






The OED and the Internet

What is the effect of the Internet in all of this? One big change for the OED is that
we now allow certain illustrative quotations from Internet sources (and this occurs
particularly when the term is first recorded on a newsgroup or similar archived
resource). Here’s an example:
Weblog: the earliest recorded example of this term, dating from 1993, comes from
the title of a posting on a Usenet newsgroup (comp.infosystems.www): “Announcing
getsites 1.5, a Web log analyzer.”
There the word simply means: ‘A file storing a detailed record of requests handled
(and sometimes also errors generated) by a web server.’ (See Fig. 3.)

But a second, and much more familiar, meaning is also first recorded from a web site.
On 23 December 1997 someone on alt.culture.www (another Usenet newsgroup)
wrote: “I decided to start my own webpage logging the best stuff I find as I surf,
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FIGURE 3: KWIC concordance of instances of weblog from OED3 (OED Online)



on a daily basis:.. www.mcs.net/~jorn/html/weblog.html. This will cover any and
everything that interests me, from net culture to politics to literature etc.”

And so the OED cites the first use of weblog from the Internet itself.

This in itself may alarm some conservative linguists, but how does this have a
European perspective?

A problem for the historical lexicographer is that citing from the Internet opens
up a whole nest of issues concerned with the relative unreliability of text. For online
references to texts that are already published in hard-copy form, this doesn’t
present any problem, as we can simply recheck the text and reference in the original
printed source. But, at the other extreme, there is the case in which a word is
apparently obsolete, with no evidence known to us, except for a straggle of
instances obtainable via a search engine on the Internet.

These instances need careful review. Sometimes we accept them as citable
quotations (e.g. from an online seed catalogue). On other occasions a little
investigation shows that all of the, say, seven examples in fact derive from texts
written (as far as can be determined) by non-native speakers of English. This often
happens in scientific texts, but can occur in almost any text type.

So the question for us, as editors, is whether to accept as citable a lone example,
or a poorly attested cluster of examples, of an otherwise unknown or obsolete word
recorded only in text provided by non-native speakers of English. Our view is that
we do not accept these quotations as valid, as they may simply represent the
anglicization of a Spanish, German, or even Hindi term. This is very much on the
border of what is ‘English’, but is worth noting as an area where potential
European creativity in English may at present find itself excluded. The Internet is
a very valuable tool for lexicographers, but it cannot be used without
discrimination.

Exporting words from Britain to Europe

One aspect of the relationship between English and the other European countries
is not illustrated by the Oxford English Dictionary, but it is of great interest to
mainland Europeans: namely, the appearance of English words in the continental
European languages. This is clearly an emotive issue for some countries. I have had
some experience of this through my membership of EFNIL, the European
Federation for National Institutions of Language, where I represent the United
Kingdom, alongside (at present) representatives from almost all of the pre-
enlargement EU members. The objectives of the Federation are European
plurilingualism (which was a word new to me before I became involved in the
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Federation several years ago), the collection and exchange of language information,
and several other related topics.
As a lexicographer in the United Kingdom I rarely sit down to consider the effect
on the continental languages of the export of English words. The concerns of
myself and my colleagues are almost exclusively related to the import of words into
English. But membership of EFNIL has brought home to me very forcefully the
differing attitudes towards English throughout Europe. Most countries see some
international benefit from the increased appearance of Anglicisms in their
vocabulary, and others do not. In general the concern is not so much based upon
an ungrounded fear that English will sweep other national European languages
aside, but that it (or other large languages such as —in the case of some
enlargement countries— Russia) will prejudice the development of some of the
national and minority European languages. This is a real concern, which each
country is addressing in its own way.
My point here is to highlight a very useful study of Anglicisms in the European
languages, namely Professor Manfred Görlach’s Dictionary of European Anglicisms
(published in 2001). The wealth of data which Professor Görlach has been able to
amass throws a very interesting light on the export of English.
Take, for example, a number of the words in the region of the word pop (pop
music). Professor Görlach documents the appearance of the English word in
German and Norwegian in the 1950s, in Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, and Iceland
from the 1960s. He presents much additional information on the introduction of
the term in other European languages from the mid twentieth century, and is able
to indicate from his evidence whether English words typically retain their formal
English spelling and pronunciation, or are adapted somewhat on import.
Popcorn is another word he addresses. Here the word is identified in more
European languages in the 1950s than pop, as we might expect. But he finds it in
Croatian, Hungarian, and Polish, for example, at a later date than pop.
Port wine has a slightly different profile yet again. It appears in German in the
nineteenth century, in Norwegian in the eighteenth, in Polish (for example) at the
beginning of the twentieth century.
Some of these words do not enter a language directly from English, but by way
of a more circuitous route around the languages of Europe. But the key point is
that, as with imports into English, the flux of vocabulary around Europe follows
cultural, social, and historical patterns, and by studying these patterns we can look
at European interaction in what is for many a slightly unfamiliar but quite valid way.
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The OED, Europe, the past, and the future

So what does all of this tell us about the relationship between the English language
and Europe, and the OED’s view of this? To me it shows that the dictionary plots,
really quite closely, the tangled web of interaction between Britain and continental
Europe over the last fifteen hundred years.

The editors of the First Edition of the OED, in the late nineteenth century, may
not have been aware of a hidden agenda in how they approached their work. In
much the same way, many English writers of that time may not have been aware
that their work would be fixed by subsequent critics into a pattern of literature
characteristic of their own times. But there’s no doubt that the First Edition of the
OED did place English (and in particular, British English) squarely in the centre
of its world. The old canon of literary greats was well represented, authority came
from Oxford, and all was right in the world.

One hundred and more years later we are living in a different universe. When we
look through the linguist’s microscope at the language today we don’t see the tidy
patterns which the First Edition of the OED appears to demonstrate. Words don’t
always enter English and then establish their own growth pattern in English entirely
divorced from the influence from the donor language. English doesn’t nowadays
swallow the spelling of a loanword, assimilating it into its own spelling patterns.
Words and meanings enter English untidily, surreptitiously, unknown, and may
make their first appearance in uncharacteristic sources. As the culture changes, so
too does the language. The forces which change the culture also change the
language.

Where that leaves us as regards English and Europe in the future it is impossible
to say. But then that’s a question the British often seem to ask in political as well
as linguistic contexts!

Additional Note

The publication of this paper has been financed by the M.C.Y.T. (Ministerio de
Ciencias y Tecnología)/Plan Nacional de Investigación Científica, Desarrollo e
Innovación Tecnológica, and FEDER (Fondo Europeo de Desarrollo Regional).
Reference BFF2002-12309-E.
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