
  

CORPUS-BASED DICTIONARY MAKING

We all stand together, don’t we?–
African renaissancethr oughdictionaries
Willem BOTHA, Stellenbosch,SouthAfrica

Abstract
Co-operative lexicographyinvolves co-operationbetweenlexicographers,betweenlexicographersand
theoristsandbetweenlexicographersanddictionaryusers.Suchco-operationhasbeenslow to materi-
alisebecauseof longstandingdifferencesbetweentheparties,especiallybetweentheoristsandlexicog-
raphers.Recentlyanumberof projectsin Africa havehoweverbenefitedgreatlyfrom co-operationonall
threelevels.Thehopeis expressedthatastheRenaissancewasmarkedby theemergenceof dictionaries
spreadingthe light of learningacrossthe Continent,the muchtalked aboutAfrican Renaissancewill,
throughlexicographicco-operation,be characterisedby the emergenceof dictionariesfor all African
languages.

1 Intr oduction

Co-operationbetweenlexicographersandtheorists,andbetweenlexicographicprojectsthem-
selveshave beenslow to materialise.A numberof projectsin Africa have however recently
benefitedgreatlyfrom co-operative lexicography.

2 Co-operative lexicography
involving theoristsand lexicographers

Linguistsandmetalexicographersalikehavebeenfrustratedby thefactthatlexicographerstend
to cling to outmodedideasandunsatisfactorylexicographicalpractices.The lexicographeron
theotherhandalwayshasto bearin mind that themajority of dictionaryusersarerathercon-
servative,preventinglexicographersfrom implementingnew terminologyor theories[lombard
1994:297].

However, althoughdictionariesare conservative and traditional they do sometimeschange.
Sometimesa seriouseffort is madeto breakaway from tradition,aswasthecasewith theWo-
ordeboek van die Afrikaanse Taal (Dictionaryof theAfrikaansLanguage).TheWAT, thatis the
Woordeboek van die Afrikaanse Taal, is thecomprehensivemonolingualexplanatorydictionary
of Afrikaans.Thework on this multivolumedictionarywasstartedin 1926.After a long delay
thefirst volume(A-C) waspublishedin 1950andthetenth(M) in 1996.Theeleventhvolume
(N-O) is to be publishedin May 2000. In 1989 the dictionary was redesignedwith the co-
operationof ninemetalexicographers,breakingwith traditionsstretchingover forty years.Not
only wasit thefirst time in thehistoryof lexicographythata multi volumeoverall-descriptive
dictionarywasdrasticallychangedhalfwaythroughthecompletionof thedictionary, it wasalso
thefirst time thata dictionarywasredesignedin co-operationwith metalexicographers.A new
styleguidewasdevelopedandoveraperiodof two yearsmanuscriptwaspreparedaccordingto
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thenew styleguidewhich incorporatedasmany of thesuggestionsof themetalexicographers
aswasthoughtpracticallypossible.After two yearsa secondworking sessionwasheld with
theco-operatingmetalexicographerswhereaftercertainadjustmentsweremade.The resultof
it all wasa moremodern,userfriendly dictionary reflectingthe linguistic and lexicographic
principlesof our time.

Ironically someof the changesto the dictionary resultingfrom the suggestionsof the met-
alexicographerswerealreadypropagatedin 1952in a review of the first volumeof the WAT
[Labuschagne1952].Becauseof the rift betweenthedictionaryandthemetalexicographythe
dictionaryusershadto wait 40 yearsto reapthe benefitsof co-operationbetweentheoryand
practice.

The exercisewasnot only to the advantageof the lexicographersas the metalexicographers
had the opportunityto have their theoriestestedin practice.The co-operationhasa further
advantagein that the metalexicographersnow considerthemselves to be partnersin a joint
ventureandhavebecomemorebalancedandknowledgeablein their criticismof dictionaries.

A discussiongroupformedby editorsat the WAT invites linguistsandmetalexicographersto
discusslinguistic relatedproblemsin dictionarymaking.The Bureaualsohave linguistsand
metalexicographersascollaborators.A recentdevelopmentis thatpostgraduatestudentsin Lex-
icographyfrom theUniversityof Stellenboschmake an in-depthstudyof the latestvolumeof
theWAT. This is followedby anopendiscussionbetweenthestudentsandtheir professorand
theeditorialstaff of theWAT onthemeritsandshortcomingsof thelatestvolume.Providedthat
bothpartieskeeptheircoolandexperiencedlexicographersdonottakeoffencewhentheirwork
is criticisedby students,suchdiscussionscanbeveryenriching.It is hopedthatlexicographyin
SouthAfrica will eventuallyreapthebenefitsof this co-operationbetweentheoryandpractice.

3 Co-operationbetweenlexicographerand dictionary user

The public reactedfuriously when Philip Gove includedslangand swearwords unlabelled
in Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language. In doingso,hewas
reflectingthelinguisticthinkingof theday, but userssaw it asanopeningof thedoorto vulgarity
[Zgusta1980:8). According to [Zgusta1980: 8] the sourceof the trouble wasnot only the
strictly empiricalapproachadoptedby Govebut alsothelackof anintelligentdiscussionof the
problemwith theusersof thedictionary, linguistsandlexicographers.

