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Preface

The New Oxford Dictionary of English is a completely new dictionary,
written on new principles. It builds on the excellence of the lexico-
graphical traditions of scholarship and analysis of evidence as set down
by the Oxford English Dictionary over a century ago, but it is also very
much a new departure. The New Oxford Dictionary of English is a dic-
tionary of current English and it is informed by currently available evi-
dence and current thinking about language and cognition. It is an
inventory of the words and meanings of present-day English, both
those in actual use and those found in the literature of the past. The
compilers have gone to the heart of the traditional practices of diction-
ary making and reappraised the principles on which lexicography
is based. In particular, the focus has been on a different approach to
an understanding of ‘meaning’ and how this relates to the structure,
organization, and selection of material for the dictionary.

Linguists, cognitive scientists, and others have been developing
new techniques for analysing usage and meaning, and the New Oxford
Dictionary of English has taken full advantage of these developments.
Foremost among them is an emphasis on identifying what is ‘central
and typical; as distinct from the time-honoured search for ‘necessary
conditions’ of meaning (i.e. a statement of the conditions that would
enable someone to pick out all and only the cases of the term being
defined). Past attempts to cover the meaning of all possible uses of a
word have tended to lead to a blurred, unfocused result, in which the
core of the meaning is obscured by many minor uses. In the New
Oxford Dictionary of English, meanings are linked to central norms of
usage as observed in the language. The result is fewer meanings, with
sharper, crisper definitions.

The style of definition adopted for the New Oxford Dictionary of
English aims in part to account for the dynamism, imaginativeness,
and flexibility of ordinary usage. The New Oxford Dictionary of English
records and explains all normal meanings and uses of all well-attested
words, but also illustrates transferred, figurative, and derivative mean-
ings, in so far as these are conventional within the language.

The layout and organization of each entry in the dictionary reflect
this new approach to meaning. Each entry has at least one core mean-
ing, to which a number of subsenses, logically connected to it, may be
attached. The text design is open and accessible, making it easy to find
the core meanings and so to navigate the entry as a whole.

At the heart of the dictionary lies the evidence. This evidence forms
the basis for everything which we, as lexicographers, are able to say
about the language and the words within it. In particular, the large
body of texts collected together on line as the British National Corpus
gives, with its 100 million words, a selection of real, modern, and

everyday language, equivalent to an ordinary person’s reading over ten
years or more. Using computational tools to analyse the data in the
British National Corpus and other corpora, the editors have been able
to look at the behaviour of each word in detail in its natural contexts,
and so to build up a picture for every word in the dictionary.

Corpus analysis has been complemented by analysis of other types
of evidence: the New Oxford Dictionary of English makes extensive use
of the citation database of the Oxford Reading Programme, a collec-
tion of citations (currently standing at over 40 million words and
growing at a rate of about 4.5 million words a year) taken from a var-
iety of sources from all the English-speaking countries of the world.
In addition, a specially commissioned reading programme has
targeted previously neglected specialist fields as diverse as computing,
complementary medicine, antique collecting, and winter sports.
Other research includes a detailed and comprehensive survey of plants
and animals throughout the world, resulting in the inclusion of
hundreds of entries not in any other one-volume dictionary.

The general approach to defining in the New Oxford Dictionary of
English has particular application for specialist vocabulary. Here, in
the context of dealing with highly technical information which may be
unfamiliar to the non-specialist reader, the focus on clarity of expres-
sion is of great importance. Avoidance of over-technical terminology
and an emphasis on explaining and describing as well as defining are
balanced by the need to maintain a high level of technical information
and accuracy. In many cases, additional technical information is pre-
sented separately in an easily recognizable alternative format.

The New Oxford Dictionary of English views the language from the
perspective that English is a world language. A network of consultants
throughout the English-speaking world has enabled us to ensure excel-
lent coverage of world English, from Canada and the US to the
Caribbean, India, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. We have
been indebted to the opportunities provided for communication by
the Internet; lively discussions by e-mail across the oceans have formed
an everyday part of the dictionary-making process.

Many people have been involved in the preparation of this diction-
ary, and thanks are due to them all. Those not listed on the separate
credits page who deserve special mention include: Valerie Grundy, for
her contribution as managing editor during the early stages of the pro-
ject; Nigel Clifford, for research in special subjects; Fred Macdonald,
for work on word histories; Sue Atkins, Bob Allen, and Rosamund
Moon, for their contributions during the early development of the
project; Judith Scott, for assistance with foreign pronunciations; and
David Munro, for assistance in updating place-name entries.



Introduction

The New Oxford Dictionary of English has been compiled according to
principles which are quite different from those of traditional diction-
aries. New types of evidence are now available in sufficient quantity to
allow lexicographers to construct a picture of the language that is more
accurate than has been possible before. The approach to struc-
turing and organizing within individual dictionary entries has been
rethought, as has the approach to the selection and presentation of
information in every aspect of the dictionary: definitions, choice of
examples, grammar, word histories, and every other category. New
approaches have been adopted in response to a reappraisal of the
workings of language in general and its relationship to the presenta-
tion of information in a dictionary in particular. The aim of this intro-
duction is to give the reader background information for using this
dictionary and, in particular, to explain some of the thinking behind
these new approaches.

