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Overview
Contextualize the creation of dictionaries of 

non-dominant languages


Introduce and outline Critical Lexicography


Situate this discussion within language 
revitalization and documentation practices 
and in emerging work in critical theory and 

Critical Indigenous Studies 


Propose 7 indicators of engagement with 
Critical Lexicography 

https://livingtongues.org/



The Dictionary: 
Not Just a Corpus

Victoria Sear, Powells Books, Portland, OR

Dictionaries are not passive, inert or neutral 
documents


Dictionaries are powerful political texts that 
effect change, embed values, create 
ideologies and reinscribe power structures 



In its 1993 supplement, the OED refused to 
include the sexual meaning of the word 
lesbian, their choice was “motivated by 
factors other than legality”.


Brewer, Charlotte. 2010. Prescriptivism and Descriptivism in the First, Second and 
Third Editions of the OED. English Today 26(2): 24-33.

Past Examples: The Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED)



The OED taken a “descriptive attitude to racist 
and other sorts of offensive 
vocabulary” (including racist and derogatory 
terms) because “both publishers and 
lexicographers had consistently taken the view 
that, since OED was a descriptive dictionary, it 
could not suppress or censor historical evidence 
and it was bound to record ‘the facts of the 
language”.  


Brewer, Charlotte. 2010. Prescriptivism and Descriptivism in the First, Second and 
Third Editions of the OED. English Today 26(2): 24-33.

Past Examples: The Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED)



Present Examples: “The 
Power of the Dictionary” 

https://www.sapiens.org/language/dictionary-prejudice/



http://www.oed.com/



https://www.merriam-webster.com/



https://mothertongues.org/

 Those engaged in dictionary work with speakers of 
endangered, Indigenous, historically-marginalized or under-

resourced languages need to critically examine the real-
world implications and political impact that their 

lexicographic practices have not only within the physical or 
virtual pages of a dictionary, but in the language community 

itself and in increasingly globalized and digital spaces.


Dictionaries of Non-
Dominant Languages



Daniel Heath Justice The Raven https://fnis.arts.ubc.ca/media/the-raven/



Criticality 1 

“A critical scholarship is meant to help us understand 
the social systems, historical processes, and ideologies 
that shape our individual and group experiences, and 
helps us understand how we got to this historical 
moment and, just maybe, where we’re going. “Critical”, 
then, isn’t about negativity or simply challenging ideas in 
a reactive way, but to insist on the relationship between 
our intellectual practice and our everyday lives.”

Daniel Heath Justice The Raven https://fnis.arts.ubc.ca/media/the-raven/



“It’s an unwillingness to accept claims based on arbitrary 
or coercive authority or clichéd received wisdom, but to 
use all the tools at our disposal to expand possibilities for 
ethical, thoughtful inquiry. It is a commitment to 
confronting oppressive and limiting social structures while 
also imagining possibilities for better ways of co-existing 
and flourishing in the world. In so doing, however, it 
necessarily requires us to rigorously question our own 
perspectives, ways of thinking, and areas of study of 
pursuit of better, more accountable, and more ethically 
engaged ways of thinking and doing in the world.”


Daniel Heath Justice The Raven https://fnis.arts.ubc.ca/media/the-raven/

Criticality 2 



Critical Lexicography 1

Does not aim to criticize 
existing lexicographic, 

linguistic, or documentary 
practices


Not a dismantling of 
lexicography or its scientific 

and analytical practices



Is a form of paradigm shift (or 
‘reorientation’ as we prefer to 

call it) which seeks to 
legitimize existing concerns 

that are present in 
lexicography with 

endangered, Indigenous, 
historically-marginalized or 

under-resourced languages 
and well as within Indigenous 

communities and the 
academy overall.

Critical Lexicography 2



Works to develop new practices 
for creating dictionaries of, for 

and in Indigenous languages 
that accommodate and reflect 
the structure of the languages 

themselves and better address 
the strategic, political and 

intellectual goals of the 
language community.