In aneffort to solvetheproblemregardingtheinclusionof racistitemstheWAT in 1994brought
togetheragroupof peopleconsistingof dictionaryusersrepresentingdifferentculturalgroups,
the editorial staff of the WAT andmetalexicographersfrom SouthAfrica andEurope.Over a
periodof threedaysthey would try to reachconsensuson thedevelopmentof a strategy for the
treatmentof racistlexical items[Buro vandieWAT 1994:1]. At theoutsettheclashesbetween
dictionaryusersandmetalexicographersweresevere,until theusersrealisedthattheinsistence
of themetalexicographerson theinclusionof racistitemswasnot dueto insensitivity, but due
to aneffort to betruly scientificin theportrayalof a language.At thatstageit wasnevertheless
felt by the majority of usersthat the inclusion of racist lexical items in the WAT would be
undesirableduringtheperiodof reconciliationin SouthAfrica. After slightly morethana year
hadelapsedcontactwasagainmadewith theparticipantsandby thentheclimatein thecountry
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hadchangedto suchanextentthata revolutionarypolicy regardingtheinclusionof racistitems
could be agreedupon.Accordingto this policy no usageexamplesof racist lexical itemsare
includedin theprintedversionof thedictionary. A full treatmentof theitemsis however done
in theelectronicmanuscriptwhich is availableon request.TheWAT regardsthis asoneof the
mostrewardingandenrichingexperiencesof co-operative lexicographyin its history.

4 Co-operationbetweenlexicographers

Up to 1994SouthAfrica only hadtwo official languages,namelyAfrikaansandEnglishand
Governmentsubsidywasonly providedfor thedictionaryunitsof AfrikaansandSouthAfrican
English.Dictionaryunits for two African languages,namelyisiXhosaandisiZulu, have how-
ever existedfor aboutthreedecadesandaremoreor lessmanagedlike researchcentresat the
Universitiesof Fort HareandKwaZulu-Natal.Accordingto thenew SouthAfrican constitution
therearenow elevenofficial languagesandthegovernmenthascommitteditself to theestab-
lishmentof a dictionaryunit for every official language.This meantthat an urgentneedfor
the training of lexicographerssuddenlyarosein SouthAfrica. Metalexicographyis taughtat
leastfiveSouthAfrican universities,but thereis adefiniteneedfor morepracticalandlesstime
consumingtraining.

For thepastfiveyearstheBureauof theWAT hasbeenofferinga lexicographictrainingcourse
dealingwith GeneralandComputerLexicography, andthePlanningandManagementof aLex-
icographicProject.The courseis presentedtwice a yearandstretchesover two weeks.Since
1995especiallypracticinglexicographersandpersonsdestinedto becomeinvolved in dictio-
narycompilationin thenew dictionaryunitshaveattendedthecourse.Membersof theisiXhosa
andisiZulu dictionaryprojectswereamongthe first to attendthe training courseat the WAT.
Traineeshave also comefrom as far as Angola, Namibia,Gabon,Tanzaniaand Zambia.In
1997,two staff membersof the Bureaualsopresentedthe courseat the CentreInternational
desCivilisation Bantu(CICIBA) in Libreville, Gabon,wheresix African countrieswererepre-
sented.

Training sessionshave also been presentedby the African Associationof Lexicography
(AFRILEX). Thefirst of thesewasorganizedby theDictionaryUnit of SouthAfrican English
and was presentedby the English lexicograpersSueAtkins, Michael Rundell and Edmund
Weiner. Follow-up coursesin Pretoriadealt with specificaspectsof African languagescon-
cerninglexicography. AFRILEX alsopresenteda trainingcourseat theInstitutefor Kiswahili
Researchat theUniversityof DarEsSalaamin Tanzania

ThePanSouthAfrican LanguageBoard(PANSALB), hasbeenentrustedwith the taskof es-
tablishingdictionaryunits for theelevenofficial languagesof SouthAfrica. Over thepasttwo
yearsPANSALB hasorganisedseveralmeetingsbringingtogethertheexistingdictionaryunits
andrepresentativesof thosewhicharestill to beestablished.Themeetingsusuallystretchover
threedaysand experiencedlexicographersand metalexicographerslead discussionson vital
topicslikedictionarytypology, theplanningof adictionaryproject,adatacollectionpolicy and
thecreationof a database,an inclusionpolicy, lexicographicprocessesanddatatypes,dictio-
narydesign,etc.Themeetingstake placein a truly co-operative spirit andthe ideal is that the
co-operationwill continuewhenall theunitshavebeenestablished.
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A prime exampleof co-operationbetweenlexicographers,in this caseinvolving Europeand
Africa, is that betweena group of Swedishand Norwegian lexicographersand the ALLEX
projectin Zimbabwe,aneighbouringcountryto SouthAfrica. This joint venturebetweenScan-
dinaviansandZimbabweansstartedin 1992andhasdemonstratedthatanelectronicdatabase
canbebuilt up in a relatively shorttime andthata Shonadictionarycanbecompiledusinga
speciallydesignedcomputerprogramme.Zimbabweanlexicographersinvolvedin theALLEX
projectalsovisit SwedenandNorway regularly for advancedtraining.

