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Oxford English Dictionary First Edition is a monumental work in the history of the English
language. First published in 1884, it represented an unprecedented effort to catalog and
define every word in the English language. The dictionary has since become a crucial
reference for scholars, writers, and anyone interested in the evolution of English. This
article explores the origins, development, impact, and legacy of the first edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary, shedding light on its significance in the world of lexicography.

Origins of the Oxford English Dictionary

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) traces its origins to the late 19th century when there
was a pressing need for a comprehensive dictionary of the English language. The project
was initiated by the Philological Society of London, which was founded in 1857 and aimed
to promote the study of language.

Motivation Behind the Dictionary

The primary motivations for creating the OED included:

1. Lack of Comprehensive Dictionaries: Prior to the OED, existing dictionaries, such as
Samuel Johnson's dictionary published in 1755 and Noah Webster's in America, were
either incomplete or outdated. A definitive and exhaustive reference was needed.
2. Evolution of Language: The English language was rapidly evolving, with new words and
meanings emerging due to industrialization, colonial expansion, and cultural changes.
3. Desire for Standardization: There was a growing need to standardize spelling and
meanings, especially as English increasingly became a global language.

Initial Steps and Challenges

In 1857, the Philological Society proposed the creation of a new English dictionary.
However, it wasn’t until 1879 that the project gained momentum. James Murray, a
Scottish lexicographer, was appointed as the chief editor. The challenges faced by the
team included:

- Collecting Evidence: The OED aimed to document every word in the language, requiring
extensive research and evidence from a wide variety of sources.
- Staffing Issues: The project relied heavily on volunteers and contributors who would read
literature and report on words, which complicated coordination.
- Funding: Securing adequate funding to support the project over the years was a
persistent challenge.



Development of the First Edition

The development of the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary spanned several
decades, reflecting the complexity and enormity of the task.

Structure and Design

The OED was designed to be a comprehensive reference work, and its structure reflected
this ambition:

- Alphabetical Order: Words were organized alphabetically, making it easier for users to
locate terms.
- Etymology: Each entry included the word's origin and history, providing insights into its
evolution and usage over time.
- Quotations: The dictionary used quotations from a wide variety of texts to illustrate how
words were used in context, which was innovative for its time.

Publication Process

The first installment of the OED was published in 1884, with subsequent parts released
over the following decades. The publication process involved several key steps:

1. Compilation of Entries: Contributors submitted entries and evidence from literary
works, newspapers, and other sources.
2. Editorial Review: Each entry underwent rigorous examination and editing by Murray
and his team to ensure accuracy and consistency.
3. Printing and Distribution: The printed volumes were made available to the public,
initially in parts, and then as complete editions.

Completion of the First Edition

The first edition of the OED was officially completed in 1928, encompassing a total of 12
volumes and over 400,000 words. This monumental achievement was celebrated as a
landmark in the field of lexicography.

Impact of the Oxford English Dictionary

The publication of the first edition of the OED had profound implications for the study of
the English language and its usage.



Influence on Language Studies

The OED established itself as the authoritative reference for scholars, linguists, and
writers. Its comprehensive nature and scholarly rigor set new standards for dictionaries
worldwide.

Some key impacts include:

- Standardization of English: The OED contributed to the standardization of English
spelling and usage, influencing education and literacy.
- Cultural Reflection: By documenting words and their meanings, the OED provided a
snapshot of cultural and societal changes over time.

Global Reach and Acceptance

As English spread globally, the OED became an essential resource for learners and
speakers of English around the world. Its influence was not limited to the UK; it became a
significant reference in:

- Education: Many educational institutions adopted the OED as a primary resource for
teaching English.
- Literature: Writers and poets referenced the OED for accurate definitions and
etymologies, enhancing the quality of their work.

Legacy of the First Edition

The legacy of the Oxford English Dictionary first edition is enduring, with its impact still
felt in contemporary lexicography and language studies.

Subsequent Editions and Updates

Since the completion of the first edition, the OED has undergone several revisions and
updates:

- Second Edition: A second edition was published in 1989, incorporating new words and
revised definitions.
- Ongoing Updates: Today, the OED is continuously updated online, with new words added
regularly to reflect the dynamic nature of the English language.

Recognition and Awards

The OED has received numerous accolades over the years, including:



- Literary Awards: It has been recognized for its contribution to literature and scholarship.
- Cultural Significance: The OED is often cited in discussions regarding the importance of
preserving language and culture.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its monumental achievements, the OED has faced challenges and criticisms:

- Bias in Word Selection: Critics have pointed out that certain dialects and regional
variations of English were underrepresented.
- Gender and Inclusivity: The dictionary has been scrutinized for its treatment of gendered
language and the representation of marginalized groups.

Conclusion

The Oxford English Dictionary First Edition is not just a dictionary; it is a historical
document that captures the richness and evolution of the English language. From its
ambitious beginnings to its lasting impact on language studies and cultural understanding,
the OED remains a vital resource for anyone interested in the nuances of English. As it
continues to evolve in the digital age, the OED stands as a testament to the commitment to
preserving and understanding language in all its complexity. Its legacy will undoubtedly
influence future generations of linguists, writers, and language enthusiasts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was the first edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary published?
The first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary was published in 1884.

Who was the primary editor of the first edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary?
James Murray was the primary editor of the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary.

How many volumes are in the first edition of the Oxford
English Dictionary?
The first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary consists of 12 volumes.



What was the original title of the Oxford English
Dictionary?
The original title of the Oxford English Dictionary was 'A New English Dictionary on
Historical Principles'.

What was a significant challenge faced during the
creation of the first edition?
A significant challenge was the immense scope of the project, requiring extensive research
and compilation of historical and contemporary usages of words.

How did contributors assist in the creation of the first
edition?
Contributors, known as 'sub-editors', were invited to submit definitions and quotations,
with many individuals from various backgrounds contributing to the project.

What impact did the first edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary have on the English language?
The first edition set a standard for dictionary compilation and significantly influenced the
study of the English language and its historical development.

Is the first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary still
in print?
The first edition is not in print as a complete set; however, it can be found in libraries and
some reprinted versions are available.

What was the public reception of the first edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary?
The first edition received a mixed reception, initially facing skepticism but later gaining
respect and recognition for its scholarly approach.
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