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Dictionary Of The Vulgar Tongue

dictionary of the vulgar tongue is a term that evokes images of colorful language,
colloquial expressions, and the colorful lexicon of everyday speech that often falls outside
the boundaries of formal language. Throughout history, societies have developed their own
slangs, slang terms, and vulgar words that serve various social functions—from humor and
camaraderie to rebellion and social critique. A comprehensive dictionary of the vulgar
tongue offers insights into cultural norms, social hierarchies, and historical contexts,
revealing much about the people and periods in which these words thrived. This article
explores the origins, significance, and evolution of vulgar language, as well as notable
examples and the importance of understanding the language of the streets.

Understanding the Concept of Vulgar Language

What Is Vulgar Language?

Vulgar language refers to words and expressions that are considered crude, offensive, or
taboo in polite society. These words often relate to bodily functions, sexual acts, or
profanity, and are generally avoided in formal communication. However, they are widely
used in informal contexts, humor, and artistic expressions, making them an integral part of
linguistic diversity. Vulgar language serves various social and psychological purposes: -
Expressing strong emotions such as anger, frustration, or excitement - Creating
camaraderie and solidarity among peers - Challenging social norms and taboos - Providing
comic relief or satire Despite its utility, vulgar language can also offend or alienate, which
is why understanding its context and usage is essential.

The Historical Development of the Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue

Origins and Early Examples

The compilation of dictionaries dedicated to vulgar language dates back centuries. One of
the earliest notable examples is A Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue by Francis Grose,
published in 1785. Grose's work was a pioneering effort to catalog slang, vulgar idioms,
and colloquialisms used in London and beyond. His dictionary aimed to document the
language of the streets, taverns, and lower classes, providing a window into the vernacular
speech of the time. Grose's dictionary was not merely a list of offensive words but also an
exploration of their origins, usage, and social context. It included terms related to: - Sexual



acts - Profanity - Criminal slang - Regional expressions This work remains an influential
reference for linguists, historians, and enthusiasts interested in the evolution of colloquial
language.

Evolution Over the Centuries

Over the centuries, the vocabulary considered vulgar has evolved alongside societal norms,
cultural influences, and linguistic trends. The 19th and 20th centuries saw an increase in
published slang dictionaries, reflecting changing attitudes toward language and morality.
Key developments include: - The rise of mass media and censorship, which both suppressed
and popularized certain terms - The influence of literature, theater, and cinema in
introducing and mainstreaming slang - The emergence of subcultures (e.g., punk, hip-hop)
that developed their own lexicons Modern slang dictionaries now encompass digital
culture, internet memes, and social media slang, illustrating the fluid nature of vulgar
language in contemporary society.

Categories of Vulgar Language in the Dictionary

Profanity and Swearing

Profanity includes words that are offensive or taboo in polite conversation. These often
involve religious blasphemy, sexual references, or bodily functions. Examples include: - The
F-word - The S-word - Religious terms used as insults While traditionally considered
inappropriate, profanity is now often used for emphasis or humor, and its acceptability
varies across cultures and contexts.

Sexual Slang and Terms

Sexual language is a significant subset of vulgar vocabulary, covering both explicit terms
and euphemisms. Common categories include: - Terms for sexual acts - Slang for body
parts - Romantic or sexual innuendos Historical slang for sex often reflects social
attitudes—ranging from euphemistic expressions like “making love” to outright vulgar
terms.

Criminal and Underground Slang

This category includes terms used by marginalized groups, criminals, and subcultures.
Examples: - "Cool" (slang for something excellent) - "Lingo" (slang language) - Terms for
drugs or criminal activities Understanding this vocabulary provides insight into
underground cultures and historical criminal subcultures.
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Notable Historical and Literary Examples

Francis Grose’s A Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue

As mentioned, Grose's dictionary is among the most influential early compilations. It
contains over 3,000 entries, documenting slang from the 18th century. Highlights: -
Provides etymologies and usage examples - Offers social commentary on the language of
the lower classes

Shakespeare and Early Modern Slang

William Shakespeare’s plays include numerous vulgar expressions and slang words, many
of which have entered modern English. Examples: - “Zounds” (an exclamation derived from
“God’s wounds”) - “Fie” (an expression of disgust) Shakespeare’s work reflects the
linguistic richness and colloquial speech of his time, including vulgar terms that often
served comic or dramatic purposes.

Modern Literature and Media

Contemporary works, films, and internet culture continue to expand the vocabulary of
vulgar language. Examples: - Films like Pulp Fiction incorporating explicit dialogue -
Internet memes and memespeak that utilize vulgar slang for humor or emphasis These
sources demonstrate how vulgar language remains dynamic and adaptable to new contexts.

