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Read The Excerpts From Samuel Johnson's Preface To A Dictionary Of The English
Language.In The Investigation — a compelling exploration into one of the most
significant milestones in the history of lexicography. Samuel Johnson’s preface to his
renowned dictionary not only provides insight into the meticulous process of compiling a
comprehensive English lexicon but also embodies the intellectual rigor and cultural
significance of 18th-century language scholarship. This article delves into the core themes,
historical context, and enduring influence of Johnson’s preface, offering readers a detailed
understanding of its importance within the broader landscape of language development
and lexicography.

Understanding Samuel Johnson’s Preface to His
Dictionary

The Historical Context of Johnson’s Lexicography

Samuel Johnson, often referred to as one of the greatest English writers, embarked on the
monumental task of creating his dictionary in the mid-18th century. Published in 1755, A
Dictionary of the English Language was groundbreaking, serving as the standard reference
work for over a century.

This period, known as the Enlightenment, emphasized reason, scientific inquiry, and the
systematic organization of knowledge. Johnson’s dictionary reflected these ideals by
attempting to create a definitive and authoritative guide to English vocabulary.

The preface, which accompanies the dictionary, is a critical piece of literary and linguistic
history. It offers Johnson’s insights into the challenges of lexicography, his philosophical
views on language, and his reflections on the nature of words and their usage.

Key Themes in Johnson’s Preface

Johnson’s preface can be summarized through several key themes:

1. The Nature and Evolution of Language

2. The Challenges of Lexicography

3. The Importance of Authority and Standardization
4. The Role of the Lexicographer

5. The Relationship Between Language and Society



Each of these themes contributes to understanding Johnson’s approach and the enduring
relevance of his work.

In-Depth Analysis of Johnson’s Preface

The Nature and Evolution of Language

Johnson begins by acknowledging that language is a living, dynamic entity. It evolves over
time, influenced by social, cultural, and historical factors. This understanding underscores
the difficulty in creating a static dictionary that can serve as a definitive guide.

He states, “Language is the dress of thought,” emphasizing that words are the outward
expression of internal ideas. As language changes, so does society’s understanding of
concepts and expression.

Johnson recognizes that dictionaries must balance historical usage with contemporary
needs, a challenge he addresses throughout his preface.

The Challenges of Lexicography

Johnson candidly discusses the immense labor involved in compiling his dictionary. He
highlights several obstacles:

- The vastness of the English language, with its numerous words, meanings, and idiomatic
expressions.

- The difficulty of defining words accurately without bias.

- The necessity of consulting numerous sources, including literature, legal texts, and
colloquial speech.

- The challenge of selecting authoritative and representative examples.

He famously remarks, “The greatest part of the dictionaries that have been compiled are
little better than lists of words with their meanings,” implying that many previous efforts
lacked depth and scholarly rigor.

Johnson’s own methodology involved extensive reading, critical analysis, and a
commitment to clarity and precision.

The Importance of Authority and Standardization

A central concern in Johnson’s preface is the establishment of authoritative standards for
English. He believed that a dictionary should serve as a reliable reference, guiding writers,
speakers, and learners.



Johnson states, “The lexicographer’s task is to fix the language,” emphasizing the role of
the dictionary in stabilizing and standardizing usage. He aimed to balance prescriptive rules
with descriptive insights, acknowledging the fluidity of language.

His work set a precedent for future lexicographers by prioritizing accuracy and
thoroughness.

The Role of the Lexicographer

Johnson portrays the lexicographer as a diligent and responsible scholar. He describes his
own role as one of careful selection and verification, rather than arbitrary choice.

He writes, “The lexicographer must be a critic,” highlighting the importance of critical
judgment in choosing definitions and examples. Johnson’s humility and dedication to
scholarly integrity underpin his authority.

The preface illustrates the moral and intellectual responsibilities of those who compile
dictionaries, framing the task as both a scientific and an ethical endeavor.

The Relationship Between Language and Society

Johnson recognizes that language reflects the society in which it develops. He believes that
a dictionary not only documents words but also captures the cultural and social values of its
time.

He remarks that language is “the mirror of the society,” and that changes in vocabulary
often signal shifts in social attitudes and norms.

By documenting language accurately, lexicographers help preserve cultural heritage and
facilitate communication across generations.

The Enduring Significance of Johnson’s Preface

Influence on Modern Lexicography

Johnson’s preface set new standards for dictionary compilation, emphasizing scholarship,
accuracy, and critical analysis. Its influence can be seen in the subsequent development of
lexicography, inspiring figures like Noah Webster and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

Modern dictionaries continue to value Johnson’s principles, balancing historical context with
contemporary usage, and emphasizing clarity and authority.



Relevance in Today’s Language Landscape

In the age of digital communication and rapid language change, Johnson’s insights remain
relevant. His acknowledgment of language’s fluidity and the importance of scholarly rigor
resonate with contemporary concerns about language preservation and standardization.

