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Lexicographic Traditions:
A personal view

Janet DeCesaris
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Introductory remarks

o Anniversaries are important:
o Looking back and looking forward

o Looking back
o Dictionary-making a practice with a long tradition in 

certain societies
o My own relationship to and interest in dictionaries
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Janet’s interest in dictionaries
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Janet’s interest in dictionaries
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Gifts

o Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary

o American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

oCassell’s English-Spanish/Spanish-English Dictionary
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Academic interest

o Studied translation at Georgetown University
o Pursue graduate studies at Indiana University
o Phonology
o Romance languages, phonology is often conditioned by 

morphology
o Dissertation on dialectal variation in Catalan verb 

morphology
oDictionary representation of morphology, both 

inflectional and derivational
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Applied linguistics at UPF

o Dictionaries as the core of a research program in linguistics

o EURALEX 1998

o English, Spanish, Catalan

o Study dictionaries to improve them
o Historical perspective interesting and necessary

o Account for current practice
o Account for word meaning and usage

o Changes in word meaning and usage
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Generally negative view that linguists have of morphological 
information in dictionaries

Geoffrey Pullum (“Lexical categorization in English dictionaries and traditional
grammars,” Zeitschrift für Anglistik und Amerikanistik, 2009):

“Many dictionaries actually do—quite wrongly—include subentries for 
numerous nouns that list them as adjectives. And in doing so, they frequently 
ignore both their own definition of noun and the definition of adjective.”

American Heritage Dictionary (2020, online edition):
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Pullum (2009)

“The AHD, like many other dictionaries, both American and British, 
is making a mistake with the double categorization of a large number 
of words like head. The right treatment is to categorize them as nouns 
but to mention their sometimes special meanings when used as 
attributive modifiers.”

• His conclusion begins as follows:
“It is time to revise the conception of grammatical categories that is 
currently built into all dictionaries of English. The traditional 
categorizations given in the dictionaries for numerous items are simply 
in error. Some brave dictionary publisher must take the risk of being 
the first to abandon mistaken but well entrenched traditions, and of 
being out of step with all other dictionary publishers for a while as a 
result.
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Lexicographic traditions:  
dictionaries of American English
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Samuel Johnson’s 1798 dictionary
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Noah Webster

o Definitions good, etymologies terrible

o Spelling reform

o Establishing English as the national language in the United States

o Reference for people learning English

o Linguistic information vs. encyclopedic information
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Century Dictionary 1888
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Funk and Wagnalls’ Standard Dictionary of the
English Language 1893-1895
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Webster’s New International Dictionary
Preface, 1909    
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Webster’s New International Dictionary
Preface, 1909
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Webster’s Dictionary 1864
(Webster-Mahn Dictionary; ed. by Noah Porter)
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Century Dictionary   (1889)
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Merriam-Webster online
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Some Characteristics that would become part of this 
tradition

o Inclusion of non-literary vocabulary
o Run-on entries
o Presence of synonyms
o Examples
o Word elements (e.g., affixes) given headword status
o Strong emphasis on description, as opposed to prescription
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Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American 
Language (1953)
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Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American 
Language (1953)

21

22



12

O
ct

ob
er

5,
 2

02
3 

23

EURALEX 40th Anniversary Series

Random House Unabridged Dictionary (1983)
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Random House Unabridged Dictionary (1983)
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Dictionaries of Spanish

o Spanish Royal Academy founded in 1713
o Published dictionaries since 1780
o Current dictionary is the 23rd edition
o Determines the standard for Spanish around the world

Limpia, fija y da esplandor
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Dictionaries of Spanish

o RAE dictionaries
o Primarily, literary language
o Few examples and little usage information
o Lots of labels  (regional, register, subject)
o Stricter interpretation of linguistic information as 

opposed to encyclopedic information
o Other than part-of-speech categorization, not much 

grammatical information
o Strong emphasis on prescription
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Comparison with American English dictionaries

o Less coverage of scientific and technical vocabulary

o No run-on entries

o Fewer examples, few synonyms

o Absence of usage notes

o Word elements a recent addition to RAE dictionaries

o No indication of pronunciation
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María Moliner’s Diccionario de uso del español

7 Variedad cultivada de Chrysanthemum frutercens, *planta
compuesta perenne de tallos ramificados y capítulos con lígulas
blancas.
8 Corrientemente, se llaman margaritas todas las *flores formadas
por una inflorescencia en cabezuela, especialmente cuando son
blancas y amarillas, como la maya o la flor de la manzanilla, pero
también aunque sean de otros colores. Es una acción tradicional
deshojar la margarita, arrancando uno a uno los pétalos (hojas en
lenguaje popular) de su corola, mientras se va asignando a cada
uno una respuesta de dos alternativas, tomando como respuesta
definitiva de la suerte la de la última hoja que se arranca. 2
Chiribita, galana.
9 Pieza circular de ciertas máquinas de escribir electrónicas e
impresoras de ordenador en que están grabados los caracteres.
10 m. Cierto cóctel de tequila, zumo de lima y otros ingredientes.
margarita de los prados *Maya (planta compuesta).
echar margaritas a los cerdos [o puercos] Dar u ofrecer cosas
delicadas a alguien que no tiene capacidad para disfrutarlas o
apreciarlas. 2 *Desperdiciar.
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Recent addition: Mapa de diccionarios
Overview of 6 dictionaries published over the past 230+ years
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Recent addition: Mapa de diccionarios
Overview of 6 dictionaries published over the past 230+ years
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Why is this interesting?

o Comparison of different traditions leads us to increased
understanding of how dictionaries have come to take
shape

o Understanding the past provides us with clues as to how
to improve future dictionaries
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A displaced person is a refugee
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A migrant is a refugee
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Are displaced persons and migrants refugees?

o Not according to the UN Refugee Convention of 1951:
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They are not refugees according to U.S. immigration law
O

ct
ob

er
5,

 2
02

3 

36

EURALEX 40th Anniversary Series

Won’t text comparison and AI do this for us?

o Much corpus analysis deals with contemporary usage

oDifferent languages have different amounts of source
material available

oQuestion the assumption that users are able to pinpoint
what information they need
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ChatGPT
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American Heritage Dictionary
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Merriam-Webster
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Cambridge Dictionary
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o A note of gratitude to all the colleagues and friends I have met
through EURALEX over the years, especially those with whom I
worked on successive EURALEX executive boards;

o A kind remembrance for members of the EURALEX community
who are no longer with us, especially Sue Atkins, Tony Cowie,
Paul Bogaards, Adam Kilgarriff, Tanneke Schonheim and Thierry
Declerk;

o And a very special nod to three people I met through EURALEX
whose guidance, counsel, and friendship I treasure: Thierry
Fontanelle, Carla Marello, and Geoffrey Williams.

Thank you
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