Structure: Core Sense and Subsense

The first part of speech is the primary one for that word: thus, for bag
and balloon the senses of the noun are given before those for the verb,
while for babble and bake the senses of the verb are given before those
of the noun.

cocoon
CORE SENSE
a silky case spun by the larvae of many insects for protection as pupae.
| f —
subsense subsense subsense
a similar structure a covering that prevents something that envelops or
made by other animals. the corrosion of metal surrounds, especially in a
equipment. protective or comforting way:

a cocoon of bedclothes | figurative
a warm cocoon of love.

Within each part of speech the first definition given is the core
sense. The general principle on which the senses in the New Oxford
Dictipnary of English are organized is that each word has at least one
core meaning, to which a number of subsenses may be attached. If
there is more than one core sense (see below), this is introduced bya
bold sense number. Core meanings represent typical, central uses of
the word in question in modern standard English, as established by
research on and analysis of the British National Corpus and other cor-
pora and citation databases. The core meaning is the one that repre-
sents the most literal sense that the word has in ordinary modern
usage. This is not necessarily the same as the oldest meaning, because
word meanings change over time. Nor is it necessarily the most fre-
quent meaning, because figurative senses are sometimes the most
frequent. It is the meaning accepted by native speakers as the one that
is most established as literal and central.

The core sense also acts as a gateway to other, related subsenses.
These subsenses are grouped under the core sense, each one being
introduced by a solid square symbol.

cocoon

CORE SENSE a silky case spun by the larvae of many insects for

protection as pupae,

subsense ma similar structure made by other animals. ma

covering that prevents the corrosion of metal
equipment. w something that envelops or surrounds,
especially in a protective or comforting way: a cocoon
of bedclothes | figurative @ warm cocoon of love.

There is a logical relationship between each subsense and the core
sense under which it appears. The organization of senses according to
this logical relationship is designed to help the user, not only in being
able to navigate the entry more easily and find relevant senses more
readily, but also in building up an understanding of how senses in the
language relate to one another and how the language is constructed on
this model. The main types of relationship of core sense to subsense are
as follows:

(a) figurative extension of the core sense, ¢. g

backbone

CORE SENSE the series of vertebrae in a person or animal,

extending from the skull to the pelvis; the spine.

subsense w figurative the chief support of a system or organization;
the mainstay: these firms are the backbone of our

industrial sector.

subsense M [mass noun] figurative strength of character: he has enough

backbone to see us through this difficulty.
bankrupt

CORE SENSE (of a person or organization) declared in law unable

to pay their debts. )

subsense W figurative completely lacking in a particular good

quality or value: their cause is morally bankrupt.

(b) specialized case of the core sense, e.g.

a single throw, kick, or other movement of the ball
in the course of a game, in particular:

CORE SENSE

subsense & Cricket a delivery of the ball by the bowler to the
batsman. :
subsense m Baseball a pitch detivered outside the strike zone which

the batter does not attempt to hit.

demand

CORE SENSE an insistent and peremptory request, made as of

right.

subsense ®[mass noun] Economics the desire of purchasers,

consumers, clients, employers, etc. for a particular

commodity, service, or other item: a recent slump in
demand, -
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(c) other extension or shift in meaning, retaining one or more elem-
ents of the core sense, e.g.

bamboo

[mass noun] a giant woody grass which grows chiefly in
the tropics, where it is widely cultivated.

CORE SENSE

® the hollow jointed stem of this plant, used as a cane
or to make furniture and implements.

subsense

management
[mass noun] the process of dealing with or controlling
things or people.

® {treated as sing, or pl} the people in charge of running a
company or organization, regarded collectively:
management were extremely cooperative.

CORE SENSE

subsense

mandarin

CORE SENSE an official in any of the nine top grades of the

former imperial Chinese civil service.

subsense ma powerful official or senior bureaucrat, especially

one perceived as reactionary and secretive: a civil
service mandarin.

Many entries have just one core sense. However some entries are more
complex and have different strands of meaning, each constituting
a core sense. In this case, each core sense is introduced by a bold
sense number, and each potentially has its own block of subsenses
relating to it.

belt

1 astrip of leather or other material worn round the
waist or across the chest, especially in order to
support or hold in clothes or to carry weapons.

CORE SENSE

subsenses wshort for SEAT BELT. m a belt worn as a sign of rank or
achievement: he was awarded the victor’s belt. m a belt of
a specified colour, marking the attainment of a
particular level in judo, karate, or similar sports: [as
modifier] brown-belt level. ma person who has reached
such a level: Shaun became a brown belt in judo. m (the
beit) the punishment of being struck with a belt.

CORE SENSE 2 a strip of material used in various technical

applications, in particular:

subsenses ma continuous band of material used in machinery for
transferring motion from one wheel to another. ma
conveyor belt. = a flexible strip carrying machinegun

cartridges.

CORE SENSE 3 a strip or encircling band of something having a
specified nature or composition that is different

from its surroundings: the asteroid belt | a belt of trees.