The preface reminds us that dictionaries are not merely reference tools but cultural
artifacts that evolve alongside society.

Lessons for Modern Lexicographers and Language
Enthusiasts

- The importance of meticulous research and critical judgment.
- Recognizing the social context of language.

- Balancing prescriptive and descriptive approaches.

- Appreciating the historical evolution of words.

By understanding Johnson’s approach, modern language practitioners can appreciate the
depth and responsibility involved in documenting and shaping language.

Conclusion

Reading the excerpts from Samuel Johnson’s preface to his dictionary reveals a profound
dedication to the craft of lexicography and a deep understanding of language’s complexity.
His reflections underscore the importance of accuracy, authority, and cultural awareness in
building a comprehensive linguistic resource. As language continues to evolve in the digital
age, Johnson’s insights serve as a timeless guide for scholars, writers, and language
enthusiasts alike. His work not only transformed the way English was documented but also
elevated the role of the lexicographer to that of a cultural custodian, ensuring that the
richness of the language is preserved for future generations.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of Samuel Johnson's preface
to his dictionary as discussed in 'The Investigation'?

The main purpose is to explain the principles and methodology behind the compilation of
the dictionary, emphasizing the importance of accuracy, clarity, and the comprehensive
nature of the work.

How does Johnson justify the inclusion of certain words
or definitions in his dictionary according to the
excerpts?

Johnson justifies inclusion based on the words' usage, significance in the language, and
their utility to readers, aiming to reflect real English speech and writing.

What challenges does Johnson mention regarding the
creation of his dictionary in the preface?

Johnson discusses challenges such as the vast scope of the language, the difficulty of
defining words precisely, and the extensive labor required for compilation.

According to the excerpts, what role does Johnson see
the dictionary playing in the standardization of the
English language?

Johnson views the dictionary as a tool to standardize spelling, usage, and understanding of
words, thereby promoting clarity and consistency in English.

How does Johnson's approach to lexicography, as
described in the preface, differ from earlier
dictionaries?

Johnson's approach emphasizes thoroughness, contextual definitions, and a focus on
practical usage, contrasting with earlier dictionaries that often provided brief or
etymological entries without extensive explanation.

What insights does the excerpt provide about Johnson's
views on the evolution and stability of the English
language?

Johnson acknowledges that language is constantly evolving but believed that a well-
constructed dictionary could capture the language's current state and serve as a standard
reference for stability and clarity.



Additional Resources
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Samuel Johnson’s Preface to A Dictionary of the English Language stands as a monumental
document in the history of lexicography and linguistic thought. This preface, written in
1755, not only introduces Johnson’s approach to compiling one of the most influential
dictionaries but also offers profound insights into the philosophy of language, scholarship,
and the cultural importance of words. For anyone interested in the evolution of the English
language or the development of dictionaries as scholarly tools, exploring Johnson’s excerpts
from the preface is both enlightening and inspiring. This article delves into the core themes,
features, and significance of Johnson’s preface, providing a comprehensive analysis that
underscores its enduring legacy.

Introduction to Samuel Johnson’s Preface

Samuel Johnson’s Preface to A Dictionary of the English Language is widely regarded as one
of the most important prefaces in English literary history. It was written as an introduction
to his pioneering dictionary, published in 1755, and it encapsulates Johnson’s views on
language, lexicography, and the role of a dictionary in society. The preface is not merely a
technical explanation of how the dictionary was compiled; it is a philosophical treatise that
reflects Johnson’s deep engagement with the language and its users.

The excerpts from the preface reveal Johnson’s meticulous approach, his awareness of the
language’s fluidity, and his desire to produce a comprehensive and authoritative reference.

They also demonstrate his awareness of the challenges faced by lexicographers, including
the difficulty of balancing prescriptive and descriptive approaches to language.

Core Themes in Johnson’s Preface

The Nature and Purpose of a Dictionary

Johnson famously states that a dictionary is “the language as it is, not as it ought to be.”
This distinction underscores his pragmatic approach: rather than prescribing how language
should be used, he aims to reflect its actual usage. His purpose was to create a resource
that would serve writers, scholars, and common users alike, providing clarity and guidance.

Features and Pros of Johnson’s Approach:

- Comprehensive Coverage: Johnson’s dictionary includes around 40,000 words, with



detailed definitions and quotations illustrating usage.

- Reflective of Usage: The focus on actual language use offers a realistic picture of English
at the time.

- Accessibility: Johnson aimed to make the dictionary useful to everyone, not just scholars.

Challenges and Cons:

- Prescriptive Tendencies: Despite advocating for usage-based definitions, Johnson
sometimes included prescriptive notes, reflecting the linguistic attitudes of his time.

- Limited Inclusion of Slang and Dialect: Some modern critics argue Johnson’s scope was
somewhat conservative, omitting certain colloquialisms.

