General remarks concerning definitions and defining

in learner’s dictionaries


Dictionaries have always played a very important role in learning  foreign languages.  When we do not know how to understand or use a word, a dictionary seems to be our only source of reference.  This thesis is devoted to a special kind of  dictionaries, namely to learner’s dictionaries.  


At the beginning I am going to discuss the main aims and goals of learner’s dictionaries.  Then, I will try to define the term definition itself.  After that, I will be concerned with the rules of creating definitions and verifying their correctness.  Finally, I will present the division of definitions proposed by W.  Doroszewski and M.  Grochowski.  


The main characteristics of a learner’s dictionary is its didactic usefulness.  Such a dictionary is considered to serve as a kind of a facilitator in learning a foreign language, and not as a facilitator in learning about language.  A learner’s dictionary should enable a learner to get familiar with a new lexicon in order to use it freely in speech and writing.  In other words, a learner’s dictionary is a source which helps a user to achieve lexical competence in using a foreign language, which is quite similar to that of a native speaker (Piotrowski, 1994.  p.  122).  In the majority of cases, learner’s dictionaries are not addressed to beginners but to those who have already mastered the basic lexicon and grammar of a foreign language and who want to become more advanced in it.  


The basic element of each dictionary is a definition of meaning of a lexical unit.  A definition as if consists of two elements.  One of them, which is the expression defined is called a definiendum.  The other one, which is the defining expression is known as a definiens.  It should also be noted that in dictionary definitions a definiens characterises a definiendum by means of the expressions of the same general natural language to which a definiendum also belongs.  For example: 


   LDCE irritation the feeling of being annoyed about something 



    especially something annoying that happens repeatedly or for 



   a long time.  

In this particular case the entry word irritation is called a definiendum and the whole explanation of this term is known as a definiens.  


Because the dictionary definitions are the main subject of our research, it would be useful to define the very notion of definition.  When we look at the history of definitions we see that it is Aristotle who is generally regarded as the father of the theory of definition.  According to him, a definition should include the notion that is directly superior to the expression defined and the differences between them.  Aristotle claims that definition is an expression standing for the essence of the thing defined.  This kind of definition is known as classical definition, that is considered as the most prestigious one because it includes as many features of the defined thing as possible (Béjoint, 1994.  p.  198).  


Another definition of a definition is given in Mała Encyklopedia Logiki (1988): termin... odnosi się do bardzo szerokiego zakresu wyrażeń językowych, których jedyną cechą wspólną  jest to, że przyczyniają się w jakiś sposób do wyjaśnienia sensu pewnego wyrażenia (p.  39).  This statement, however, does not indicate precisely which lexical expression can be classified as a definition and which cannot.  
It is also claimed that every definition ought to aim at a short, clear, and complete characterisation of a word or at informing about the semantic functions of the word by means of equivalent, similar in meaning expression (Krzyżanowski, 1993.  p.  387).  A dictionary definition should not be encyclopaedic, which means that its aim is to describe the meaning of the entry word and not to provide technical or historical information a user of a particular dictionary does not need for the understanding of the meaning of this word (Doroszewski, 1958.  p.  XXX).  A definition ought to be a chain of semantically simpler elements because, as Bogusławski (1988) says nie ma lepszego sposobu uwidocznienia pojęcia nieelementarnego tkwiącego w jakimś wyrażeniu niż podanie jego dokładnej, rozczłonkowanej parafrazy....Wszelkie inne środki mają charakter okrężny (p.  27).  That is why the authors of learner’s dictionaries should define the meaning of a word relating to the naive picture of the world that is familiar to every native speaker.  


As it appears from the above definitions of a definition, it is very difficult to distinguish between the definition proper and other linguistic expressions which rather cannot be treated as definitions in the same sense of the word, although the border between these two notions is very fuzzy.  


This fuzziness certainly does not make the lexicographer’s work easier.  Although we usually do not pay attention to that, the work of a lexicographer is not an easy one.  When Apresjan (1972) says that słownik objaśniający to nie tylko poradnik dla mówiących w danym języku, to też praca teoretyczna z semantyki leksykalnej, która posiada taki sam status naukowy jak i teoretyczna gramatyka (p.  39), he points out to the fact how hard, difficult, and important is the creation of definitions as the elements of a dictionary.  


In the following paragraphs let’s concentrate on the difficulties involved in the task of defining words.  As we can guess, the process of defining the meaning of a lexical unit is a very complex one.  If a definition is to be objective, clear, and simple in order to be well understood by a user, a lexicographer has to decide first about the object he intends to define, then he has to take the aims of a dictionary into consideration (because not all potential users need the same kind of information), and finally, he has to think about the methods of defining.  


Besides, it is necessary for a lexicographer to remember  certain rules concerning the creation of a proper definition.  These rules are given by Apresjan in his book Semantyka leksykalna (1980).  According to the first rule, a lexicographer should use simpler, more elementary elements while defining a particular term.  Consequently, when defining these simpler elements, he ought to use still simpler ones.  So, in other words, meanings are analysed in such a way that they are made simpler and simpler step by step.  We can notice that this rule is in agreement with the Aristotelian rules of defining, which distinguish between general classes and specific features.  The last stage of this gradual analysis consists of elementary items which cannot be further defined.  We can think of some advantages of this gradual analysis.  For instance, it shows connections between a given lexical item and related meanings by means of which this item is defined.  In this way, the analysis indicates the hierarchical organisation of the lexical and semantic system of language.  If a lexicographer did not use this rule of creating definitions, there would probably be a risk of a circular definition.  That is why, according to this rule, a synonym or an antonym does not define the word properly.  


