David Crystal

The Linguistic Identity of English-language Dictionaries of
Linguistics

I very clearly recall the moment when I began to appreciate the scale of the task facing
any lexicographer of linguistics. During a conference in Toronto in 1969 I had the op-
portunity of visiting H. A. GLEASON, who showed me the files he had been compiling
on linguistic terminology. He was following a standard historical method. There were
several boxes of slips, each containing a quotation from a linguistics source, and
grouped alphabetically, with terms given a preliminary classification into different
senses. Some terms had very few slips ; some had large numbers. I asked which were
proving to be the most difficult to handle, and GLEASON drew my attention to a file-
box containing hundreds of slips, most of which were devoted to entries on the myriad
senses of just one term : form.

It had not occurred to me before that such an apparently innocuous English word
could have generated such polysemy. Three decades on, and I am in no doubt that—at
least for English—one of the chief problems facing the linguistics lexicographer (and
thus, the student and teacher of the subject) is how to handle the remarkable number of
‘everyday’ words which have achieved some kind of special status within linguistic
science. Of course, all subjects make use of everyday words to some extent—the
charm, strangeness, up and down of particle physics, for example—but linguistics
seems to go in for them in a special way. As an example, Table 1 lists all the items be-
ginning with F in A DICTIONARY OF LINGUISTICS AND PHONETICS (CRYSTAL,
1997a), ignoring all combining forms. I have given them a 3-level intuitive grading :

E: aterm used in a common, everyday sense (e.g. face, feed) or which is very closely related by deri-
vation to such a sense (e.g. fatherese, fronting)

A : a term which has a more difficult everyday sense (e.g. filter, fission)

T: aterm which has only a technical sense (e.g. factitive, formalism)

Of the 77 items, only 21 (27 %) are clearly T. By contrast, HOLLIDAY’S DICTIONARY
OF PLANT PATHOLOGY (1989), a work of similar length and purpose, has over twice
as many—44 (57 %). If this sample is representative, over half the terms in linguistics
will turn out to be common everyday items which have been given special senses—and
. if the A terms are included, this proportion rises to nearly three-quarters. Why should
this be ?
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Linguistics Plant Pathology Linguistics Plant Pathology
face E faba T foreign E filamentosum F
factitive T fabae 1k forensic A filaree T
factive T facultative T form E filbert A
factivity T fagacearum 1% formal E fimbriata T
fall E Fagopyrum T formalism T fine E
falling E Fagus AL formalist T finger E
family E fairy E formalization T fir E
fatherese E falcatum T formalize i fire E
favourite E false E formant T fireblight E
feature E fan E formation E fireweed E
feed E farinosa T formative T Firmicutes i
feedback E farlowii T formulaic A fisheye E
feeding E fascians i fortis T fitness E
feet E fasciation T fortition T 1ive E
felicity A fasting E fossilization A flaccidum ik
field E faullii i fossilized E flag E
filled E fauna i frame E flagella T
filler E fawcettii T free E flavofaciens T
filter A feeding E frequency A flavus 1
filtered A fenaminosulf ¥ frequentative T flax E
final E fenarimol ik fricative T fleck E
finite A fenuram 3 friction E flectens i
finite-state T ferbam T frictionless A flesh E
first E fern B front E flies E
Firthian T Ferrisia I fronted E Florida E
fis T fertilis 1K fronting E floury E
fission A fescue ] frozen E flower E
fixed E festuca I FSP T flowers E
flap E festucae ]l f-structure T flowerstand E
flapped E fibre E full E fluorescens )
flat E fici T function E fluorescent A
floating E ficus 1 functional E fluoride T
flotation A ficuserectae é i functor T fluorotrimazole T
focal A Fieberiella T fundamental *+ A flutolonil T
focus E field E fusion A fly E
folk E fig E fusional T focus E
foot E figwort 1p future E foeniculi T
foreground E fijiensis T fuzzy E foliage E
foregrounding T Fijiviruses AL

Table 1: Everyday and overtly technical terms compared in two subject dictionaries
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The answer must partly be to do with the fact that we encounter words describing the
properties and functions of language at a very early age. A surprising number of words
to do with vocalization, speech, and language turn up frequently in recordings between
caretaker and baby during its first three months of life, such as cry, talk, say, tell, call,
ask, listen, hear, mean, noise, voice, and loud. Drawing the child’s attention to the im-
portance of speech is evidently an early parental aim. Not long afterwards children en-
counter writing-related words such as read, story, book, turn, and page. And certainly,
by the time a child arrives in school the basis of linguistic metalanguage is well-estab-
lished—so much so that some researchers have used the notion of language awareness
as a test for reading readiness: for example, the LARR test (DOWNING, AYERS &
SCHAEFER 1983) is one which aims to determine the extent to which young children
are familiar with such items as reading, writing, printing, story, message, address,
number, letter, name, top line, bottom line, word, and capital letter. A thesaurus aimed
at first-school children (DRYSDALE 1971) contains such items as language, speech,
writing, talk, vowel, consonant, punctuation, dash, comma, syllable, sentence, stress,
and rhythm. Book 1 of a recent language and reading programme (PALMER 1994),
aimed at children of around age 7-8, has a glossary including such items as bilingual,
caption, contents, emphasis, exclamation, expression, extract, heading, illustration,
italic, language, layout, question, sentence, statement, title, and underlining. By Book
4 of this course, aimed at children of 10-11, the glossary contains such items as accent,
agreement, ambiguous, appropriate, conclusion, context, dialect, explicit, formal, in-
formal, introduction, literal, negative, pronounce, rhyme, rhythm, sentence, slang,
standard, style, usage, and vocabulary.

It is wisely said that familiarity breeds contempt. And in the present case, a long-
established and easy-going familiarity with such items as exclamation, pronunciation,
sentence, and word undoubtedly makes it difficult for anyone to appreciate the need for
precision in using these items in a technical context, or to anticipate the scale of the
problem—at its worst with such very general notions as meaning and use. It is not easy
to persuade someone who believes that ‘everybody knows what a word is’ of the need
for extra terminology (such as lexeme, lexical item) to help remove some of its inherent
ambiguity.

When words are in unconstrained use in everyday conversation, they develop idio-
syncratic senses and connotations, and language-related items are no exception. This is
especially noticeable in those academic domains where language has come to play an
important role, notably sociology, psychology, philosophy, literary criticism, and
(through the area of language pathology) medicine. Terms such as meaning, style, af-
fective, complexity, code, function, structure, and system are just a few of the many
items which have attracted domain-specific applications, and the ramifications of the
term meaning itself have achieved a classic status within philosophy (OGDEN &
RICHARDS 1923). But it is not only the more abstract and abstruse items which attract
diverse treatment : reference to the way such terms as articulation, voice, and fluency
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