The Role and Significance of a Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue

Preserving Cultural Heritage

A dictionary of vulgar tongue documents linguistic expressions that might otherwise be
lost. It preserves the speech patterns, humor, and social realities of different eras and
groups.

Understanding Social and Historical Contexts

Studying vulgar language reveals societal attitudes toward morality, class, and identity. For
example, slang used by pirates, criminals, or aristocrats often reflects their distinct social
worlds.



Linguistic and Artistic Value

Authors, playwrights, and artists often draw upon vulgar language to create authentic
characters or evoke realism. Recognizing these words enriches literary analysis and
appreciation.

Contemporary Perspectives and Debates

Language, Offense, and Censorship

While some view vulgar language as vulgar or offensive, others see it as a form of free
expression. Censorship laws and social norms influence what words are acceptable in
different settings.

Internet and Digital Age

The internet has democratized slang, making vulgar expressions more accessible and
widespread. Memes, social media, and online forums perpetuate and evolve vulgar
vocabulary rapidly.

Educational and Cultural Approaches

Some educators and linguists advocate for understanding vulgar language within the study
of language, emphasizing its role in communication, culture, and identity.

Conclusion

A comprehensive dictionary of the vulgar tongue offers a fascinating glimpse into the
informal, rebellious, humorous, and often taboo aspects of human language. From Grose’s
pioneering 18th-century work to modern digital slang, the vocabulary of vulgarity
continues to evolve, reflecting societal changes and cultural shifts. While it may be
considered offensive in some contexts, understanding this language enriches our
appreciation of linguistic diversity and social history. Whether used for historical research,
literary analysis, or simply understanding contemporary culture, such a dictionary remains
an invaluable resource for exploring the colorful tapestry of human communication.

Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue: An In-Depth Exploration of Historical Slang and Linguistic
Subculture

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue offers a fascinating window into the linguistic
landscape of past societies, revealing how language was used not only to communicate but
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also to establish identity, conceal meaning, and navigate social boundaries. This
compendium, often compiled during the 17th and 18th centuries, captures the colorful,
sometimes crude, vernacular of criminal underworlds, street vendors, and marginalized
communities. Its significance extends beyond mere lexicography; it provides insight into
cultural norms, social hierarchies, and the evolution of language itself.

The Origins and Historical Significance of the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue

What is the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue?

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is a lexicon that documents slang, jargon, and
colloquial expressions—primarily associated with the underworld or lower classes—that
diverged from the formal language of the educated elite. It catalogs words and phrases that
were often considered crude, unrefined, or taboo, serving as a linguistic code among
thieves, prostitutes, sailors, and other marginalized groups.

The first notable compilation was published in 1812 by Francis Grose, titled A Classical
Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. Grose’s work aimed to record the slang used by common
people, especially in London, providing definitions and explanations for terms that might
have otherwise been lost to history.

Historical Context and Cultural Role

During the 17th and 18th centuries, rapid urbanization, social upheaval, and the rise of
criminal networks fostered the development of a distinctive cant or secret language. The
dictionary of the vulgar tongue served several key purposes:

Communication security: Criminals and street vendors used slang to communicate1.
covertly, avoiding detection by authorities.
Social identity: Members of subcultures distinguished themselves through specialized2.
vocabulary.
Humor and satire: Writers and satirists employed vernacular language to critique or3.
parody societal norms.
Historical documentation: It preserves linguistic artifacts that reflect societal attitudes,4.
stereotypes, and linguistic creativity.

Components and Structure of the Dictionary

Typical Entries and Their Features

A typical entry in the dictionary of the vulgar tongue includes:

Slang term: The word or phrase used colloquially.1.
Pronunciation guide: Sometimes included to aid understanding.2.
Part of speech: Noun, verb, adjective, etc.3.



Definition: A brief explanation of the term’s meaning.4.
Context or usage notes: Examples or notes about where and how the term was used.5.
Etymology: Occasionally, the origin or derivation of the term.6.

Common Themes and Vocabulary

The lexicon covers a broad spectrum of topics, often reflecting the realities of street life:

Crime and theft: Terms related to pickpocketing, burglary, and con artistry.1.
Sexual slang: Words describing prostitutes, sexual acts, or related behaviors.2.
Drinking and tavern culture: Slang associated with alcohol, tavern patrons, and3.
drunkenness.
Street life and occupations: Terms for street vendors, hawkers, and laborers.4.
Humor and insults: Playful or offensive language used in banter or confrontation.5.

Notable Features of the Vulgar Tongue Lexicon

Creativity and Word Formation

The slang terms often showcased inventive linguistic creativity, including:

Metaphors: Words that used vivid imagery to describe actions or objects.1.
Acronyms and abbreviations: Shortened forms for convenience and secrecy.2.
Borrowings: Incorporation of foreign words, especially from French, Latin, or other3.
European languages.
Compound words: Combining existing words to form new expressions.4.