CORE SENSE 4 informal a heavy blow: she ran in to administer a good

belt with her stick.

Specialist Vocabulary

One of the most important uses of a dictionary is to provide explan-
ations of terms in specialized fields which are unfamiliar to a general
reader. Yet in many traditional dictionaries the definitions have been
written by specialists as if for other specialists, and as a result the
definitions are often opaque and difficult for the general reader to
understand.

One of the primary aims of the New Oxford Dictionary of English
has been to break down the barriers to understanding specialist
vocabulary. The challenge has been, on the one hand, to give informa-
tion which is comprehensible, relevant, and readable, suitable for the
general reader, while on the other hand maintaining the high level of
technical information and accuracy suitable for the more specialist
reader.

This has been achieved in some cases, notably entries for plantsand
animals and chemical substances, by separating out technical infor-
mation from the rest of the definition:

balloonfish

a tropical porcupine fish which lives in shallow
water and can inflate itself when threatened.

@ Diodon holocanthus, family Diodontidae.

DEFINITION
technical information

benzopyrene

{mass noun] Chemistry a compound which is the major
carcinogen present in cigarette smoke, and also
occurs in coal tar.

@ A polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon; chem. formula: C,H.,.

DEFINITION

technical information

In other cases, it is achieved by giving additional explanatory infor-
mation within the definition itself:

curiing

DEFINITION [mass noun] a game played on ice, especially in
Scotland and Canada, in which large round flat
stones are slid across the surface towards a mark.
Members of a team use brooms to sweep the surface
of the ice in the path of the stone to control its speed

and direction.

additional information

alchemy

DEFINITION [mass noun] the medieval forerunner of chemistry,
based on the supposed transformation of matter. It
was concerned particularly with attempts to convert

base metals into gold or find a universal elixir.

additional information

subsense mfigurative a process by which paradoxical results are
achieved or incompatible elements combined with no
obvious rational explanation: his conducting managed

by some alchemy to give a sense of fire and ice.

As elsewhere, the purpose is to give information which is relevant and
interesting, aiming not just to define the word but also to describe and
explain its context in the real world. Additional information of this
type, where it is substantial, is given in the form of separate boxed
features:

earth

(also Earth) the planet on which we live; the world:
the diversity of life on earth.

The earth is the third planet from the sun in the solar syslem,
between Venus and Mars at an average distance of
149 6 million km from the sun, and has one natural satelite,
the moon. It has an equatorial diameter of 12,756 km, an
average density 5.5 times that of water, and |& believed to
have formed about 4,600 million years ago. The earth, which
Is three-quarters covered by oceans and has a dense
atmosphere of nitrogen and oxygen, is the only planet known
to support Iife.

CORE SENSE

additional boxed
information

CORE SENSE Geology of, relating to, or denoting the second epoch
of the Tertiary period. between the Palaeocene and

Oligocene epochs.

subsense (25 noun the Eocene] the Eocene epoch or the system of

rocks deposited during it.
The Eocens epoch lasted from 56.5 to 35.4 million years ago.

It was a time of rising , and there was an
abundance of mammals, including the first horses, bats, and

additional boxed
information
whales.

An especially important feature of the New Oxford Dictionary of
English is the coverage of animals and plants. In-depth research and a
thorough review have been carried out for animals and plants
throughout the world and, as a result, a large number of entries have
been included which have never before been included in general dic-

tionaries, The style and presentation of these entries follow the general

principles for specialist vocabulary in the New Oxford Dictionary of
English: the entries not only give the technical information, but also

describe, in everyday English, the appearance and other characteristics

(of behaviour, medicinal or culinary use, mythological significance,

reason for the name, etc.) and the typical habitat and distribution:
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mesosaur

an extinct small aquatic reptile of the early Permian
period, with an elongated body, flattened tail, and a
long narrow snout with numerous needle-like teeth.

CORE SENSE

technical information @ Genus Mesosaurus, order Mesosauria, subclass Anapsida.

kowari

a small carnivorous marsupial with a pointed snout,
large eyes, and a black bushy tip to the tail, found in
central Australia.

CORE SENSE

technical information ® Dasycercus bymei, family Dasyuridae.

hiba

a Japanese conifer with evergreen scale-like leaves
which form flattened sprays of foliage, widely
planted as an ornamental and yielding durable
timber.

CORE SENSE

technical information ® Thujopsis dolabrats, family Cupressaceae.

Encyclopedic Material

Some British dictionaries do not include entries for the names of
people and places and other proper names. The argument for this is
based on a distinction between ‘words’ and ‘facts) by which diction-
aries are about ‘words’ while encyclopedias and other reference works
are about ‘facts. The distinction is an interesting theoretical
one but in practice there is a considerable overlap: names such as
Shakespeare and England are as much part of the language as words
such as drama or language, and belong in a large dictionary.

The New Oxford Dictionary of English includes all those terms
forming part of the enduring common knowledge of English speakers,
regardless of whether they are classified as ‘words’ or ‘names, The
information given is the kind of information that people are likely to
need from a dictionary, however that information may be traditionally
classified. Both the style of definitions in the New Oxford Dictionary of
English and the inclusion of additional material in separate blocks
reflect this approach.

