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The new Lighthouse dictionary

Kaoru Akasu

The Lighthouse English-Japanese 
Dictionary (LHEJD) is targeted primarily 
at Japanese high-school students who are 
learning English in order to enter colleges 
and universities. The sixth edition of 
the dictionary came out, fully revised, 
in late October 2012. The first edition 
was published back in 1984, and each 
revision was made at regular intervals of 
six years until the fourth edition (2002). 
The publication dates of the fifth edition 
(2007) and this latest edition have a 
shortened interval of five years apiece. In 
fact, LHEJD’s predecessor, Kenkyusha’s 
Union English-Japanese Dictionary, had 
its very first edition in 1972 and the second 
in 1978: similar six-year intervals. Union 
was renamed Lighthouse in 1984, so this 
current edition constitutes virtually the 
eighth edition of the dictionary, which 
is thus more than forty years old. At the 
time, the Union was epoch-making in that 
it incorporated a grammar book into a 
learner’s dictionary.1 I remember the late 
Professor Emeritus Shigeru Takebayashi, 
one of the two original editors, telling me 
the name Union had a double meaning. On 
the one hand, it symbolized the concerted 
effort on the part of the editors and 
lexicographers involved or the union of 
the lexicographical work force, and on the 
other, it represented the union of grammar 
and the dictionary.

Nakao (1998: 42) observed that there are 
three different types of English-Japanese 
dictionaries: “full-sized comprehensive 
dictionaries having more than 100,000 
entries and more than 2,000 pages”; 
“medium-sized … editions of about 
1,500 pages, containing from 50,000 to 
100,000 entries”; and “E-J dictionaries 
for beginners”. LHEJD belongs to the 
second category, and the market for this 
particular group has been, and still is, a 
fiercely competitive one in Japan. This 
situation is fairly comparable to that seen 
among British publishers concerning 
monolingual dictionaries for advanced 
learners of English. For this reason, editors 
and lexicographers of English-Japanese 
dictionaries at each and every publishing 
house have been making every effort 
to invent and innovate new features 
and new designs with each revision. As 

1. See Nakao (1989: 303-309) for 
further details.

illustrated by Nakao (1989), the grading 
of headwords, of meanings, and of 
grammatical information, a dual system of 
presenting meanings combining historical 
changes with the logical links of semantic 
flow, and modifications of verb patterns, 
among others, are just a few of the features 
employed.

As all these features are already included 
in LHEJD6, I will touch here only upon 
two new ones that we have introduced in 
this edition: ‘Keys to Communication: 
Politeness’ and ‘Collocation Plus One’. As 
regards the former, we made an attempt to 
integrate into the dictionary a certain type 
of pragmatic information, which we believe 
will help Japanese learners use English 
in a more appropriate manner. ‘Keys to 
Communication: Politeness’ columns are 
provided to entries such as actually, can, 
could, great, let’s, maybe, sorry, suggest, 
Thank you, want, and why, dealing with 
matters of complimenting, asking for 
permission, advising, apologizing, and the 
like.

Take a look at the entry for possible in 
the excerpt, where you will find a box with 
a [coloured] key symbol at the beginning. 
This is a case of a downtoner. What it 
says, translated into English, is basically 
as follows: ‘Would it be possible for you 
to do? is a polite expression of request, 
less obtrusive by asking the interlocutor 
about their convenience or availability. 
This expression has an indirect ring to it 
and is most often used when you are not 
sure that they will accept (ie, when you 
are asking some big favour or when you 
don’t know the interlocutor very well) 
((For expressions of asking someone to do 
something → could B 1 (4))): “I need to 
go to …”’.

Another ‘Keys to Communication: 
Politeness’ box appears in the entry 
possibly. Japanese natives find it very 
difficult to use English in terms of 
politeness because English has its own 
different system of polite language. We 
do have the so-called keigo, or honorific 
language in Japanese, which works very 
differently from English. Information of 
this kind is, therefore, of great practical 
use as well as of special significance to 
Japanese learners who wish to use the 
English language appropriately in actual 
contexts.

The other newly added feature, 
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‘Collocation Plus One’, is a supplementary 
gadget, since collocation information 
is already provided primarily by way of 
collocation boxes that were introduced in 
LHEJD3 (1996). Examples of ‘Collocation 
Plus One’ appear in the entries for possible 
and possibly beginning with the [coloured] 
symbol ‘C+1’. What it says in the former 
and in the latter is: ‘The following 
adverbs are often used to modify possible: 
technically possible / humanly possible / 
theoretically possible’ and ‘The form A 
and [or] possibly B expresses the stronger 
possibility of B than of A: We could predict 
the problem and possibly prevent it’, 
respectively.

In this revision we reviewed all 
illustrative sentences and phrases in the 
dictionary to make them more readable and 
easily accessible to the users, and expanded 
the number and coverage of ‘Remember 
Words’, a feature introduced in LHEJD3 
to help learners to better remember certain 
sets of associated words by drawing 
attention to the original meaning of root 
forms. For example, arrive, derive, river, 
and rival are given in a box at the entry for 
arrival, with an explanation of the meaning 
of the root RIV.

It goes without saying that print 
dictionaries like LHEJD6 are now facing 
an increasingly difficult time.2 Our firm 
belief, however, is that there is still not 
just a need, but a definite benefit, for 
those learners who choose to use print 
dictionaries when studying English because 
they have advantages over denshi-jisho, or 
hand-held electronic dictionaries, which 
are the most popular form of dictionary and 
reference books in Japan. These devices are 
now so sophisticated and packed with an 
astonishing variety of information, which 
is good in itself, that they have reached a 
point where a user might need, so to speak, 
more than two hands to use it. They have 
become too complex a tool to handle, 
rather than just an electronic version of a 
dictionary, while a print dictionary is fairly 
simple to use, with no restriction of small 
screen size.

We seek to make the most of the 
clarity and lucid organisation of print 
dictionaries by providing plenty of visual 
information or visually-orientated features, 
including charts, pictorial illustrations and 

2. The Luminous English-Japanese 
Dictionary, another learner’s 
dictionary by Kenkyusha, which 
may be deemed an advanced version 
of LHEJD, can be accessed online 
for free at the following site: http://
www.kenkyusha.co.jp/modules/08_
luminous/index.php?content_id=1/.

the like, in producing our dictionaries.
It seems to me that, in the UK in particular, 

bilingual lexicography is not such a major 
issue and does not attract due attention 
among learners as well as lexicographers, 
at least not to the extent that it does here 
in Japan. I have my own speculations that 
there are some plausible reasons behind this, 
mainly related to the marked difference in 
the English proficiency attained by average 
Japanese learners and their European 
counterparts, which promote the creation of 
bilingual dictionaries for English learners 
in Japan rather than the use of monolingual 
dictionaries.

Nakao (1998: 36) states that “[t]he 
development of dictionaries in Japan 
is heavily indebted to lexicographical 
scholarship in China, and subsequently 
in Europe and America”, while Cowie 
(1998) writes that “the monolingual EFL 
dictionary is in various respects indebted 
to the Japanese bilingual tradition”. I am 
of the opinion that both statements are 
true. We have had so much to learn from 
each other in the past, and, in view of the 
fact that we have much more dialogue 
and exchange between Japan and the 
rest of the world today, we will be more 
interdependent and our ties will be closer 
than ever in the future, too. I believe that, as 
far as bilingual lexicography is concerned, 
we have so much to offer.
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Excerpt from Lighthouse English-Japanese Dictionary, 6e. 2012. Tokyo: Kenkyusha


