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It was Wednesday, June 6, 1928. Stanley Baldwin, three-term Conservative British prime minister, rose “to propose a formal Toast of Gratitude and Admiration to the Editors and Staff of what was to be formally and unforgettably called The Oxford English Dictionary — for the twelve mighty tombstone-sized volumes were now, and after 70 long years of terrible labour, fully and finally complete”, writes Simon Winchester in his The meaning of everything: the story of the Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford, 2003). 

Telling the story of The Oxford English Dictionary, popularly referred to as OED, Winchester writes in his peculiarly captivating style, “The first two sets had been made and formally presented: one had gone to King George V, the other to the American President, Calvin Coolidge. Downing Street had been obliged to purchase its own official set for Mr Baldwin — and rarely, he later said, did a day go by when he did not consult it.” Baldwin declared it to be “the greatest enterprise of its kind in history”. 

It was Wednesday, April 14, 2010. The last pages of the 22nd and final volume of Urdu Lughat: Tareekhi usool par came out of press. The editors and staff were jubilant. Sweets were distributed and everyone seemed intoxicated — though no toasts were proposed — for after 52 long years of terrible labour, to borrow Winchester’s words, 22 tombstone-sized volumes of Urdu Dictionary were fully and finally complete. But no prime minister is here to celebrate the greatest feat of Urdu lexicography, for there are apparently more important tasks to attend to than expressing gratitude and admiration to the compilers of a 22-volume Urdu dictionary, notwithstanding the fact that compiling the most comprehensive dictionary of a language is one of the most important accomplishments in the history of a nation and should be a source of national pride. It is an achievement that has made us as proud as winning the 1992 cricket world cup or, perhaps, even prouder. The mere thought that Urdu is now ranked among the major languages of the world — along with English, German, Arabic and Persian — that have such comprehensive dictionaries, fills us with pride and joy. 

The English language, as is often said, has some half a million words and OED contains, or at least claims to do so, each and every word of the language. But English lexicography has a long history and OED could not have achieved “the greatest enterprise of its kind in history” without the contribution of scores of past lexicographers among whom was also the legendary Samuel Johnson who, according to Winchester, “set the standards for the following century, and some still think for all time, of just what an English dictionary should be.” No one has ever been able to declare the exact number of words Urdu has. Though there have been some efforts, such as the book titled Urdu alfaaz shumari, it is very difficult to ascertain the number of words a language has until a comprehensive dictionary like the Urdu Dictionary Board’s is compiled. Now, after the completion of the project, assuming that every volume on average contains at least ten thousand words, we can safely calculate that Urdu has about 220,000 words. 

And as for our own Samuel Johnson, no personality other than the legendary Baba-e-Urdu Moulvi Abdul Haq fits the image and efforts. Though, comparatively, Johnson lived much earlier and his A dictionary of the English language had been published in 1755, Abdul Haq was the one who first thought of an Urdu dictionary that would contain each and every word of the language and would explain every word with the help of illustrative citations from Urdu literature of different eras, confirming the continuation of the usage and different nuances. 

Unlike some purist English writers such as Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) who wanted to ‘fix our language forever’, Johnson wanted ‘not to form, but to register’ the language. Just like Johnson, Abdul Haq had a keen sense of what a dictionary should be and intended only to record or register the language and not ‘to fix’ or ‘form it’. He began work on Lughat-e-kabeer or The Grand Urdu Dictionary in 1930 — which was published quite later, and, that too, incompletely — and wrote in its foreword that the job of a lexicographer is to record and register the language, its usage and the changes it goes through. A lexicographer, he wrote, cannot be given the licence to decide which word is correct or good or is to be retained and entered in the dictionary and which one is to be labelled incorrect or bad and is to be consigned to the graveyard. The most comprehensive dictionary of Urdu, he wrote, would record each and every word of the language, whether archaic or obsolete, offensive or derogatory, technical or poetic, dated or modern. Before him it was Sir Syed Ahmed Khan who had dreamt of a comprehensive Urdu dictionary, but he was perhaps too busy in other tasks of national importance that kept him from working further on the project, though he had published a sample of a model Urdu dictionary in 1869. 

But Baba-e-Urdu had an advantage: he knew about OED and had modelled his proposed Urdu dictionary on it. But in addition to his other scholarly engagements, he had to fight a long battle over the Hindi-Urdu controversy before he could do much about the dictionary. Later, the office of Anjuman Taraqqi-e-Urdu in Delhi was ransacked during post-independence riots in 1947 and they ruined many an invaluable asset including manuscripts. With great difficulty, he managed to migrate to Pakistan, bringing with him only limited assets from Anjuman’s great library including manuscripts. Here in Karachi he began work on his dictionary afresh. In 1958, the government established the Urdu Dictionary Board (UDB) and Abdul Haq was made its first chief editor. In 1961, he passed away but the seed that he had sowed had grown into a sapling and soon it grew to be a fully grown tree with the publication of the first volume of the dictionary. It was 1977. 

So, it is a long story. But compare it with OED and you would appreciate that we have been able to do it in only (yes ‘only’) 52 years — 51 years and ten months, to be exact — while it took them 70 years. We published 22 volumes whereas their first edition consisted of 12 (the second edition of OED has 20 and a third, online edition is being compiled). The first edition of OED, called “the longest sensational serial ever written” by Arnold Bennett, contained 414,825 headwords and over 1,827,000 illustrative citations, says Winchester. The Urdu dictionary has fewer words and citations but, as opposed to OED, it quotes with each and every citation the page number of the book from which it has been cited. Just keep in mind their resources, commitment, long history of English lexicography, scholarship and compare it with our meagre resources, comparatively weak commitment, a lethargic bureaucracy and unmotivated editors and staff (kept deprived of even basic facilities for some 50 years and some are denied any promotion even today — after 20 or more years of service) and you would realise that we have accomplished something that is amazing by any standards. Also remember the fact that Philological Society, now credited with first coming up with the idea of compiling such a huge dictionary, was founded in 1842 and the actual work on the English dictionary, later known as OED, had begun in 1860. 

A unique feat has been achieved by a few staff members of UDB individually as well. They are those who have been associated with the board since the first volume and have worked till the very end, contributing to the 22nd volume. They are Farhat Fatima Rizvi, editor, and Syed Meraj Ali Nawab, composer. In fact Farhat Fatima has also been acting Chief Editor for the 22nd volume. Many external scholars, too, have served UDB on an honorary basis but Lahore’s Muhammad Ahsan Khan’s services are unique as he has been helping UDB in finalising the manuscripts and providing the board with rare and classical illustrative citations that are usually hard to come by. His feat seems all the more remarkable considering that he has been giving a helping hand to the board even before a single volume was published and he used to comment on the samples of the dictionary and offer invaluable advice when the sample pages were published in the board’s magazine ‘Urdunama’ and comments were invited by the then secretary of the board, Shan-ul-Haq Haqqee — another unsung hero. Hats off to Haqqee and all those who have somehow worked to make this great national idea come true. Another person who deserves our salute is Dr Farman Fatehpuri who served as the dictionary’s chief editor and really expedited up the pace of work, bringing out ten volumes in as many years. 

We sincerely hope that a commemorative postage stamp would be issued to tell the world what remarkable work has been done. Pride of performance, cash awards and promotions will be given to the editors and staff of UDB and the achievement will be celebrated in a befitting way with both the president and the prime minister officially inaugurating it and sending the message to the world that we are not a nation of terrorists, rather we are a civilised nation that loves and honours its scholars. 