An exciting developmentis thewillingnessof Swedishcompaniesto supportthedevelopment
of a computerprogrammewhich could be usedby all SouthAfrican dictionaryunits. In this
way thetrainingandongoingsupportof thestill to beestablisheddictionaryunitsby theexist-
ing units in SouthAfrica will befacilitated.ThesameSwedishlexicographersinvolvedin the
ALLEX projectin Zimbabweareresponsiblefor thedevelopmentof theprogramme.

Therehasbeenlong-standingco-operationbetweentheOxford English Dictionary andtheDic-
tionary of South African English andbetweenthe Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal and
the Woordeboek van die Afrikaanse Taal which have beenof invaluableimportanceto all the
partiesinvolvedandwhichhasledto variousotherpublications.Somedictionaryprojectstry to
remainin touchwith oneanotherby exchanginglexicographicalproducts,annualreports,etc.,
but suchcontactcouldbeextendedconsiderably[VanSchalkwyk1995].

Thereis currentlya lively interestin lexicographyin Africa. The interesthasbeensparkedby
a new appreciationall over Africa for their indigenouslanguages.Thereis a desireto return
to the indigenouslanguagesandthis is expressedin The LanguagePlanof Action for Africa
which wasacceptedin 1987by the Organisationof African Unity in Addis Ababa.This led
to thedevelopmentof lexicographicgrowing-pointslike theAfrican LanguageLexical Project
(ALLEX) attheUniversityof Zimbabwein Hararein 1992,theInstitutefor Kiswahili Research
at theUniversityof Dar EsSalaamin TanzaniaandtheGroupede RecherchesenLangueset
CulturesOrales(GRELACO) establishedin 1998at theOmarBongoUniversity in Libreville,
Gabonto do researchon eight indigenouslanguagesandto compiledictionaries.In 1999two
andin 2000threestudentsfrom Gaboncompletedthetrainingcourseat theBureauof theWAT
andthenenrolledfor a fiveyearcoursein Lexicographyat theUniversityof Stellenbosch.

5 Conclusion

Much hasrecentlybeensaidaboutthe African Renaissanceandin October1999the African
RenaissanceInstitutewaslaunchedin Pretoria,SouthAfrica with asoneof its mainaims"The
rediscovery of Africa’s creative past to recapture peoples’ cultures, encourage artistic creativity
and restore popular involvement in both accessing and advancing science and technology."
[Radebe1999:3]. DuringtheRenaissancetheartof dictionarymakingflourished,spreadingthe
light of learningacrosstheEuropeancontinent.TheAfrican Renaissancecouldbemarkedby
theemergenceof dictionariesfor all theAfrican languagesthroughlexicographicco-operation
on theAfrican continentandbetweenAfrica andEurope.
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A Addr essesof relevant organizations
� AFRILEX

Dept.of African Languages,Universityof Pretoria,Pretoria,0002
Tel: +2712 4202320.Fax:+27124203163
E-mail: prinsloo@postino.up.ac.za
URL: http://www.up.ac.za/academic/libarts/afrilang/homelex.htm/

� Allex project
Universityof Zimbabwe,P.O.BoxMP 167,Mount Pleasant,Harare
Tel: 2634 303321.Fax:2634 333674
E-mail: allex@compcentre.uz.ac.zw

� Bureauof theWAT
P.O.Box245
Stellenbosch7599SouthAfrica
Tel: +2721 8873113.Fax:+2721 8839492
E-mail: wat@wat.sun.ac.za
URL: http://www.sun.ac.za/wat/index.htm

� DictionaryUnit of SouthAfrican English
P.O.Box94
Grahamstown 6140SouthAfrica
Tel: +2746 6038107.Fax:+2746 6038107
E-mail: kathy@aardvark.ru.ac.za

� Grelaco
Prof.JamesDuplessisEmejulu
BP 17004,Libreville, Gabon
Tel: +241732802.Fax: +24173 7282
E-mail: jimacs@eudoramail.com
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� Instituteof Kiswahili Research,
Universityof DarEsSalaam,P.O. Box 35100
DarEsSalaam,Tanzania
Tel: 092555149162/49143.Fax: 0925551 43393
E-mail: jamesmdee@hotmail.com

� IsiXhosaDictionaryUnit
P.O.Box815
Stutterheim4930SouthAfrica
Tel: +276022024.Fax: +276022036
E-mail:mfaxa.tx@ufhcc.ufh.ac.za

� IsiZulu DictionaryProject
Universityof Zululand
UmlaziCampus
PrivateBagX10
Isipingo4110SouthAfrica
Tel: +27319077000.Fax:+27319073011

� Pansalb
PrivateBagX08, Arcadia,Pretoria,0001
Tel: +27123419638.Fax:+27123415938
E-mail:marivate@pansalb.org.za
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