The New Oxford Dictionary of English includes more than 4,500
place-name entries, 4,000 biographical entries, and just under 3,000
other proper names. The entries are designed to provide not just the
basic facts (such as birth and death dates, full name, and nationality),
but also a brief context giving information about, for example, a per-
son’s life and why he or she is important.

For a few really important encyclopedic entries—for example,
countries—a fuller treatment is given and additional information is
given in a separate boxed note.

Grammar

In recent years grammar has begun to enjoy greater prominence than
in previous decades. It is once again being taught explicitly in state
schools throughout Britain and elsewhere. In addition there is a recog
nition that different meanings of a word are closely associated with dif-
ferent lexical and syntactic patterns. The New Oxford Dictionary of
Englishrecords and exemplifies the most important of these patterns at
the relevant senses of each word, thus giving guidance on language use
as well as word meaning.

For example, with the word bomb, it is possible to distinguish the
main senses of the verb simply on the basis of the grammar: whether
the verb takes a direct object, no direct object, or no direct object plus
an obligatory adverbial:

CORE SENSE attack *(a place or object)* with a bomb or bombs:

they bombed *the city* at dawn.

grammar {with obj.)

(the asterisks match the direct object in the example with the bracketed
item in the definition)

informal {of a film, play, or other event) fail badly: it just
became another big-budget film that bombed.

CORE SENSE

grammar (o obj |

Brit. informal move or go very quickly: we were bombing
*down the motorway* at breakneck speed.

CORE SENSE

grammar [no obj., with adverbial of direction}

(asterisks show adverbial in example)

This has particular relevance for a dictionary such as the New Oxford
Dictionary of English, where the aim is to present information in such a
way that it helps to explain the structure of the language itself, not just
the meanings of individual senses. For this reason, special attention
has been paid to the grammar of each word, and grammatical struc-
tures are given explicitly.

Where possible, the syntactic behaviour of a word is presented
directly: for example, if a verb is normally found in a particular sense
followed by a certain preposition, this is indicated before the
definition, in bold:

- (bulld on) use as a basis for further progress or
development: Britain should build on the talents of its
workforce.

In other cases, collocations which are typical of the word in use,
though not obligatory, are shown highlighted within the example
sentence:

- @ situation of a particular type, especially one
that is completely different from the previous one:
making the film was a whole new ball game for her.

end

- (end up) eventually reach or come to a specified
place, state, or course of action: I ended up in Eritrea
| you could end up with a higher income.

Great efforts have been made to use a minimum of specialist termin-
ology. Nevertheless, a small number of terms are essential in explain-
ing the grammar of a word. The less familiar terms are explained
below. All terms are, of course, defined and explained under their own
entries in the dictionary.

Terms relating to nouns

[mass noun]: used to mark those nouns (and senses of nouns) which
are not ordinarily used in the plural and are not used in the singular
with the indefinite article ‘a’ (it is normal to talk about ‘bacon, for
example, but not ‘a bacon’ or ‘three bacons’), e.g.

bacon

[mass noun] cured meat from the back or sides of a pig.

badminton

fmass noun] a game with rtackets in which a
shuttlecock is played back and forth across a net.

banking

[mass noun] the business conducted or services offered
by a bank.

Occasionally, a mass noun may be used in the plural, with the sense
‘different types of X’ or ‘portions of X, as in the panel tasted a range of
bacons. Such uses are recorded in the New Oxford Dictionary of English
only when they are particularly important.

[count noun): used to mark those nouns (and senses of nouns) which
can take a plural and can be used with ‘a, where this is in contrast with
an already stated mass noun. By default, in this dictionary all nounsare
to be regarded as count nouns unless stated otherwise.
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ballet

[mass noun] an artistic dance form performed to
music, using precise and highly formalized set steps
and gestures.

CORE SENSE

w{count nounj a creative work of this form or the music
written for it.

subsense

brokerage

[mass noun] the business or service of acting as a
broker.

CORE SENSE

subsense m[count noun] a company that buys or sells goods or assets

for clients.

[as modifier]: used to mark a noun which can be placed before another
noun in order to modify its meaning, e.g.

boom

[often as modifier] a movable arm over a television or film
set, carrying a microphone or camera: a boom mike.

bedside

the space beside a bed (used especiaily with
reference to an invalid’s bed): he was summoned to the
bedside of a dying man | [as modifier] a bedside lamp,

[treated as sing.]: used to mark a noun which is plural in form but is
used with a singular verb, e.g. mumps in mumps is one of the major
childhood diseases or genetics in genetics has played a major role in this
work.

[treated as sing. or pl.|: used to mark a noun which can be used with
either a singular or a plural verb without any change in meaning or in
the form of the headword (often called collective nouns, because they
typically denote groups of people considered collectively), e.g. the gov-
ernment are committed to this policy or the government is trying to gagits
critics.

[in sing.]: used to mark a noun which is used as a count noun but is
never or rarely found in the plural, .g. ear in an ear for rhythm and
melody.

