Noah Webster (1758-1843), a well-known American educator and linguist who was also the first to propose the institution of an “American standard”, spent 25 years on compiling An American Dictionary of the English Language. It was published in 1828, had two volumes and covered 70,000 words. According to Webster, the word “American” in the title of the dictionary was supposed to indicate the enclosure in the English lexicon of some peculiarly American words, which were not used in England. Despite Webster’s innocent intentions and the fact that his dictionary fairly doubled the number of entries found in Johnson’s dictionary, the American Dictionary was fiercely attacked in Britain for its Americanism. 


The first half of the 19th century was remarkable for the number of dictionaries which appeared on both sides of the Atlantic. At the beginning of 1860 there were 64 dictionaries published in England (after Johnson’s Dictionary) and 30 – in America (after Webster’s American Dictionary). Besides these general dictionaries, there were also 200 specialized dictionaries and 30 encyclopedias. This boom in lexicography was caused by drastic and rapid changes in the English language due to the Industrial revolution, and progress in science and medicine. Another lexicographical leap equal to that of the first half of the 19th century took place in the 1980s remarkable for the developments in electronic instrumentation and computer science.


James A. H. Murray (1837-1915), in full Sir James Augustus Henry Murray, was a prominent Scottish lexicographer and the first editor of A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles, now known as Oxford English Dictionary (or OED). He was appointed as editor of this dictionary in 1879 by the Philological Society of Great Britain on the agreement with the Oxford University Press. At the time of Murray’s death in 1915 the OED was only half finished. The first full edition of OED came out in 1928 in 12 volumes, covering 414, 825 lexical items. Since then the OED has been many times supplemented, re-edited and re-published. 


As has already been mentioned, the 1980s, with their availability of computer techniques and electronic storage of textual information, were a watershed in lexicography. Before this time the success of a dictionary exclusively relied on personal commitment by individual editors and their teams of assistants. The new technologies of the late 20th and early 21st centuries allow dictionary compilers in many cases to rely on machines and use the information stored electronically. As the result of the technological progress we can witness appearance of many electronic dictionaries today, including machine dictionaries for translating texts. It should be noted, however, that, although a computer can do well in many tasks—mechanical extracting of texts, alphabetizing, and classifying by designated descriptors—it is still limited to what a human being tells it to do. It is difficult for a computer to sort out homographs, idioms or semi-fixed word-combinations, proper names, and many other kinds of lexicon; therefore, at the editing stage the delicate decisions must still be humanly made.

VARIETIES OF MODERN ENGLISH

When studying the ability of the English language to vary in forms and ways of usage it is important to clearly understand and differentiate between the following basic terms most commonly employed in this area of study: Standard English, World English, English variant and English dialect. 

The term Standard English is one of the most controversial and widely discussed notions in modern linguistics, and “one of the great problems that we are carrying into the twenty-first century” [McCarthur, Tom 2003]. This term has been so far given several dozen definitions by prominent linguists in different countries of the world. In the most general and objective way Standard English (SE) can be defined as the national literary and most prestigious variety of the English language, recognized and used as the norm of communication by the country’s leading institutions and top levels of population, such as government, law courts, diplomacy, business elite, and, by all means, the media, also taught throughout the education system and identified with educated English. The linguistic features of SE are chiefly matters of grammar, vocabulary, and orthography (spelling and punctuation) rather than the matter of pronunciation, because SE is spoken in a wide variety of accents (including, of course, any prestige accent a country may have, such as, for example, British Received Pronunciation (RP). 

Standard English can in turn be sub-classified into Formal and Informal Standard English. Formal Standard English, or Prescriptive Standard English, includes the language norms prescribed by the country’s recognized sources of authority, such as grammar and usage books, dictionaries, and the institutions like language academies. Examples of Formal Standard English can also be found in the written language of established writers, the above mentioned grammar and usage books, in various formal impersonal written texts, and also in formal oral speeches, especially where spoken language has been written first. Prescriptive Standard English is very conservative – that is, it is very resistant to changes taking place within the language. For example, the singular form of data as datum has largely disappeared from spoken language but is still prescribed in many usage guides. (Another example is the shall/will distinction) 

The reality, however, is that, in their everyday conversational speech, none of the English speakers prove to follow the norms of formal Standard English as prescribed in the grammar books. Even for the authors of these books and the educators who teach the rules of Formal Standard English to their students it is not unusual to violate some of the standard usage rules as soon as they start speaking themselves. 

The more reliable criteria for estimating standardness of someone’s English are based on everyday, natural speech norms used by real speakers, which, taken together, compose the Informal Standard English variety of Standard English.  Unlike the norms in Formal Standard English that are clearly outlined and quite rigid, the norms of Informal Standard English are very often imprecise, ambiguous, variable and subjective. Based on different sociopsychological experiences and dialect backgrounds even in one and the same country, one listener may rate a particular speaker as standard while another listener rates the same speaker as nonstandard.  But when making judgments about the speaker’s standard English, or “correct English”, or ‘’proper English”, people always base these judgments on the norms of Informal Standard English rather than the norms of Formal Standard English described in English grammar books. 

