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A Continual Process of Change

Pyarally M. Rattansi

Conceiving, organising, and bringing to a trium-
phant conclusion nothing less than a web-based digital
Gujarati Lexicon through the passion and commitment of
a private individual is a remarkable achievement. I should
like to join the other speakers here today in paying warm
tribute to Ratibhai Chandaria for that great accomplish-
ment.

Ratibhai’s achievement consists not only in grasping
the great potential offered by a web-based digital lexicon.
He has had to master the technical and organisational
problems involved in facilitating the transition from a
text-based to a digitalised medium, to recruit an expert
team to carry through this considerable project, to commit
generous financiai resources to it and to plan and bring
it to completion through sustained effort over two de-
cades. It is a task usually attempted by centres within

universities, for example, Cologne University’s two
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projects, one on Sanskrit and the other on Iranian
Languages, still ongoing.

That Ratibhai should have devoted two decades of
his so-called retirement to that task is wholly consistent
with the aims which have inspired his many public
activities : that of preserving the best of our past, while
responding positively to the challenges of the new in
adapting to the country and culture in which we have
chosen to make our home.

I first came to know him, soon after my appoint-
ment to a Chair at University College brought me back
to London, where I had pursued my undergraduate and
postgraduate studies. We were both members of a com-
mittee to assist with the admission and reception of
Ugandan Asian refugees, abruptly displaced from their
adopted country by the Amin military regime. I was then
jointly associated with him in moves to find a place for
second-language teaching for ethnic minority groups,
including Gujaratis, within the UK educational system.

The ideals that inspired Ratibhai’s strong involve-
ment in that activity is equally evident in his undertaking,
the Herculean task of devising a new Gujarati Lexicon.
Always interested in technical innovations and quick to
grasp the possibilties they offered — whether in the
multifarious entrepreneurial activities of the Chandaria
group. initially in East Africa, and then more globally —

Ratibhai was quick to realise the potential of a web-based
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lexicon in Gujarati, as a powerful resource for Gujaratis
everywhere. It could assist them in maintaining a link
with Gujarati and hence with their culture, while harness-
ing the most advanced of technologies in enabling them
to do so.

A digital lexicon offers enormous advantages over
the text-based one, and professional lexicographers are
awakened to them, especially after the emergence and
ever-widening accessiblity of the internet.

There is one other advantage of a digital lexicon that
it is easy to overlook. It is a fact that a digital lexicon
can continuously keep up with the process of linguistic
change. Text-based lexicons give a snapshot, as it were,
of a language at a particular time. That may not seem
such a problem. In fact, dictionaries first originated in
order to fix the spelling, pronunciation and meaning of
words, hopefully for all time. Dr. Johnson gave that as
his aim in the most celebrated of English dictionaries. Yet
hundreds of new words, or changes or additions to
meaning of old words, enter the language every year.
That is why new editions of standard dictionaries, for
example the Oxford English Dictionary, are necessary
every few years.

That is a dramatic illustration of the fact that living
languages, like living cultures. are in a continual process
of change. But this characteristic of language is usually

lost from sight, and the dictionary or lexicon is conven-
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tionally assumed to serve an indispensable purpose in
preserving a language — and by implication a culture,
since language is seen as the embodiment of supreme
repository of a culture — in all its pristine purity.’

May I add a personal note, when briefly sketching
this new historical perspective on Gujarati history and
on the Gujarati language ? I was born in an Ismaili family
in Kenya, my father being a first generation immigrant
in the employ of the great Ismaili firm of Alidina Visram
which supplied stores for the building of the railways.
He came from a village in Amreli in Gujarat and retained
throughout his life a great love of Gujarati language and
literature. He was chief patron of a ‘Gujarati Sahitya
Uttejak Mandali’ and with his encouragement I, with my
elder brother, attended Sanskrit classes after school to
deepen our appreciation of Gujarati. My own outlook was
shaped by that Gujarati culture and if I have achieved
anything in the world of scholarship, I am sure that it
owes much to that intellectual formation.