Critical Lexicography 3



Indicators of 
Critical Lexicography 

We propose 7 indicators that language 
stakeholders can use to determine if they 

are, or should, engage in Critical 
Lexicography.



7 Indicators 
1) Centering Partnerships and Honoring Collaboration

2) Authorship and Authority

3) Corpora Size

4) Number of Speakers

5) Role of Archives

6) Grammar and Structure

7) Outputs



1. Centering Partnerships 
and Honoring Collaboration



https://heiltsuk.arts.ubc.ca/dictionary/



http://kaska.anso.ubc.ca/~kaskadict/



•  

https://guides.library.ubc.ca/c.php?g=383361&p=2597593

http://www.fpcc.ca/files/PDF/Language_Policy_Guide/FPCC_Policy_Guide_2013.pdf


2. Authorship and Authority
Acknowledging and 

(de)centering 
authority in the 

dictionary 
construction 

process

Authorship is one 

way to (de)center or 
(re)center authority



http://www.kawnation.com/WebKanza/LangResources/nglshknzdctnry2012.pdf



https://markturin.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2018/07/nepali_thami_dictionary.pdf



http://mms.thlib.org/dictionary_searches/new



3. Corpora Size
The corpora size for many non-dominant languages 

is often different than that for major world languages

http://dictionary.blackfoot.atlas-ling.ca/#/help



Kaáⁿze Íe Wayáje: An Annotated  
Dictionary of Kaw (Kanza)

http://www.kawnation.com/WebKanza/LangResources/nglshknzdctnry2012.pdf



https://www.myaamiadictionary.org/dictionary2015/index.php



4. Number of Speakers
‘Speakers’ can refer to fluent 

speakers, semi-speakers, 
language learners, etc. 


The number and availability of 
speakers determines the amount 

and type of dictionary projects 
stakeholders can undertake. 



https://www.mikmaqonline.org/



https://www.mikmaqonline.org/



http://kaska.anso.ubc.ca/~kaskadict/



https://www.facebook.com/WeStillLiveHere/videos/478950281407/

5. Role of Archives

Stakeholders of minority and 
Indigenous languages increasingly 
must rely on existing language 
documentation and archived materials. 



Wôpanâak Language 
Reclamation Project

http://www.wlrp.org/



http://myaamiacenter.org/online-resources/ and https://ilaatawaakani.org/ 

http://myaamiacenter.org/online-resources/
https://ilaatawaakani.org/


http://nationalbreathoflife.org/

National Breath of Life Archival Institute for 
Indigenous Languages

National Breath of Life is a two-week biennial Institute that 
brings Community Researchers from around North America to 
Washington D.C. to help them find and utilize their linguistic 
archival sources from archives located in the D.C. area.



https://recoveringvoices.si.edu



https://recoveringvoices.si.edu



http://csd.clld.org/

The practitioners of early 
lexicography were primarily 

speakers of major and European 
languages, and the field 

developed to accommodate 
these types of languages. 

6. Specificity of Grammar  
and Structure



http://csd.clld.org/

Structures of many Indigenous 
languages are quite different than those 

of European languages.

Dictionaries of Indigenous languages 

must work to accommodate the 
individual structures and grammar of 

these languages. 

6. Specificity of Grammar  
and Structure



http://csd.clld.org/



Lexicography Software







7. Creative Outputs 
The print dictionary is now only one output, 
and not always most flexible or desireable. 
Increasing reliance on multi-modal products.


https://mothertongues.org/



https://heiltsuk.arts.ubc.ca/dictionary/



http://nativeinnovation.com/dine-bizaad-dictionary-app/



https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu/



https://kaskadictionary.wordpress.com/

https://kaskadictionary.wordpress.com/



Concluding Thoughts
Critical Lexicography is an 

ethical and theoretical 
orientation towards dictionary 

work with non-dominant 
languages rather a specific, 

singular way to ‘do’ 
lexicography.




