Zorc, Vocabulary and a Dictionary


§11 VOCABULARY AND A DICTIONARY
§11.1. Lexeme – the fundamental unit of the lexicon of a language. Find, finds, found, and finding are forms of the English lexeme find

Lexicon = the collection of all words in a language. [Versus 11.4 below.]
§11.2. Corpus = a collection of texts (originally written or transcribed from speech) representative of styles and genres of a language.

Token = a word as in appears in a corpus, e.g., Eng the would be a token in an English corpus.

Frequency = the total number of times a word (token) appears in a corpus, e.g., Eng the appeared 61,847 times in the British National Corpus <http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/ucrel/bncfreq/flists.html>.

Concordance = an index of all words in a book or a corpus along with their immediate contexts.
A printed collection of words generally has the following four demarcations:

§11.3a. Dictionary – a published collection of (20-50K or more) words representative of a given language.

§11.3b. Lexicon = a collection of (basic or specific) vocabulary (approx 10-19K) that is not "big enough" to be considered a true dictionary.

§11.3c. Glossary – a collection of (2-10K) words used in a specific text or a series of related texts.

§11.3d. Wordlist – a collection of (100-2,000) words that gives a sampling of a language.
§11.4. Lexicography – the study and science of dictionary making.

Dictionaries typically cover the following information:

The headword = the main entry being treated (can be a root, but usually is a citation form = the word a native speaker would give if asked).

A pronunciation guide = a phonetic (often IPA) representation of how the word is pronounced, including such features as accent and tone.

The part of speech = a guide to the potential parts of speech in which the headword can function.
The definition = what the word means. One must differentiate between the actual meaning, usually given in synonyms, and an explanation, e.g., baby = (1) infant; (2) a word used to address a loose woman.
The latter explanation should be in parentheses.

Cross-references to synonyms (words with the same meaning), antonyms (words with the opposite meaning)
Examples or references to actual citations in the literature of the language.

§11.5. How to write or use a dictionary.
Defining Words

Ronald Moe

Linguistics Consultant, SIL International

Words do not exist in isolation, nor do definitions stand alone. Words are related in complex networks, and definitions need to place the word in its network. Semantic theory suggests that many words activate a schema in the mind of the hearer, so that far more can be communicated than is suggested by many dictionary definitions. All we have to do is use the word wedding, and an entire cultural scenario is called to mind. There are many particular lexemes that are used to refer to various aspects of a wedding. Using any one of them activates the entire scenario, as well as calling the hearer’s attention to the specific aspect that the word refers to. Use the word bride and the hearer activates all the aspects of the meaning of bride and places it in the greater context of a wedding.

Definitions and domains

The idea of using semantic domains to aid in writing definitions has been around for a long time. It helps to contrast and compare related words. What is not so well known is that domains vary greatly in their nature and organization. What works for one domain will not work for another. We can offer general rules for writing definitions, but those rules may be applicable for only a limited set of words or domains. To illustrate this we will briefly examine three domains.

Divide into pieces

The first is the domain Divide into pieces. It contains sub-domains for Break, Crack, Cut, Tear, Damage, and Destroy. This extended domain evokes a fairly simple schema. A person has something and does something to it, so that afterwards there are two or more pieces of it. There are also impersonal, accidental versions of this schema. This domain is one that is very susceptible to componential analysis. We can identify the following components involved in the meanings of the individual words in the domain:

The shape of the object: split (something long).

The material of the object: break (something brittle), tear (something flexible).

Specific object: dig (ground/dirt) tear down (structure) thresh (grain, with a sledge) tread (grain, with the feet).

Completeness of the action: crack (not a complete break) damage (not complete destruction)

How many pieces: split (into two) quarter (into four) smash (into many).

The size of the pieces: pulverize (into extremely small pieces) chip (one piece is small).

The shape of a piece: slice (thin piece).

The instrument used: cut (with a knife) chop (with an axe) crush/smash (with a hammer or other blunt instrument).

Intentional, accidental, or with care: break (vi) (by accident).

Single or multiple action: lop (single) hack (multiple)

Sudden or slow: snap (sudden).

Direction of the force: tear (pull apart) crush (apply pressure toward) burst (internal pressure).

The amount of force: pulverize (with strong force).

The effect on the usefulness of the object: destroy (not useful and cannot be repaired) damage (not completely destroyed).

Armed with these components, we can quickly and easily identify the components of any word in the domain. All that is left is to put the components together into a well-worded definition:

slice v. To use a knife to cut something soft into thin pieces.

pulverize v. To use a blunt object to break something brittle into many very small pieces, using either great force or many blows.

Interpersonal conflict

By way of contrast the extended domain Interpersonal conflict is organized very differently and requires a different approach. It is very complex but comes in three basic varieties: Quarrel (verbal), Fight (between two or a few people), and War (between nations). This domain is not easily subjected to componential analysis. Instead it involves a temporal succession of events with many variations. One possible succession is the following:

I criticize you. You feel offended and angry. You retaliate with a snide remark. We begin to quarrel. The fight escalates into a war of words and then into a shouting match. Eventually we get so steamed up that we go our separate ways. We both harbor a grudge and refuse to speak to each other. Finally a friend tries to reconcile us. You decide to patch things up and make an overture of peace. I agree to talk. We settle our differences, apologize to each other, and agree to be friends again. Now we are at peace.