Double Meanings and Ambiguity

Many terms had double or multiple meanings, allowing speakers to communicate subtly or
encode messages. For example:

A term for a thief might also mean a particular type of coin or object.1.
Sexual slang often had euphemistic or humorous connotations.2.

Impact and Legacy of the Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue

Influence on Literature and Popular Culture

The lexicon has influenced authors, playwrights, and performers, especially in the genres of
comedy, crime fiction, and historical drama. Notable examples include:

Charles Dickens: Used slang to depict lower-class characters authentically.1.
Sherlock Holmes: Conan Doyle references slang terms to add realism.2.
Modern media: Films, TV shows, and books often draw on historical slang to evoke3.
period authenticity.
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Linguistic and Sociological Significance

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is invaluable for linguists and sociologists studying:

Language change over time.1.
Social stratification and language.2.
The development of slang and argot.3.
Cultural attitudes toward morality and taboo.4.

Examples of Notable Terms from the Dictionary

Below are some illustrative examples, highlighting the richness and humor of the lexicon:

Bung: A purse or money bag.1.
Gad: A thief or pickpocket.2.
Hug: To steal or rob.3.
Lobster: A prostitute (possibly referencing red hair or a “crustacean” exterior).4.
Nab: To seize or arrest.5.
Pigeon: A gullible person or a target for deception.6.
Rookery: A house of ill repute.7.
Whisperer: A thief or pickpocket skilled in stealth.8.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Dictionary

While the dictionary of the vulgar tongue is a valuable resource, it also faces some
criticisms:

Bias and stereotypes: Some entries reflect prejudiced attitudes, especially toward1.
women, ethnic groups, or the poor.
Incomplete representation: The lexicon captures a snapshot but may omit regional2.
dialects or less documented slang.
Potential for misuse: Modern readers might misinterpret or romanticize criminal slang.3.

Modern Relevance and Preservation

Today, the dictionary of the vulgar tongue remains a cornerstone for historical linguists,
writers, and enthusiasts of criminal history. Digital archives and scholarly editions continue
to make these words accessible, aiding the study of sociolects and language evolution.

Some modern projects aim to:

Digitize and annotate old slang dictionaries.1.
Compare historical slang with contemporary jargon.2.
Analyze the sociolinguistic functions of slang in different eras.3.



Conclusion

The dictionary of the vulgar tongue is not merely a collection of crude words; it is a mirror
reflecting the ingenuity, resilience, and social dynamics of marginalized communities. Its
study enriches our understanding of language as a living, evolving entity deeply
intertwined with cultural identity and social interaction. Whether for historical research,
literary inspiration, or linguistic curiosity, this lexicon continues to intrigue and inform,
reminding us that language, in all its forms, is a vital expression of human experience.

In summary, exploring the dictionary of the vulgar tongue reveals a vibrant, complex world
of slang that served practical, social, and artistic purposes. Its legacy endures in modern
slang, literature, and cultural studies, offering a unique lens into the vernacular of those on
the margins of society.

Questions & Answers About dictionary of the vulgar
tongue

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the 'Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue' and who
authored it?

The 'Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue' is a slang
dictionary compiled by Samuel Johnson in 1785,
documenting the colorful and often obscene
language of 18th-century London.

2 Why is the 'Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue' considered
significant in linguistic
history?

It is one of the earliest comprehensive collections of
English slang and colloquial expressions, offering
valuable insights into the language and social life of
18th-century England.

3 How has the 'Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue' influenced
modern slang dictionaries?

It laid the groundwork for documenting slang and
informal language, influencing later lexicons that
explore the evolution of colloquial speech and
subcultures.

4 Are there modern editions or
adaptations of the 'Dictionary
of the Vulgar Tongue'?

Yes, several modern editions and annotated versions
have been published, making the historical slang
accessible to contemporary audiences and scholars.

5 What kind of language and
terms are included in the
'Dictionary of the Vulgar
Tongue'?

It includes a wide range of slang, vulgar expressions,
criminal jargon, and euphemisms used in 18th-
century London, often with explanations of their
meanings and usage.

6 How does the 'Dictionary of
the Vulgar Tongue' reflect
societal attitudes of its time?

The dictionary offers a glimpse into the informal,
illicit, and subversive aspects of 18th-century society,
highlighting how language was used to navigate
social boundaries and taboo topics.
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7 Is the 'Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue' still relevant
today?

While many terms are outdated or obsolete, it
remains relevant for historical linguistics,
understanding cultural history, and studying the
evolution of slang and informal speech.

slang, slang dictionary, vulgar language, colloquialisms, swear words, historical slang,
lexicon, slang terms, informal language, linguistic reference
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