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Ethical and Legal Aspects of Dictionaries and Language Change

Language is constantly evolving, shaped by societal shifts, technological advancements,
and cultural transformations. As new words enter the lexicon and meanings of existing
terms shift, dictionaries must adapt to reflect these changes. However, this dynamic process
raises important ethical and legal questions about how language is recorded, who decides
what goes into dictionaries, and the potential implications of these changes on society. This
article explores the ethical and legal considerations surrounding dictionaries and language
change, highlighting the challenges of maintaining accuracy, inclusivity, and fairness in an
ever-changing linguistic landscape.

The Role of Dictionaries in Language Change
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Dictionaries serve as authoritative references for language users, defining words and
offering standardized meanings. Traditionally, dictionary editors have worked to document
and preserve the language as it exists at a given time, selecting words and definitions based
on their frequency of use, historical significance, and societal relevance. With the advent of
digital technologies, the process of language documentation has become faster, more
comprehensive, and increasingly accessible. However, dictionary makers are not passive
recorders; they play a role in influencing how language is understood and used.

The inclusion of new words in dictionaries often follows the public’s adoption of them.
For example, terms like "selfie," "cryptocurrency," and "hashtag" made their way into
popular usage before they were formally added to dictionaries. The decision to add a word
typically involves assessing its usage across various media, literature, and social contexts.
While this process seems neutral, it raises important ethical questions about which words
are considered worthy of inclusion, who gets to make these decisions, and the potential
impact of such decisions on social values.

Ethical Concerns in the Selection of Words

Inclusivity and Representation

One of the primary ethical considerations in dictionary editing is ensuring inclusivity
and representation. Language is deeply tied to culture, identity, and social structures, so the
words chosen for inclusion should reflect the diversity of people, experiences, and
perspectives. This includes not only regional dialects and minority languages but also terms
related to gender, race, sexual orientation, and disability.

In recent years, there has been increased attention to the use of gender-neutral language,
such as the introduction of "they" as a singular pronoun or the use of "Latinx" to describe
people of Latin American descent. The inclusion or exclusion of such terms raises questions
about whether dictionaries are advancing social progress or reinforcing outdated biases.
Editors must strike a balance between documenting language as it is used in everyday life
while also considering the potential harm or exclusion caused by certain words or
definitions.

Sensitivity to Social Change

Language reflects the values and attitudes of society, and it evolves as these values shift.
However, some words that were once commonly accepted may become outdated or
offensive as cultural understanding grows. The ethical dilemma lies in how to handle such
terms in dictionaries. For example, words related to race, disability, or sexual orientation
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that were once used widely in neutral or even positive contexts may now carry harmful
connotations.

Some argue that dictionaries should not only reflect how language is used but also
promote socially responsible and ethical language choices. This may include providing
context for potentially offensive words, offering alternative terms, or updating definitions to
reflect contemporary understandings of respect and inclusivity. Dictionary makers must
navigate the fine line between preserving linguistic history and preventing the perpetuation
of harmful language.

Legal Issues in Language and Dictionaries

Beyond the ethical aspects, there are several legal considerations in the field of
lexicography. These concerns largely center around copyright, trademark law, and freedom
of expression.

Copyright and Intellectual Property

Creating and maintaining a dictionary requires considerable intellectual effort, and the
resulting work is protected under copyright law. This raises legal issues when dictionaries
are used in ways that violate copyright protection, such as copying definitions or excerpts
without permission. Additionally, the inclusion of certain words can raise questions about
intellectual property, particularly when it comes to brand names or trademarks.

The legalities surrounding trademarks are particularly important when a word that has
been trademarked by a company enters general usage. For example, the word "Google" is
trademarked, yet it is now commonly used as a verb (to "google" something). If such terms
are included in a dictionary, the question arises of whether this constitutes infringement on
the trademark holder's rights.

Defamation and Liability

Another legal concern is the potential for defamation. Dictionaries are responsible for
accurately and fairly defining words, but there may be instances in which a word’s
definition could cause harm to an individual or group. If a dictionary publishes a definition
that is considered libelous or slanderous, it may face legal challenges. Therefore,
lexicographers must be careful to avoid language that could damage reputations or mislead
readers.

Censorship and Free Speech
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The line between responsible documentation and censorship is a delicate one. Some
groups may call for certain words to be removed or altered in dictionaries due to their
offensive or controversial nature. While it's important for dictionaries to reflect evolving
societal norms, dictionary editors must also resist pressure from political or social forces
that may try to control or suppress certain terms. This is a fundamental issue of free speech,
as dictionaries should ideally serve as records of language as it is, without undue
interference.

Conclusion

The ethical and legal aspects of dictionaries and language change underscore the
complex role that lexicographers play in shaping language. As language evolves, so too
must the dictionaries that record it, reflecting the shifting social, cultural, and legal
landscape. While dictionaries serve as valuable tools for understanding and communication,
the decisions made about which words and definitions to include carry significant ethical
weight. It is crucial for dictionary editors to maintain a balance between documenting
language objectively and considering the impact that words can have on individuals and
society. The ongoing dialogue between language and law will continue to shape the ethical
responsibilities of dictionary creators in the years to come. In conclusion, the intersection of
ethics, law, and language in the creation of dictionaries is a complex and ever-evolving
landscape. As language adapts to reflect societal shifts, dictionary makers must navigate not
only the technical task of documenting language but also the broader implications of their
choices on culture, identity, and inclusivity. Ethical considerations, such as ensuring
representation and sensitivity to social change, are critical to promoting responsible
language use. At the same time, legal issues surrounding copyright, trademarks, and
defamation remind us of the delicate balance between free expression and protection of
intellectual property. As our understanding of language and its impact on society deepens,
dictionaries will continue to play a pivotal role in both preserving and shaping the way we
communicate.
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