In opposition to the normalized variety called Standard English there are varieties of English that are typified by the use of nonstandard forms and referred to as dialects, local dialects, or vernacular dialects, also called by some linguists as nonstandard or nonmainstream dialects and commonly named accents by Standard English speakers. Vernacular or local dialects are the local or native varieties of English spoken by certain social, regional, ethnic, religious or other groups of people whose usage of English contrasts with the official standard language accepted in this particular multilingual country. For example the famous Southern dialect of London called Cockney or the dialect of black people in the USA given many names, one of which is Ebonics. A dialect does not only imply difference of pronunciation, but also differentiation in speech, grammar, vocabulary and idiom forms. Because of certain negative implications and ambiguity of meaning, the term dialect has been in recent years substituted by the more neutral term variety.   

The term World English, first introduced in the 1920s, is used to identify the English language of today in all its forms of usage as a global recourse that, according to Tom McCarthur, is not owned by any particular country, nation or group of people and that does not belong to any individual or community, but is rather a possession of every individual and every community that in any way uses it for communication [McCarthur Tom, 2003]. 
 The first significant step in the progress of English towards its status as a world language took place in the last decades of the 16th century. At that time the number of mother-tongue English speakers in the world is thought to have been between five and seven million, with almost all of them living within the British Isles. By the middle of the twentieth century, this figure increased fiftyfold, to around 250 million, the majority (around four-fifths) living outside the British Isles. According to Michael Toolan, the English language spread “across the globe as the one monopolizing tongue, part lingua franca
, part ‘master’ language, and in part the sole language that gives access to the world” [Toolan, M. 1997]. 
The term English variant, or regional variety, is used to name the variation of both standard and nonstandard levels of world English that has its peculiar grammar, vocabulary, orthography and pronunciation distinguishing this variety from all other varieties used by other English-speaking nations and communities. The most distinctive feature of an English regional variant as compared with a local dialect is the presence in the former of a literary standard form, which cannot exist in a nonstandard vernacular dialect. The main reason why a regional variety of English cannot be treated as a separate language is that all variants of World English basically share the same grammar, vocabulary, orthography and pronunciation norms with a certain extant of individual variations and deviations in these aspects of language.   

“Since English began to spread around the world in the great age of exploration five hundred years ago, all its varieties have taken on an independent history, some of them much influenced by local circumstances, others responding to changes in the prestige dialects of Great Britain and the United States, and all of them affected by the inexorable trends in language change that affect every community from one generation to the next” [Richard W. Bailley & Manfred Görlach, 1982]. 

As has been pointed out above, the spread of English as a world language began with the discovery of the New World and the first English colonies set up in American Jamestown and Virginia (the first group of settlers arrived in 1607) and a little later in Plymouth, Massachusetts (in 1620, the second group of settlers – the Puritans, Pilgrim Fathers, arriving by the Mayflower ship). From this time on, the language spoken by English settlers in America (which was also far from homogeneous due to many dialects functioning in the British Isles at that time) was to develop its own way, influenced by many extra-linguistic and linguistic factors (the need to give names to purely American objects, activities and processes (e.g. robin Br. малиновка Amer. дрозд); tight interaction of English with many dialects and languages spoken by later American immigrants: Irish, Scots, Spanish, black slaves from Africa, etc., (e.g. Amer. Eng. boss comes from Dutch baas ‘master’). The paradoxical result of the miscegenation of different languages and dialects in America is that the so-called American English spoken in the USA today is more uniform and general than that in the United Kingdom. 

Although the English-speaking settlers of America continued for a long time relying in their speech on the educated English standards recognized in Britain, little by little, influenced by their isolation from the Old World and the new linguistic as well as extra-linguistic environments in their New World, the English-speaking residents of America started developing new standards in writing, print and speech based on their own recourses. This tendency intensified after the War of Independence (1775 – 83), which put an end to the colonial status of the USA and marked the beginning of conscious Americanization of the English language. Because, as it was put by Noah Webster
 (1758-1843), at that time, the English language in England was ‘on the decline’ and England was at ‘too great a distance to be our model’. There were two challenges that the new independent USA faced: to develop autonomous English with a standard of its own and to extend the use of that standard throughout the nation as it grew larger and more complex.  From that time onward, as the US played an increasing role in world politics and economics, its scholars, writers, and media presenters increasingly asserted their own educated variety of English as the equal of and an alternative to what they tended early in the 20th century to call ‘Standard English’ then more generally ‘British English’. By the early 1920s, an acknowledged American Standard English had come into its own home and abroad, and Americanisms at all social levels became recognized worldwide as distinctive.

� “Lingua franca (pl. lingua francas) is a language that is adopted as a common language between speakers whose native languages are different” [The Oxford Dictionary of English, Judy Pearsall (ed.), 1998].


� Noah Webster, the author of the well-known Webster’s Dictionary of American English, was the founder of the American standard of English and the initiator of a national, or ‘federal’ English of the USA.