This little story is full of words, idioms, and set phrases that are used within the domain of interpersonal conflict. It would be of value to identify the semantic components of lexical sets such as ‘take revenge, be vindictive, avenge, pay back, get back, get even, repay’. But the larger domain is organized temporally with each successive event tied to the one before by some logical relation, primarily cause and effect. There are also numerous options. I can either be offended at you or overlook the offense; gently remonstrate or rebuke you; take you to court or challenge you to a duel; and so on. Each of these lexical items must be defined within its place in the larger domain with reference to other events in the domain:

offend v. to make someone angry or upset by doing something that is socially unacceptable or that goes against their feelings of what is fair or morally right [Longman]

get revenge phr. to do something in order to punish or cause trouble for someone because they have harmed or offended you [Longman]

forgive v. to decide not to blame someone or be angry with them although they have done something wrong [Longman]

It is important to classify each of these words within the domain of interpersonal conflict so that the user can find all the words that belong to the domain. Only in this way can he gain a comprehensive view of how the individual words fit together and are used to refer to a specific aspect or event within the larger setting. In fact if you have done a good job of defining each word, someone could compile the definitions and gain a fairly good understanding of the way we handle conflict within our culture.

Time

The domain Time is very different from either of the preceding two. One of the most important aspects of the domain is that it is abstract. Abstract concepts are hard for people to grasp and hard to talk about. So languages resort to metaphor. The abstract concept is expressed in terms of concrete concepts using extended metaphors. Some of the sub-domains within the extended domain Time contain primary lexemes. For instance the domains that refer to time periods contain normal words such as Monday, year, noon, yesterday. But when we look at the sub-domains that deal with how people interact with time, we find all sorts of idiomatic expressions such as spend time, waste time, time flies, where did the time go? the time is up.

When we collect all these expressions and begin to analyze them, we can identify several metaphors that are the basis for them. Time is money: You are just wasting time. Time is a place: He is on time. Time is a path: Throughout the course of time civilizations have come and gone. Time is a moving object: Time marches on. Time can get lost: The time got away from me. We chase time: I’m tired of chasing the clock. Time moves at various speeds: The time just seemed to crawl. Time is a container: How do you plan to fill the time? It would be ridiculous to try to define march in the expression, Time marches on, as a secondary meaning of ‘to walk in step (of soldiers in a parade)’. Instead it should be defined as an example of the metaphor Time is a moving object.

time marches on phr. an idiomatic expression meaning that time does not stop, even when we wish it would. The idiom uses the metaphor ‘time is a moving object’ and alludes to the unvarying pace of soldiers in a parade.

Lexicography Manual

Definitions

Ronald Moe

“It is the easiest of all things to demolish a definition, while to establish one is the hardest” (Aristotle, quoted in Wierzbicka).

Problems with Definitions.

Insufficient information.

In the beginning stages of dictionary development words are often encountered and added to the database without sufficient research into their semantics and usage. It is often necessary to give a simple one or two word gloss, and return to the entry at a later date for a fuller analysis. Sometimes an untrained lexicographer may not understand the complexities of semantics and believes a simple definition to be adequate. Or limited resources may force the lexicographer to take shortcuts. He may not have the time to do adequate research or he may write abbreviated definitions to save space. The result often fails to give the user enough information to use the word properly.

Insufficient semantic information.

palsang n. Trap. [Mag]

The user is left wondering if palsang is a general word for trap or a specific kind of trap, and if it has the same secondary senses as the English word.

gatusan n. A type of vegetable. [Mag]

An adequate definition would indicate the species of plant or at least give enough description so that the user could recognize the vegetable in the market.

Insufficient pragmatic information.

daddy n. Diminutive of dad. [AH]

The word daddy is primarily used by children or by adults speaking to children. It is used by some women (rarely by men) as a term of address to their own father.

Insufficient cultural information.

mbwa n. Dog. [Lugungu]

Dogs have an entirely different role in Lugungu culture than in American culture.

kupya n. Hat. [Mag]

In Maguindanaon culture the kupya is a distinctly Muslim hat and is worn for religious identification.

Series of short glosses.

Listing a series of one or two word glosses leaves the user unsure which is the real meaning. The user may conclude that the range of meaning includes the entire range of all the glosses, or he may search for a common thread among the glosses.
Chuki, n. ill humour, bad temper, dislike, resentment, also sulkiness, which, however, is usu. kimwa or nuna. [Sw]
Circularity.

The following definitions depend on one another. The user is sent around the dictionary on a frustrating chase for a clear definition.

daft adj. Mad; crazy.

mad adj. 1. Suffering from a disorder of the mind; insane. 2. Angry; resentful.

insane adj. Of, exhibiting, or afflicted with insanity.

angry adj. Feeling or showing anger.

crazy adj. Affected with or suggestive of madness; insane. [AH]

Defining a complex concept with complex concepts.