Terms relating to verbs

[with obj.]: used to mark a verb which takes a direct object, L.e. is
transitive (the type of direct object often being shown in brackets in
the definition), e.g.

belabour

[with obj.] argue or elaborate (a subject) in excessive
detail: there is no need to belabour the point.

[no obj.]: used to mark a verb which takes no direct object, i.e. is
intransitive, e.g.
bristle
[no obj.] {of hair or fur) stand upright away from the
skin, typically as a sign of anger or fear.

[with adverbial]: used to mark a verb which takes an obligatory adver-
bial, typically a prepositional phrase, without which the sentence in
which the verb occurs would sound unnatural or odd, e.g.

barge

[no obi., with adverbial of directionj move forcefully or
roughly: we can’t just barge into a private garden,

Terms relating to adjectives

[attrib.]: used to mark an adjective which is normally used attribu-
tively, i.e. comes before the noun which it modifies, e.g. certain in
a certain man (not the man is certain, which has a very different

meaning). Note that attributive use is standard for many adjectives,
especially in specialist fields: the [attrib.] label is used only to mark
those cases in which predicative use would be highly unusual.

[predic.]: used to mark an adjective which is normally used predica-
tively, i.e. comes after the verb, e.g. ajar in the door was ajar (not the ajar
door).

[postpositive]: used to mark an adjective which is used postpositively,
Le. typically comes immediately after the noun which it modifies (such
uses are unusual in English and generally arise because the adjective
has been adopted from a language where postpositive use is standard),
e.g. galore in there were prizes galore.

Terms relating to adverbs

[sentence adverb]: used to mark an adverb which stands outside a sen-
tence or clause, providing commentary on it as a whole or showing the
speaker’s or writer’s attitude to what is being said, rather than the man-
ner in which something was done, Sentence adverbs most frequently
express the speaker’s or writer’s point of view, although they may also
be used to set a context by stating a field of reference, e.g.

certainly

(sentence adverh] used to convey the speaker’s belief that
what is said is true: the prestigious address certainly
adds to the firm’s appeal.

(as submeodifier]: used to mark an adverb which is used to modify an
adjective or another adverb, e.g.

comparatively
[as submodifier] to a moderate degree as compared to

something else: relatively: inflation was comparatively
low.

Evidence and Illustrativé Examples

The information presented in the dictionary about individual words is
based on close analysis of how words behave in real, natural language.
Behind every dictionary entry are examples of the word in use—often
hundreds and thousands of them—which have been analysed to give
information about typical usage, about distribution (whether typ-
ically British or typically US, for example), about register {whether
informal or derogatory, for example), about currency (whether
archaic or dated, for example), and about subject field (whether used
only in Medicine or Finance, for example).

1. Corpus

Extensive use has been made of the British National Corpus. This is a
carefully balanced selection of 100 million words of written and
spoken English text (equivalent to one person’s reading over ten or
twenty years) in machine-readable form, available for computational
analysis. This resource means that, for the first time, lexicographersare
in a position to see how words normally behave. By using concord-
ancing techniques, each word can be viewed almost instantaneously in
the immediate contexts in which it is used. (See Figure 1.)
Concordances show at a glance that some combinations of words
(called ‘collocations’) occur together much more often than others.
For example, in the concordance on page xiii, ‘end in’, ‘end the’ and
‘end up’ all occur quite often. But are any of these’ combinations
important enough to be given special treatment in the dictionary?
Recent research has focused on identifying combinations that are
not merely frequent but also statistically significant. In the British
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Figure 1: Extract from a concordance from the British National Corpus, showing the word ‘end’

National Corpus, the two words ‘end the’ occur frequently together

but they do not form a statistically significant unit, since the word ‘the’

is the commonest in the language. The combinations end up and end
in, on the other hand, are shown to be more significant and tell the lexi-
cographer something about the way the verb end behaves in normal
use. Of course, a dictionary for general use cannot go into detailed stat-
istical analysis of word combinations, but it can present examples that
are typical of normal usage. In the New Oxford Dictionary of English
parucularly significant or important patterns are highlighted, in bold
or in bold italics, e.g.

For further details, see the section on Grammar.

[no oby] (end im) have as its final part, point, or result:
one in three marriages is now likely to end in divorce.

[no obj) (end up) eventually reach or come to a
specified place, state, or course of action: I ended up
in Eritrea | you could end up with a higher income.

2. Citations

While the British National Corpus has formed the backbone of the
evidence used in compiling the New Oxford Dictionary of English, other
corpora have also been used. These include, for example, a corpus of
US English and a historical corpus. The New Oxford Dictionary of
English has also made use of the citation database created by the
Oxford Reading Programme, an ongoing research project in which
readers select citations from a huge variety of specialist and non-
specialist sources in all varieties of English. This database cur-
rently stands at around 40 million words and is growing at a rate of
4.5 million words a year.

3. Specialist reading

A general corpus does not, by definition, contain large quantities of
specialized terminology. For this reason, a directed reading pro-
gramme was set up specially for the New Oxford Dictionary of English,
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enabling additional research and collection of citations in a numbgr of
neglected fields, for example antique collecting, food and cooking,
boats and sailing, photography, video and audio, martial arts, and
complementary medicine.

