. A fitting question, then, is, Are these
dictionaries successful in providing useful illustrations?

Of the three illustrations provided by the OED, only one, from the New Yorker, provides
enough information to clearly indicate the connotative quality of bomb; this is
accomplished by apposing the words “failure” and “bomb’” (i.e., success); the quote
from the Listener is entirely ambiguous—there is no indication that “going like a bomb”
should be understood as either positive or negative; finally, The Beatles illustration hints
at the use of bomb to mean failure, relying on the expression “to go down a bomb.”

10
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Wiktionary’s distinguishes connotation through association (i.e. by including it directly
below the definition) in the case of illustration 1, and both by association and context (i.e.
the use of “fabulous”) in illustration 2. Urban Dictionary achieves clarity through
association (i.e. by co-indexing the definition with the related illustration) and by context,
using “hated” and “loved.” In summary, this analysis reveals that, like we can conclude
that the illustrations, either alone or in tandem with the definitions, provide only limited
access to meaning.

2. Usage Notes and Hyperlinks

Only Wiktionary and Urban Dictionary provide usage notes, and although each
dictionary employs hyperlinks throughout their full collection, only ary uses
them in each part of its entry. I believe it is a combination of the e notes and
hyperlinks that make these collaborative dictionaries more use

decisions to fix the meaning bomb in context is a crit of this entry’s overall value.
Hence, if we reconsider the example sentences in light ONg@l& proviso, we find that the
separate connotations are finally discerngiila Wikti pts the user in another
way: in the previous discussion of descrif i ntioned this dictionary’s
unorthodox practice of defining bomb witl i eblatantly violating Béjoint’s
“non-circularity” rule (325). In actuality, “Y yperlink to a separate entry on

the site, presented in Figure 7 ggdaich treats tN@8e word¢as a cohesive, idiomatic unit.

that their semantic and syntactic/pragmatic information is
poration of usage notes and hyperlinks is effective in

allows them to stayJ€rpetually up-to-date, literally cataloging the language as it is used
every day.

Whether or not this would be desirable to most dictionary users is a matter of individual
preference, but it is one that is only possible with collaborative dictionaries: the fact that
language constantly changes presents unique problem for traditional lexicographers,
which is that, by the time a paper dictionary is published, some words and meanings will
have fallen out of use (i.e. become obsolete) and others will have been coined. Thus, with
traditional print English dictionaries, there is no real potential for staying truly current.
With online versions of these dictionaries, in which the decision to change or add an
entry is presented to an editor or editors, there is going to be a considerable lag, again,

11
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reducing the likelihood that these resources would reflect the current state of language. In
brief, collaborative functionality invites users of the language to contribute reports of
their linguistic experiences in real-time, and relies on the same community of users to
ensure the accuracy and quality of these reports. Though some critics will decry this
democratization of the lexicographic process, one is left to wonder whether the “drudges”
of yesterday would have appreciated the extra pairs of eyes, ears, and hands that make
cyber-lexicography so productive.

Bomb, n.
Etymology: < French bombe, < Spanish bomba (see first quot.), probably < bombo ‘a bumming or humming noise’ <
Latin hombus. The word is thus ultimately identical with boom. Compare the earliest English instance bome, directly <
Spanish; also 17th cent.bombo from Spanish or Italian Variously pronounced: see the rhymes: in the By
formerly usual.

army/bam/ was

e. A success (esp. in entertainment); also U.S., a failure.

1961 New Yorker 28 Oct. 43/2 What had once been called a failure became a ‘bombf

1962  Listener 11 Oct. 581/2 Leslie Crowther, introducing The Black and White SIT ) fi oria Palace,
remarked, ‘We're going like a bomb here.’

1963 The Beatles 5 Once, Paul M°Cartney and I played Reading as the N

Figure 4. Partial entry for “Bomb, n.” in the
hyperlinks indicated by u

Bomb.

From French bombe, from Italian bomba, from Latin bom¥ge Ring sound”), fro; ient Greek BouBog (bombos,
“booming, humming, buzzing”), imitative of the sound itse

Noun
2. (slang) A failure; an u

4. (chiefly UK sla

(2)Our fabulous
Usage Notes
" The diagse ang meaning somewhat distinguishable by the article. For “a success”, the phrase is

Rtherwise H8 ean “a failure”.

y for “Bomb” in Wiktionary (edited for readability;
perlinks indicated by underline)

1. (before Something really bad; a failure
2. (after 1997) Something considered excellent and/or the best (uses modifier "the')

1. I hated that movie! I'm not surprised that it was a total bomb at the box office.
2. 1loved that movie! It was the bomb!

Figure 6. Partial entry for “Bomb” in Urban Dictionary (edited for readability)

The bomb.

Alternative forms

12
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= (a success): da bomb
2. (slang) A success; something excellent.

(3)Their new record is the bomb.
(4)That party was the bomb!

Figure 7. Partial entry for “The bomb” in Wiktionary (edited for readability;
hyperlinks indicated by underline)

II1. Conclusion

Gouws offers a thoughtful synopsis of today’s dictionary users, remi

us that digital

unproblematic way

I believe this assessment holds true in the case th ed in conducting
concerned with word

meanings in their most contemporary senge. i ic analysis, particularly of

about its entries, which is
Fthing to do with

) ymolo es often cross references pages
er dictionaries do only a fair to
#strations. By comparison, the OED

what, I take it, Greene means when he says
lexicography.” In the same vein, Wiktionar

s to utilize multiple resources simultaneously. “Nowadays,”
e user is not only encouraged to combine the strengths of

requlred deﬁnltlon 3). But today’s users are also in a very special position not only to

“get” the definition®but to interact with the it in ways previously unattested, that is, to
challenge, manipulate, or contribute to it as part of a growing and highly connected,
collective knowledge base. We are beginning to see the potential of this scenario just as
we are seeing its weaknesses. Now may be the time for dictionary makers to redefine
themselves in the digital age, to plug into the collective and share its expertise of a truly
ancient craft—and to allow the community to share its own sense of what a dictionary
should be. The alternative approach, which would be the maintenance of the status quo,
may mean being written out of the future of lexicography.

13
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