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Oxford, UK: Today, Oxford Dictionaries announces post-truth as its 2016 international Word of 

the Year. The Oxford Dictionaries Word of the Year is a word or expression chosen to reflect 

the passing year in language. Every year, the Oxford Dictionaries team reviews candidates for 

word of the year and then debates their merits, choosing one that captures the ethos, mood, 

or preoccupations of that particular year.  Language research conducted by Oxford Dictionaries 

editors reveals that use of the word post-truth has increased by approximately 2,000% over its 

usage in 2015. 

The concept of post-truth has been in existence for the past decade, but Oxford Dictionaries 

has seen a spike in frequency this year in the context of the EU referendum in the United 

Kingdom and the presidential election in the United States. It has also become associated with 

a particular noun, in the phrase ‘post-truth politics’. 

The compound word post-truth exemplifies an expansion in the meaning of the prefix post- 

that has become increasingly prominent in recent years. Rather than simply referring to the 

time after a specified situation or event – as in post-war or post-match – the prefix  in post-

truth has a meaning more like ‘belonging to a time in which the specified concept has become 

unimportant or irrelevant’. This nuance seems to have originated in the mid-20th century, in 

formations such as post-national (1945) and post-racial (1971). 

‘It’s not surprising that our choice reflects a year dominated by highly-charged political and 

social discourse,’ says Casper Grathwohl, President of Oxford Dictionaries. ‘Fuelled by the rise 

of social media as a news source and a growing distrust of facts offered up by the 

establishment, post-truth as a concept has been finding its linguistic footing for some time.’ 

Grathwohl goes on to say, ‘We first saw the frequency really spike this year in June with buzz 

over the Brexit vote and again in July when Donald Trump secured the Republican presidential 

nomination. Given that usage of the term hasn’t shown any signs of slowing down, I wouldn’t 

be surprised if post-truth becomes one of the defining words of our time.’ 

The Word of the Year need not have been coined within the past twelve months. To qualify for 

consideration we look for evidence that its usage has increased significantly across a broad 

range of media.  On the basis of that evidence, post-truth made it into OxfordDictionaries.com 

this month. 

The earliest  known usage of post-truth 

Post-truth seems to have been first used in this meaning in a 1992 essay by the late Serbian-

American playwright Steve Tesich in The Nation magazine. Reflecting on the Iran-Contra 

scandal and the Persian Gulf War, Tesich lamented that ‘we, as a free people, have freely 

decided that we want to live in some post-truth world’.  There is evidence of the phrase ‘post-

truth’ being used before Tesich’s article, but apparently with the transparent meaning ‘after 

the truth was known’, and not with the new implication that truth itself has become irrelevant. 

The Word of the Year shortlist 

The Word of the Year (post-truth) and accompanying shortlist have been selected as they 

reflect the social, cultural, political, economic, and technological trends and events that have 



been a part of 2016. The list includes words that have been coined this year as well as older 

words that have taken on new meaning or have particular resonance in 2016. 

In alphabetical order, the shortlisted words for the  Oxford Dictionaries Word of the Year 2016 

are: 

adulting noun, informal 

The practice of behaving in a way characteristic of a responsible adult, especially the 

accomplishment of mundane but necessary tasks. 

With an increase in usage and countless memes, adulting is hugely associated with this year. 

Adulting and the related verb to adult shift the noun adult into verbal use. Such ‘verbing’ of 

nouns is often criticized, but it is a common source of new words in English (it’s how we got 

the word parenting, which adulting is probably modelled on). The word adulting was used 

from time to time during the 20th century in various meanings, but the modern meaning—

associated especially with millennials, known for their ambivalent relationship with the 

trappings of adulthood—seems to have begun to appear on social media in 2008. 

alt-right noun 

An ideological grouping associated with extreme conservative or reactionary viewpoints, 

characterized by a rejection of mainstream politics and by the use of online media to 

disseminate deliberately controversial content.   

The term alt-right is shortened from the fuller form ‘alternative right’, which was first used by 

self-described paleo-conservatives in 2008 and was the title of a far-right online publication 

founded in 2010. The alt-right abbreviation was in use among the movement’s adherents by 

2011, but it was rarely used outside that circle until the past year. Usage of the term alt-right 

surged during the spring and summer of 2016, with 30% of usage this year in August alone, as 

the movement became associated with support for the presidential candidacy of Donald 

Trump and was widely discussed in the American media. 

hygge noun 

A quality of cosiness and comfortable conviviality that engenders a feeling of contentment or 

well-being (regarded as a defining characteristic of Danish culture). 

Fascination with hygge first arose in the United Kingdom, which has been gripped by 

enthusiasm for Scandinavian culture for several years now, but it has also recently begun to 

make an impact in the United States. English does not have a word for this precise concept, 

which is, after all, grounded in Danish culture. As is often the case when a word is initially 

borrowed from another language, much of the evidence for hygge in English publications so far 

is self-conscious, and is accompanied by explanations of what it means. However, there is 

growing evidence of contextual use on social media, where hygge has been used as a hashtag 

for photos of candlelit tables and embraced as the ultimate respite from the year’s more 

serious events. 
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