4. Examples

The New Oxford Dictionary of English contains many more examples
of words in use than any other comparable dictionary. Generally, they
are there to show typical uses of the word or sense. All examples are
authentic, in that they represent actual usage. In the past, dictionaries
have used made-up examples, partly because not enough authentic
text was available and partly through an assumption that made-up
examples were somehow better in that they could be tailored to the
precise needs of the dictionary entry. Such a view finds little favour
today, and it is now generally recognized that the ‘naturalness’ pro-
vided by authentic examples is of the utmost importance in giving an
accurate picture of language in use.

Word Histories

The etymologies in standard dictionaries explain the language from
which a word was brought into English, the period at which it is first
recorded in English, and the development of modern word forms.
While the New Oxford Dictionary of English does this, it also goes fur-
ther. It explains sense development as well as morphological (or form).
development. Information is presented clearly and with a minimum of
technical terminology, and the perspective taken is that of the general
reader who would like to know about word origins but who is not a
philological specialist. In this context, the history of how and why a
particular meaning developed from an apparently quite different older
meaning is likely to be at least as interesting as, for example, what the
original form was in Latin or Greek.

For example, the word history for the word oaf shows how the pre-
sent meaning developed from the meaning ‘elf’, while the entry for
conker shows how the word may be related both to ‘conch’ and ‘con-
quer’ (explaining how the original game of conkers was played with
snail shells rather than the nut of the horse chestnut):

oaf

DEFINITION a stupid, uncultured, or clumsy man.

ORIGIN ~ ORIGIN early 17th cent.: variant of obsolete auf, from
Old Norse dlfr “elt . The original meaning was ‘elf’s
child, changeling’, later ‘idiot child’ and ‘halfwit’,
generalized in the current sense.

conker

DEFINITION Brit. the hard shiny dark brown nut of a horse

chestnut tree.

& (conkers) [treated a5 sing.] a children's game in which
each has a conker on the end of a string and takes
turns in trying to break another’s with it.

ORIGIN = ORIGIN mid 19th cent. (a dialect word denoting a
snail shell, with which the game. or a similar form
of it, was originally played): perhaps from conen,
but associated with (and frequently spelled)
CONQUER in the 19th and early 20th cents: an
alternative name was conquerors,

Additional special features of the New Oxford Dictionary of English
include ‘internal etymologies’ and ‘folk etymologies’, Internal etymol-
ogies are given within entries to explain the origin of particular senses,
phrases, or idioms. For example, how did the figurative use of red
herring come about? Why do we call something a flash in the pan?

red herring
DEFINITION 1 a dried smoked herring, which is turned red by
the smoke.
2 something, especially a clue, which is or is
intended to be misleading or distracting: the book is
fast-paced, exciting, and full of red herrings.
ORIGIN [oRrIGIN: so named from the practice of using the

scent of red herring in training hounds.)

fiash in the pan a thing or person whose sudden
but brief success is not repeated or repeatable: our
start to the season was just a flash in the pan.

DEFINITION

ORIGIN |[or1GIN: with allusion to priming of a firearm, the

flash arising from an explosion of gunpowder
within the lock]

The New Oxford Dictionary of English presents the information in a
straightforward, user-friendly fashion immediately following the rele-
vant definition.

In a similar vein, folk etymologies—those explanations which
are unfounded but nevertheless well known to many people—have
traditionally simply been ignored in dictionaries. The New Oxford Dic-
tionary of English gives an account of widely held but often erroneous
folk etymologies for the benefit of the general reader, explaining com-
peting theories and assessing their relative merits where applicable.

posh

- ORIGIN early 20th cent.: perhaps from slang posh,
denoting a dandy. There is no evidence to support
the folk etymology that posh is formed from the
initials of port out starboard home (referring to the
practice of using the more comfortable
accommodation, out of the heat of the sun, on ships
between England and India).

ORIGIN

cherub

ORIGIN = ORIGIN Old English cherubin, ultimately (via Latin

and Greek) from Hebrew kérub, plural kérubim. A rab-
binic folk etymology, which explains the Hebrew
singular form as representing Aramaic ké-rabya ‘like
achild’, led to the representation of the cherub as a
child.

Researching word histories is similar in some respects to archaeology:
the evidence is often partial or not there at all, and etymologists must
make informed decisions using the evidence available, however inad-
equate it may be. From time to time new evidence becomes available,
and the known history of a word may need to be reconsidered. In this,
the New Oxford Dictionary of English has been able to draw on the
extensive expertise and ongoing research of the Oxford English
Dictionary.

Usage Notes

Interest in questions of good usage is widespread among English
speakers everywhere, and many issues are hotly debated. In the New
Oxford Dictionary of English, traditional issues have been reappraised,
and guidance is given on various points, old and new. The aim is to
help people to use the language more accurately, more clearly, and
more elegantly, and to give information and offer reassurance in the
face of some of the more baffling assertions about ‘correctness’ that are
sometimes made.

