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How Words Mean "é( \{

I ONCE GOT INTO a dispute with an Englishwoman over the pronunciation
of a word and offered to look it up in the dictionary. The Englishwoman
said firmly, “What for? I am English. I was born and brought up in En-
gland. The way I speak is English.” Such self-assurance about one’s own
language is not uncommon among the English. In the United States, how-
ever, anyone who is willing to quarrel with the dictionary is regarded as

either eccentric or mad. -
It is widely believed that every word has a correct indisputable mean-

hority in matters of
ino and that teachers and books are the supreme aut : .
:::ganing and usage. Few people ask by what authority the writers of dic-

ionaries and grammars say what they say. .
. The task o%'r'v?riting a dictionary begins with readmg vast anlou};:stst 1c:f
the literature of the period or subject that the dictionary is to cover. &

. teresting or rare word, every un-
editors read, they copy on cards every interesting o e

usual or peculiar occurrence of a common word, a large n et O
mon words in their ordinary uses, and also the sentences In

these words appears, thus:

pail

The dairy pails bring home increase of milk

KEATS, Endymion
I, 44-45

That is to say, the context of each word is collected, along with the

word itself. For a really big job of dictionary-writing, such as the O':gford
English Dictionary (usually bound in about twenty-five volumes), millions
of such cards are collected, and the task of editing occupies decades. _AS
the cards are collected, they are alphabetized and sorted. When the sorting
is completed, there will be anywhere from two or three to several hundred
illustrative quotations for each word, each on its card.

To define a word, then, the dictionary editor uses the cards illustrating
the word, each representing an actual use of the word by a writer of some
literary or historical importance. The editor reads the cards carefully, dis-
cards some, rereads the rest, and divides the stack according to what seem
to be the several senses of the word. The editor cannot be influenced by

an idea of what a given word ought to mean, but must work according to
what the collected quotations reveal about the word.

. The writing of a dictionary, therefore, is not a task of setting up author-

itative statements about the “true meanings™ of words, but a task of record-

ing, to the best of one’s ability, what various words have meant to authors

e p—————
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:n the distant or immediate past. The writer r of &_déqtjgngf i5 a historian,
in lawgiver. If, for example, we had been writing a dictionary ilm,
not f;en as late as 1919, we would have said that the word “broadcast”
:)nre:nt “to scatter” (seed, for example); !)ut we could not have decreed that
from 1921 on, the most common meaning of the word should become “to
disseminate audible messages, etc., b-y r‘idlo or telev1§ion transmission.” To
regard the dictionary as an author.lty, therefore, is to credit dictionary
writers with gifts of prophecy which they do not possess. In choosin
our words when we speak or write, we can be Mﬁ@l_ﬂl@__b_i_s_torical
record afforded us by the dictionary, but we cannot be bound by it, be-
cause new situations, new experiences, new inventions, new feelings, are
always compelling us to give new uses to old words. Looking under g
“hood,” we should ordinarily have found, Five hundred years ago, a monk;
today, we find an automobile engine. C]Q(

Verbal and Physical Contexts

The way dictionary writers arrive at definitions is merely the systematiza-
tion of the way we all learn the meanings of words, beginning at infancy
and continuing for the rest of our lives. Let us say that we have never

heard the word “oboe” before, and we overhear a conversation in which
the following sentences occur:

He used to be the best oboe player in town Whenever they came to that
oboe part in the third movement, he used to get very excited. . . . I saw him one
day at the music shop, buying a new reed for his oboe. . . . He never liked to

rted playing the oboe. He said it wasn’t as much fun,

Although the word may be unfamiliar, its meaning becomes clear to

i “asl we li,s’ten. After hearing the first sentence, we know that an “obqe”

ep ayed,” 5o that jt must be either a game or a musical instryment. Wfth

Eachsizznd "entence, the possibility of its being a game is elimlfated. With

narrowezegdmg S“”?lt.ence, the possibilities as to what an “c?boe may bﬁ.ar.e

W we | OWn until we get a fairly clear idea of what is mear.lt._ T lelS

“ndeiﬁaM‘_’_e_ﬂbal _Context, arriving at a workablfa dt?flmtlon y

utey, "8 one word in relation to the others with which it appea::t.

i en 1ndependently of this, we  learn by physical anc'i soczalb i‘ﬁw ;
Crtajp wy &t we are Playing golf and that we have hit the all in

' yg, Y With Certain unfortunate results, so that our companion says

ff‘ﬂs t’o 2 ‘tts'a ad slice,” He repeats this remark every time our }Pajtl
Eme tosq " vaight, If We are reasonably bright, we learn in a very S.(‘)’n
oweVer, o’u “1 1t happens again, “That’s a bad slice.” On one occasion,

I frieng Says to us, “That’s not a slice this time; that’s a hook.