Apresjan’s second rule of defining says that if a definition is to be a proper one, the definiens should be necessary and sufficient for the defined meaning.  If these two rules are fulfilled, there are chances that a definition will be accepted and well understood by a user.  Unfortunately, in a real lexicographical work the use of all these rules is not as simple as it may seem to be.  A definition with a definiens consisting exclusively of elementary expressions is still only the aim of lexicographers.  The difficulties in achieving the exactness and precision of the description of meaning led to the fact that for many years semantics was excluded from the field of linguistic studies (Grzegorczykowa, 1995.  p.  21).  On the other hand, we should mention that not all the items of a natural language can be analysed semantically to the same degree.  There is a group of words whose semantic analysis is either impossible or possible only to a certain degree.  Such words as function words, onomatopoeic words, or swear-words belong to this group.              


It is true that creating definitions is a very difficult task but verifying them is not an easier one.  When a definition is finally ready it is necessary to check its correctness and to eliminate all the false statements.  There are different criteria proposed for this purpose.  According to a formal criterion, a definiens should be constructed in such a way that it could be substituted for a definiendum in a given context without causing the change of the meaning or making the sentence ungrammatical.  Another method of checking the correctness of a definition is the verification of the whole semantic model, because if this model works each separate definition which is the part of this model is correct, too (Apresjan, 1980.  p.  149).  It is also possible to construct contradictory statements as a method of checking the correctness of every separate definition (Grochowski, 1993.  p.  42).  From the other point of view, it is only the lexicographer’s intuition and his knowledge of the internal structure of meanings that enable him to create a correct definition (Wierzbicka, 1972.  p.  108).  So, as we can see the task of verifying definitions is almost as complex as creating them.                                                                                               
 There have been many attempts of lexicographical classification of definitions, however the most popular one in Polish lexicography is that made by Doroszewski.  He distinguishes six different types of definitions.  They are: definicja realnoznaczeniowa, strukturalno-znaczeniowa, strukturalna, zakresowa, synonimiczna, and gramatyczna (Doroszewski, 1958.  p.  XXX).  Let’s try to describe briefly the characteristic features of each of them.  


Definicja realnoznaczeniowa explains the meaning of the entry word without showing any relations between the meaning and the formative structure of the word.  This definition is used to define words which cannot be divided into smaller formative elements, and which are lexicalised to such a degree that the meaning can be explained without mentioning the formative structure.  


The second type of definition, called definicja strukturalno-znaczeniowa uses the formative structure of the defined word and describes the relationship between this word and its formative base.  


The third type, definicja strukturalna shows the formal relation between the entry word and its formative base without mentioning the semantic relations between them.  Because of the lack of this semantic element, Doroszewski claims that it is not the definition proper.   


Definicja zakresowa specifies the range of designates to which the defined entry word is related.  This definition is used to explain words without characteristic semantic features.  


Another type of definition is definicja synonimiczna.  This kind of definition gives the synonyms of the defined word.  However, Doroszewski comments that synonyms should be the additional, not the main part of the definition.  Nevertheless, in some cases in order to avoid awkward definition, the use of a synonym is necessary.  


The last type of definition distinguished by Doroszewski is definicja gramatyczna.  In this case, the entry word is defined by means of grammatical categories.  

The above classification of definitions is generally accepted in Polish lexicography and Słownik Języka Polskiego (1958) is the best example of it.  If we would like to see whether these kinds of definitions are used when defining emotion terms, it would appear that definicja realnoznaczeniowa and definicja synonimiczna seem to be most often and adequate in this case.  We can also observe other types of dictionary definitions which are not mentioned by Doroszewski.  


Besides a semantic definition which presents what the defined word communicates, or in other words, what is said by means of this word, we also have so called meaning postulates of natural languages (Grochowski, 1990.  p.  122).  They are sentences whose aim is to show semantic relations between a definiendum and a definiens, which consists of simple elements of the same language.  Grochowski distinguishes also descriptive definitions which are concerned with the individual semantic, grammatical, or pragmatic features of lexical items.  These definitions can be either homogenous and describe only one kind of these features, or heterogeneous  and combine at least two kinds of the features.  


The last kind of definition which can be observed in the definitions of emotion terms is the definition by axioms.  Such definitions are sometimes used by CIDE which presents a group of sentences in which a given lexical item is used but not defined.  These definitions show the usage of the defined word in a sentence and specify its context but they do not offer a traditional explanation of the entry word.  The word vexation is defined in this way:


   CIDE vexation Their defeat caused them considerable vexation.  After



   several unsuccessful attempts to start his car, he swore



   in vexation.  It was a great vexation to her that no one 



   seemed to believe what she said.

Summing up, we have just discussed the main objectives of learner’s dictionaries.  We tried to define the very notion of definition, as the basic element of each dictionary.  Then, we were concerned with the rules of creating and verifying the correctness of definitions.  We ended with the classification of definitions proposed by Doroszewski and Grochowski.  

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

CIDE                Cambridge International Dictionary of English 
COBUILD        Collins COBUILD Learner’s Dictionary 

LDCE               Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English

OALD              Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English 

GLS                  a lexical-semantic group                                                                                 

R                       a result
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