This reappraisal has involved looking carefully at evidence of actual
usage (in the British National Corpus, the citations collected by the
Oxford Reading Programme, and other sources) in order to find out
where mistakes are actually being made, and where confusion and
ambiguity actually arise. The issues on which journalists and others
tend to comment have been reassessed and a judgement made about
whether their comments are justified.
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From the 15th century onwards, traditionalists have been objecting
to pamcular senses of certain English words and phrases, for example
‘aggravate), ‘due to, and ‘hopefully’ Certain grammatical structures,
100, have been singled out for adverse comment, notably the split
infinitive and the use of a preposition at the end of a clause. Some of
these objections are founded on very dubious arguments, for example
the notion that English grammatical structures should precisely paral-
lel those of Latin or that meaning change of any kind is inherently
suspect.

preposition

USAGE NOTE There Is a traditional view, first set forth by the

hmm%mmrorm%nm:miw
Bver come across. The rule was formulated on the basis
that, since in Latin a preposition cannot come after the
mnwwmsorhlkﬁndMMMHmahnuubem
. The problem is that English is not like Latin in
Iﬁaresped andhm{nym(gamlammqunm |

and with phrasal verbs) the attempt to move the prep-
osition produces awkward, unnatural-sounding results.
Winston Churchill to the rule,

“This is the sort of I:shupﬂlhuﬂch#mﬂnumm
standard English the placing of a preposition at the end
af a sentence is accepted, provided the use |

widety
‘sounds natural and the meaning is clear.

due

USAGE NOTE Due to in the sense ‘because of, as in he had |
condemned as ’

USAGE NOTE

o Lo e
respectad

The usage notes in the New Oxford Dictionary of English take the view
that English is English, not Latin, and that English is, like all languages,
subject to change. Good usage is usage that gets the writer’s message
across, not usage that conforms to some arbitrary rules that fly in the
face of historical fact or current evidence. The editors of the New
Oxford Dictionary of English are well aware that the prescriptions of
pundits in the past have had remarkably little practical effect on the
way the language is actually used. A good dictionary reports the lan-
guage as it is, not as the editors (or anyone else) would wish it to be, and
the usage notes must give guidance that accords with observed facts
about present-day usage.

This is not to imply that the issues are straightforward or that there
are simple solutions, however. Much of the debate about use of lan-
guage is highly political and controversy is, occasionally, inevitable.
Changing social attitudes have stigmatized long-established uses such
as the word ‘man’ to denote the human race in general, for example,
and have highlighted the absence of a gender-neutral singular pro-
noun meaning both ‘he’ and ‘she’ (for which purpose ‘they’ is increas-
ingly being used). Similarly, words such as ‘race’ and ‘native’ are now
associated with particular problems of sensitivity in use. The usage
notes in the New Oxford Dictionary of English offer information and
practical advice on such issues.

man

USAGE NOTE T the word man has been used o
%mmumumwh
general, regardiess of sex. Thers is a historical
expianation for this: in Old English the principal sense of
man was 'a human , and the words wer and wif
wars used to refer 1o 'a male person’ and ‘a
female person , man replaced

' respectively.
wer 88 the normal lerm for 'a male person’, but at the
same time the older sense ‘a human being’ remained in

use.
In the second hall of the twentieth century

humankind may be usad. Fixed phrases and sayings
such as time and tide wait for no man can be easily
rephrasad, 8.0. time and lide wait for nobody. However,
in other cases, particularly in compound forms, |
mwﬂmm there are
wmmwwm

USAGE NOTE

Standard English

Unless otherwise stated, the words and senses recorded in this diction-
ary are all part of standard English; that is, they are in normal use in

. both speech and writing everywhere in the world, at many different

levels of formality, ranging from official documents to casual conver-
sation. Some words, however, are appropriate only in particular con-
texts, and these are labelled accordingly. The technical term for a
particular level of use in language is register.

The New Oxford Dictionary of English uses the following register
labels:

; I | )
formal: normally used only in writing, in contexts such as official
documents.

informal: normally used only in contexts such as conversations or
letters between friends.

dated: no longer used by the majority of English speakers, but still
encountered occasionally; especially among the older generation.

archaic: very old-fashioned language, not in ordinary use at all today,
but sometimes used to give a deliberately old-fashioned effect or found
in works of the past that are still widely read.

historical: still used today, but only to refer to some practice or artefact
that is no longer part of the modern world, e.g.

baldric

historical a belt for a sword or other piece of
equipment, worn over one shoulder and reaching
down to the opposite hip.

almoner
historical an official distributor of alms.

literary: found only or mainly in literature written in an ‘elevated’

style.

poetic: found only or mainly in poetry.

technical: normally used only in technical and specialist language,
though not necessarily restricted to any specific subject field.

rare: not in normal use.
humorous: used with the intention of sounding funny or playful.

dialect: not used in the standard language, but still widely used in cer-
tain local regions of the English-speaking world. A distinction is made
between traditional dialect, which is generally to do with rural society
and agricultural practices which have mostly died out, and contem-
porary dialect, where speakers may not even be aware that the term is
in fact a regionalism. The New Oxford Dictionary of English aims
to include the main contemporary dialect terms, but does not set out

10 record traditional dialect.
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offensive: language that is likely to cause offence, particularly racial
offence, whether the speaker intends it or not.

derogatory: language intended to convey a low opinion or cause per-
sonal offence.

vulgar slang;: informal language that may cause offence, often becagse
it refers to the bodily functions of sexual activity or excretion, which
are still widely regarded as taboo.