The Role of the Scholar and the Writer

Johnson emphasizes the importance of the dictionary as a tool for writers and scholars to
understand and properly use language. He believes that language is a reflection of the
nation’s character and history, and that a well-crafted dictionary helps preserve and
transmit this cultural knowledge.

Features:

- Educational Value: The preface discusses how language shapes thought and culture.

- Cultural Preservation: Johnson’s choices in definitions and quotations aim to preserve the
linguistic heritage.

Pros:

- Provides a historical snapshot of 18th-century language.
- Emphasizes the moral and cultural responsibilities tied to language.

Cons:

- Some critics might find Johnson’s moral judgments about language and usage somewhat
subjective.

The Challenges of Lexicography

Johnson candidly discusses the difficulties faced by lexicographers, including the enormous
labor involved in collecting usage examples and the difficulty of deciding which meanings
to include.

Features:

- Labor-intensive Process: Johnson’s meticulous method involved consulting numerous texts
and guotations.

- Selection Dilemmas: He reflects on how to choose between overlapping or similar
definitions.



Pros:

- Results in a detailed and nuanced dictionary.
- High standards set for scholarly rigor.

Cons:

- The extensive process made the dictionary expensive and time-consuming to produce.

Features and Innovations in Johnson’s Dictionary

Inclusion of Etymology and Historical Usage

One of Johnson’s notable features was his attention to the origins of words and their
historical contexts. He believed that understanding a word’s history was vital to grasping its
full meaning.

Pros:

- Provides depth to definitions.
- Aids in understanding language evolution.

Cons:

- Etymological details may be outdated or oversimplified by modern standards.

Use of Quotations

Johnson’s reliance on quotations from authoritative texts was groundbreaking. These
examples illustrated how words were used in real contexts, making definitions clearer and
more concrete.

Features:

- Rich literary and historical references.
- Demonstrates language in action.

Pros:

- Enhances understanding.
- Connects definitions with cultural artifacts.

Cons:



- Lengthy quotations could sometimes clutter entries.

Methodology and Organization

Johnson organized his dictionary alphabetically, with clear entries, and included
pronunciation guides, parts of speech, and illustrative quotations.

Features:

- Logical and user-friendly structure.
- Attention to detail.

Pros:

- Facilitates easy lookup.
- Sets standards for future lexicography.

Cons:

- The lack of thematic or semantic grouping limits cross-referencing.

Impact and Legacy of Johnson’s Preface

Influence on Future Lexicography

Johnson’s Preface set a precedent for the scholarly approach to dictionary-making. His
emphasis on usage, quotations, and etymology influenced subsequent lexicographers like
Noah Webster and the Oxford English Dictionary.

Features:

- Laid the groundwork for modern dictionaries.
- Elevated the status of lexicography as a scholarly discipline.

Pros:

- Inspired rigorous standards.
- Encouraged a descriptive rather than purely prescriptive approach.

Cons:

- Some criticisms include Johnson’s occasional moral judgments influencing definitions.



Philosophical and Cultural Significance

Beyond its technical aspects, the preface reflects Johnson’s views on language as a mirror
of society, morality, and history. His reflections reveal a belief that language is a living,
evolving entity that embodies the national character.

Features:

- Emphasizes the moral responsibility of lexicographers.
- Recognizes language as a cultural artifact.

Pros:

- Provides a philosophical foundation for understanding language.
- Highlights the importance of language in national identity.

Cons:

- Some may argue Johnson’s views are rooted in his 18th-century context and may not fully
align with modern linguistic theories.

Critique and Modern Relevance

While Johnson’s Preface and dictionary are products of their time, many of his insights
remain relevant today. His pragmatic approach, focus on usage, and acknowledgment of
the labor involved in lexicography continue to influence how dictionaries are created and
understood.

Pros:

- Demonstrates the importance of balancing descriptivism with prescriptivism.
- Highlights the importance of scholarly rigor.

Cons:

- Some of Johnson’s moral judgments and definitions might be considered outdated or
biased.

- His reliance on quotations, while innovative, can be seen as time-consuming compared to
modern corpus linguistics.



Conclusion

The excerpts from Samuel Johnson’s Preface to A Dictionary of the English Language offer a
window into the mind of one of history’s greatest lexicographers. His thoughtful reflections
on language, his meticulous methodology, and his philosophical insights have cemented his
work as a cornerstone of linguistic scholarship. Johnson’s preface not only underscores the
technical challenges of compiling a dictionary but also celebrates the cultural and moral
importance of language as a living, evolving entity. For students, linguists, and enthusiasts
alike, engaging with Johnson’s insights remains an invaluable exercise in understanding the
roots and development of English lexicography, as well as appreciating the enduring human
endeavor to catalog and comprehend the richness of language.

In essence, Johnson’s preface is more than just an introduction to a dictionary; it is a
philosophical treatise on language itself, reminding us of the profound connection between
words, thought, and culture.
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