Glossing a complex cultural concept with a series of complex concepts from a different culture will very likely seriously mislead the user.

[proskuneo] (< , to kiss), to make obeisance, do reverence to, worship. [A-S]

This definition used several complex words, each with a broad range of meanings. I was left with no clear understanding of proskuneo until I researched the word and was able to write the following:

[proskuneo] To bow before (smb). ( is a symbolic act indicating submission to the supreme authority, i.e. the king in the political realm, or God, Satan or an idol in the spiritual realm. Bowing to anyone else is considered improper. Refusing to bow is an act of rebellion punishable by death.)

lagasi n. Ogre; giant; monster. [Mag]

Ogres and monsters are non-human, but giants are human. After investigating the meaning of lagasi I wrote the following definition:

lagasi n. An ugly cruel giant about 20 meters tall with magical powers.

Extraneous cultural information.

lila n. Forgiveness. (It is important to ask your parents to forgive you when they are dying and to thank them.) [Mag]

The comment may be true of Maguindanaon culture, but doesn’t seem to help us understand the meaning of lila or what it entails. It sounds like preaching.

Definition reflects L1 collocation.

lansag n. A plant that crawls (such as a vine, squash). [Mag]

Plants don’t “crawl” in English.

Definition lifted from English dictionary.

kurup n. Pronunciation; phonics; the science of speech sounds. [Mag]

Maguindanaon culture doesn’t have a “science of speech sounds.”

“Literal” definitions of complex forms.

 to be a  (q.v.), to prophesy: in the primary sense of telling forth the Divine counsels, [or] with the idea of foretelling future events (an idea merely incidental, not essential).
one who acts as an interpreter or forth-teller of the Divine will, a prophet. [A-S]

Notice that “telling forth” is not good English, nor is it even an accurate literal translation of the preposition + root compound ( “before”  “say”). It may sometimes be helpful to give a literal translation, but not as part of the definition unless it is accurate to the meaning.
Multiple senses glossed synonymously.

It is possible that a properly worded gloss could include all three of the following “senses”.
nyakibak v.i. 1. be side by side, be at the side. 2. be next to, be neighbors. 3. stand in line. [Top]

The Structure of a Definition.

Perhaps the most effective method of wording a gloss is to start with the generic term (for dog you would start with mammal), add criterial features which distinguish the word from other members of the lexical set, then add any comments necessary to clarify the meaning. Newell gives the following examples:

	GENERIC TERM
	CRITERIAL FEATURES
	COMMENT

	to pull up
	by the roots
	(of grass, herb, bush)

	to be afflicted
	with a respiratory infection
	(of a pig)

	to develop
	fruit
	(of a tree, a plant,...)

	to pour out
	of a container
	(a portion or entire contents)

	to be a hunchback
	
	

	to clear the throat
	of mucous
	(by restricting the pharyngeal cavity and exhaling)

	to ride
	a horse
	

	a horse
	
	

	a cable
	
	(especially a suspension cable for a bridge

	to be rich
	extremely
	

	to put
	into a box
	

	a box
	
	(of any kind)

	a cooking pot
	for meat
	(clay, roughly in the shape of a dog with an opening at the head)

	to use
	a fork
	(for eating, digging soil)

	a bolo
	imported
	(various styles and sizes, made by Ilocanos typically with a carabao horn handle)

	a loincloth
	with a design of three cross strips at either end
	(i.e., on the portion that hangs at the front and back when worn)

	rubber
	used to make a slingshot
	

	to cover
	a pot
	

	to cut
	with scissors
	

	to make a noise
	rather loud rumbling
	(as of a landslide, of the soft rolling of thunder)

	to scrape
	food from a pot
	

	to ladle out
	the dregs of liquid
	(from a container)

	a building
	relatively large
	(as a house built to be lived in, a school building)

	a padlock
	
	

	to sing
	a non-indigenous song
	(following an octave scale)

	to whine
	of a dog
	


Features of a Good Definition.

Be concise.

“Wordiness, or redundancy, is the use of more words than are needed to express the meaning." (Shaw and Shaffer. 1952. Handbook of English. Magraw Hill)

A definition should be short, from one (rare) to ten words, and longer only if absolutely necessary. If the definition exceeds twenty words, it probably needs to be reworked.

Reflect the semantic structure of the headword.

As much as possible avoid English idioms and figurative language. The object is not to smooth out the definition to make it sound like idiomatic English, but to be instructive of how the target language expresses the semantic concept of the headword.

ohha’ohha vt. To slow down (an activity, i.e., to do it slowly).

Give an indication of typical usage or context.

It is often helpful to indicate the range of application of the meaning of the headword, so that the user knows how to apply it to different circumstances or situations.

Chugachuga, v. be in a state of uneasiness because of being unprepared (e.g. on hearing that a visitor or enemy is coming). [Sw]
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