World English

English is spoken as a first language by more than 300 million people
throughout the world, and used as a second language by many millions
more. It is the language of international communication in trade,
diplomacy, sport, science, technology, and countless other fields.

The main regional standards are British, US and Canadian, Aus-
tralian and New Zealand, South African, Indian, and West Indian.
Within each of these regional varieties, a number of highly differen-
tiated local dialects may be found. For example, within British
English, Scottish and Irish English have a long history and a number of
distinctive features, which have in turn influenced particular North
American and other varieties.

The scope of a dictionary such as the New Oxford Dictionary of
English, given the breadth of material it aims to cover, must be limited
in the main to the vocabulary of the standard language threughout
the world rather than local dialectal variation. Nevertheless, the
New Oxford Dictionary of English includes thousands of regional-
isms encountered in standard contexts in the different English-
speaking areas of the world, e.g.

bakkie
S. African a light truck or pickup truck.

larrikin

Austral. a boisterous, often badly behaved young man.
@2 person with apparent disregard for convention; a
maverick: [as modifier] the larrikin trade union leader.

[mass noun] chiefly Brit. any beer other than lager, stout,
or porter: a draught of ale | [count noun] traditional cask-
conditioned ales.

=N. Amer. beer brewed by top fermentatiort.

The underlying approach has been to get away from the traditional,
parochial notion that ‘correct’ English is spoken only in England and
more particularly only in Oxford or London. A network of consultants
in all parts of the English-speaking world has assisted in this by giving
information and answering queries—by e-mail, on a regular, often
daily basis—on all aspects of the language in a particular region. Often,
the aim has been to find out whether a particular word, sense, or
expression, well known and standard in British English, is used any-
where else. The picture that emerges is one of complex interactions
among an overlapping set of regional standards.

The vast majority of words and senses in the New Oxford Dictionary
of English are common to all the major regional standard varieties of
English, but where important local differences exist, the New Oxford
Dictionary of English records them. There are over 14,000 geographical
labels on words and senses in this dictionary, but this contrasts with
more than ten times that number which are not labelled atall.

The complexity of the overall picture has necessarily been sim-
plified, principally for reasons of space and clarity of presentation. For
example, a label such as ‘chiefly Brit” implies but does not state that a
term is not standard in American English, though it may nevertheless
be found in some local varieties in the US. In addition, the label ‘US’
implies that the use s typically US (and probably originated in the US)
and is not standard in British English, but it might be found in other

varieties such as Australian or South African English. The label ‘Brit.,
on the other hand, implies that the use is found typically in standard
British English but is not found in standard American English, though
it may be found elsewhere.

Spelling

It is often said that English spelling is both irregular and illogical, and
itis certainly true that it is only indirectly related to contemporary pro-
nunciation. English spelling reflects not modern pronunciation but
the pronunciation of the 14th century, as used by Chaucer. This trad-
itional spelling was reinforced in the 16th and 17th centuries, in par-
ticular through the influence of the works of Shakespeare and the
Authorized Version of the Bible. However, in the two centuries
between Chaucer and Shakespeare English pronunciation had under-
gone huge changes, but spelling had failed to follow.

In the 18th century, standard spelling became almost completely
fixed. The dictionaries written in this period, particularly Samuel
Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755), helped establish
this national standard, which, with only minor change and variation,
is the standard accepted in English today. The complex history of the
English language, together with the absence of any ruling body impos-
ing ‘spelling reform, has ensured that many idiosyncrasies and anom-
alies in standard spelling have not only arisen but have also been
preserved.

The New Oxford Dictionary of English gives advice and information
on spellirig, particularly those cases which are irregular or which
otherwise cause difficulty for native speakers. The main categories are
summarized below.

Variant spellings

The main form of each word given in the New Oxford Dictionary of
English is always the standard British spelling. If there is a standard
variant, e.g. a standard US spelling variant, this is indicated at the top
of the entry and is cross-referred if its alphabetical position is more
than three entries distant from the main entry.

oesophagus (US esophagus)
esophagus US spelling of oesormacus.

filo (also phylio)
phyllo variant spelling of FiLa.

Other variants, such as archaic, old-fashioned, or informal spellings,
are cross-referred to the main entry, but are not themselves listed at the
parent entry.

Esquimau archaic spelling of Esximo,

Hyphenation

Although standard spelling in English is fixed, the use of hyphenation
is not. In standard English a few general rules are foltowed, and these
are outlined below,

Hyphenation of noun compounds: There is no hard-and-fast rule to
determine whether, for example, airstream, air stream, or air-stream
is correct. All forms are found in use: all are recorded in the British
National Corpus and other standard texts. However, there is a broad
tendency to avoid hyphenation for noun compounds in modern
English (except when used to show grammatical function: see below).
Thus there is, for example, a preference for airstream rather than
air-stream and for air raid rather than air-raid. Although this is a ten-
dency in both British and US English there is an additional preference
in US English for the form to be one word and in British English for the



