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Chapter One

Introduction

1. What is lexicography?
1.1. The definition of lexicography

Traditionally , lexicography has been defined as“the act, process,
art, or work of writing or compiling a dictionary or dictionaries”
(WNWD, 1988 ), because the suffix“-graphy” means“drawing” ,
“writing” , “record” or“description”. Etymologically, “-graphy”
comes from the Greek word grafo. Grafo primarily meant “mark”
(on the tree etc. ) and then the meaning has been much extend-
ed.

Nowadays, lexicography is ofien referred to as“the principle and
practice of dictionary-making” (as defined in W3,1986) and re-
garded as a descriptive science. This definition not only recogni-
zes the“practice” of the compiler, but also emphasizes the* prin-

ciple” which guides the compiler’s practice.

From the angle of terminology,lexicography may be defined as“a

branch of applied linguistics, dealing with the theory and prac-

tice of dictionary-making”. This definition indicates its position
.1



or genealogical relationship with other branches (such as lan-
guage teaching and learning, mechanical translation and linguis-
tic analysis of language disorder) in the family of applied linguis-
tics—a science which is primarily concerned with the application
of linguistic theories, methods and research findings to other

areas of knowledge.

Note that in this definition the word “theory” is used instead of
“ principle” because 1) a theory, in meaning, is a systematic
statement of principles involved; 2) a theory can be pure.
Therefore , the studies of lexicography may also include such sub-

ject matters as:

Theory on the purposes of dictionaries
Textual theory for lexicographical texts
Dictionary typology

History of lexicography

Terminology in lexicography

Research on dictionary use

Criticism of dictionaries

It is necessary to point out that the study of lexicography should
involve not only the dictionary compilers but also the dictionary
users. To make it clearer, let us borrow the concept of objectiv-
ism. Subjectively the dictionary compilers must know well the
theories or principles so as to put them into their dictionary-mak-

. 2.



ing practices; objectively the dictionary users must be familiar
with these theories or principles so as to put them into their criti-
cism or evaluation of dictionaries and enable themselves to use

their dictionaries effectively.
1.2. Lexicography and lexicology

Lexicography has a close relation with many other branches of
linguistics, especially lexicology. Lexicography and lexicology
both share an interest in lexical items, and they are closely relat-

ed to each other in many aspects.

(1) Lexicology studies the form, meaning, structure, and usage
of words and other lexical units in a systematic way;it aims at
systemization revealing characteristic features of words. Lexicog-
raphy, on the other hand, presents the semantic, formal and

functional description of“all” individual words.

(2) Lexicologists sort and present their material in a sequence of
their own. Their products may be monographs, essays or research
papers based on their own original work. Lexicographers have to
arrange the vocabulary most often alphabetically. Their products
are various kinds of dictionaries, which are regarded as belonging
to reference books. Research work on lexicography is usually

based on the researchers’ practices in dictionary making.



(3) The theory or principle of lexicography is based on the find-
ings of lexicology. The material information provided in dictiona-

ries is widely used by lexicologists in their research.

In China, some English lexicology textbooks contain English lexi-
cography,as a part of the content because the compilers think
that lexicography is a subject belonging to lexicology. But some
do not. They exclude lexicography because the compilers think of

it as an independent science.
2. What is a dictionary?
2.1. The definition of a dictionary

The study objects of English lexicography are certainly English
dictionaries of all kinds. But it is not an easy matter to give the
word “dictionary” an accurate definition, which can show the dis-
tinctive features of dictionaries and hold true for any specific
kind. For instance, the following three definitions are quoted
from famous publications, but each of them, for one reason or
another, seems to have its own one-sidedness ( The reader will
think more so after he reads Chapter Two—Types of English Dic-

tionaries ) .

“reference book that provides the spelling, meanings, pronuncia-
tion, origins and other information for words, usually ordered al-
4.



phabetically. ”

—The New Enéyclopedia Britannica, 1980
“an ordered list of words 'of a language or a part of a language,
supplying meanings and related information for each entry. ”

—Encyclopedia International, 1982

“reference book or list of words (usually in alphabetical order)
together with a guide to their meanings, pronunciation, spelling,

or equivalents in other language. ” ( Hartmann ,1983)

However difficult, a definition of nearest accuracy is necessary.

The following are two trials of the authors of this book.

(1) A dictionary is a reference book or a set of listed words( usu-
ally in ABC order) , providing linguistic information such as spell-
ing, pronunciation and meaning and/or extra-linguistic informa-

tion about them.

(2) A dictionary is a reference book or a list of words with infor-

mation about them.

Either of the two definitions ( specific or generalI) not only indi-
cates the basic distinctive feature of dictionaries ( a reference
book ) ,but also holds for all kinds of dictionaries including spe-
cial language ones, subject ones, encyclopedic ones and transla-

. 5.