In recounting these personal details, I wish to draw
attention to the fact that those sharing Gujarati culture
come from both sides of the subcontinental religious
divide and include also, of course, the Parsis. In Kenya,
I witnessed the impact of the subcontinental divisions
which led ultimately to partition, on the atmosphere of
inter communal harmony in which I had grown up and

which the commonalty of the shared languages of
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Gujarati, Pujabi and Urdu had done much to sustain. I
am dismayed to witness signs of a similar development
in this country.

Let me return again to the happy event which has
brought us here, celebrating the formal launch of the
culmination of Ratibhai’s endeavours, a web-based digital
lexicon that will serve Gujaratis everywhere and aid the
widespread Gujarati Diaspora to maintain its cultural
links, even while it reflects and tracks the changes that
every living language and culture continually undergoes

as part of an evolving historical process.
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Part 1 : http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yaC-pmSTUS4
Part 2 : http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H6Cw_H4eP70
Part 3 : http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OUEB1iiYITM
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Ashok Karania

Gujaratilexicon is the story of undying passion

Gujaratilexicon is the story of 20 years of devotion

Gujaratilexicon is the story of love for mother
tongue

Gujarati Lexicon is the World’s first and most
comprehensive Gujarati Language Resource. It is the
result of energy and relentless vision of 86 year young
Shri Ratilal Chandaria, who has spent two decades to
prepare this Lexicon. Had he spent the same time and
effort and passion on his business, he would have added
more jewels to his business treasure. But he choose to
work for his mother tongue.

The Gujarati Lexicon has made a small attempt in
contemporarizing Gujarati. It is a comprehensive Gujarati
Dictionary on the Internet and also includes resources
like thesaurus, proverbs, antonyms etc. There is another

unique feature named ’Saras’ Spell Checker. You can log
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on to www.gujaratilexicon.com <http://www.gujarati-
lexicon.com> and experience the wonders of this digital
creation in Gujarati. The Gujarati Lexicon is also available
in CD format for Windows and Mac. All CDs are
distributed free of cost as Gujarati Lexicon is a not-for-
profit initiative. However, we earnestly solicit donations
for towards continuous research.

The project was dedicated to the Gujarati loving
people on Jan 13, 2006 by Sushri Dhirubahen Patel.
Subsequently the project was welcome in UK, USA and
Canada and since then it has touched the lives of more
than 620,000 Gujarati lovers. We are elated to received
stories of Gujaratilexicon from across the world and see
the difference it is making.

Today, We are closely working with CDAC, India’s
premier research and computing organization. CDAC
plans to distribute Gujaratilexicon to millions of people
through free CDs. CDAC also plans to use our work for
future research and development. Two extremely talented
and intelligent women from H M Patel Institute, Anand
are pursuing M Phil Research on Gujaratilexicon.

We have collaborated with Gujarat Vidyapeeth,
founded by Mahatma Gandhiji to digitize Sarth Dictio-
nary in Gujarati. Gandhiji initiated Sarth work nearly
eight decades ago and today, after 78 years, we have
represented Sarth in digital format. for all Gujarati lovers
internationally. The GL GV Sarth project was dedicated
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to public on Dec 20, 2007 at 44th Gujarati Sahitya Parishad
in Gandhinagar amidst wide acclaim. On that day, of all
the people who be happy, the happiest would have been
Mahatma Gandhiji.

However, this is the start of our journey. Updation
of lexicon is a continuous task. We need to bring more
richness and depth with regard to geography, period and
domain. There are related areas like proverbs, translation
software, learning Gujarati software, digitization of clas-
sics etc which we plan to undertake. All for one purpose
- love of language. We need your support in each and
every way to achieve our vision and spread the word
about Gujarati language.

Finally, in 2050, when all languages will be digitized
and everything in world would be powered by digital
technology, few languages would be alive. Do not worry
about our Gujarati at that point of time. It would be not
only alive, but it would be thriving. And for it one would
thank a gentleman named Shri Ratilal Chandaria.

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep
Robert Frost
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