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Meaning and definition
Dirk Geeraerts

In this chapter, we will go over the main choiceatta lexicographer is faced with when dealing witmantic
information in dictionaries. There are basicallyefiv

do | focus on the senses of indiviual words ?

which readings of a word do | consider relevant ?

which type of meaning do | have to define ?

which linguistic perspective do | take ?

which definitional format do | use ?
Although the exact impact of these questions malatgely unclear at this point, note that they meant as a
succession of steps to narrow down the range afiiiehal choices that confront the lexicograph&t.each
successive step, we will give an overview of thenntdoices, select the most common one, and fdwuséxt
question primarily on the selected option. The tat@int implies that the present article will nat &ble to deal
with all possible approaches to definitions in idicaries. If, when responding to the five questiome were to
branch off towards an option other than the onenillesingle out as the most usual, other aspectsi@ining
description in dictionaries might be highlightedhthe ones presented here.

Unless stated otherwise, all the examples and dlo¢éed definitions in the following pages are talenm the
New Shorter Oxford English DictionafilSOED), version on cd-rom 1997.

Do | focuson the senses of individual words ?

When we think of dictionaries as we usually enceutihem (i.e. as alphabetically ordered descrigtiohthe
range of meanings of a single word), the questightrseem decidedly odd: of course, semantic detsani in
dictionaries is concerned with defining the indivédl meanings of individual words. However, semantic
information in dictionaries goes beyond the desitnipof separate words and word meanings. Word®ar) do
not exist in isolation, but they are related toheather in various ways: they may be synonymshey tmay
have opposite meanings, or they may simply beeagélély the fact that they belong to the same coneépt
domain (like kinship terminology, or colour termsr terms for kitchen utensils). In the terminolog¥
semantics, this distinction between looking at woodly and looking at the sense relations thatt éd@ésveen
words is expressed by the terminological distinctietween semasiology and onomasiology.

Semasiologyakes its starting-point in the individual worddalooks at the semantic information that may be
associated with that word — — basically, what &ee meanings of the word ? Semasiology, in othedgjois
concerned with polysemy and the definition of tidypemous readings of words.

Onomasiologyakes the opposite perspective. Whereas a seiwgisial perspective investigates which concepts
are associated with a given word, onomasiologes¢arch takes its starting-point in a concept,iavestigates
which words may be associated with that conceps Thuld be a fairly broad concept like ‘colourlatge, or it
could be a highly specific one, for instance whds established that ‘cinnabar’ is a synonym @frfwilion’.

Given the distinction between semasiology and ormsimiagy, it is clear that our main focus will lieittv
semasiology if we are interested in definitionshaligh there may be other ways of expressing selnggial
information (see the next paragraph), semasiolbgif@rmation is predominantly expressed througle th
definition of the individual senses of a word. Bubat about onomasiological information? What are th
mechanisms that dictionaries may use to describenaniological information? Basically, the onomasgital
information can be added to the alphabetical dietig, or it can form the basis of an entirely diffat type of
dictionary, the ‘onomasiological dictionary’.

Adding onomasiological information to an alphabatidictionary means indicating the sense relattbas exist
between different words, like summing up synonymardonyms (words with an opposite meaning) in ratnye
devoted to a specific headword. Another way in Whiaomasiological information may appear in dictines

is in the form of thematic labels likeed ‘medicine’ ormath ‘mathematics’: such labels may indicate that the
word belongs to a specific conceptual domain.

Note, in addition, that onomasiological informatioran alphabetical dictionary may sometimes bdigitpFor
instance, if we define the non-colour readingciminabar as ‘a moth,Tyria jacobaeagwith bright red wing



markings’, then this implies that there is a taxoigal relationship betweemothandcinnabar, that is to say,
mothis an overarching term that covers the ta@irmabar in the relevant reading (or, in technical parlance
cinnabaris a hyponym ofmothandmothis a hyperonym ofinnabay).

If sense relations lie at the basis of the orgdioisaof the dictionary, we talk about amomasiological
dictionary. a dictionary that goes from concepts to wordsheatthan from words to concepts. Such
onomasiological dictionaries may take several formfisvhich the thesaurus is the most typical onthesaurus
lists words that have similar meanings, like diéi@rwords for talking about anger, or different doexpressing
the concept ‘big’ (or colour terms, or kinship ternor kitchen utensils). These semantic groups atler
systematically related by means of a taxonomicg@egstructure. The set of words relating to ‘angést,
instance, would be part of a larger group relatmthe human emotions, and the latter might beudwed in an
even larger group devoted to the human mind.

Which readings of aword do | consider relevant ?

The next question to tackle involves the polysemynafural languageCinnabar is polysemous: its first
meaning is defined as ‘native mercury sulphiderighb red hexagonal mineral which usu. occurs irsshee

form and is the only important ore of mercury; thigneral used as a pigment, vermilion’, and itsoselc
meaning describes the moth referred to above. Raitthdsuch multiple senses, the lexicographer badetide

which meanings to incorporate into the dictiondrlpis process of selection is essentially the samsekesting

words for inclusion: the same criteria apply. Defieg on the audience and the purpose that thedgsapher
has in mind for his dictionary, he may focus on st common words and senses only, or he maydadkss
common ones. He may restrict his efforts to genesabbulary, or he may include marked words or iregs]

i.e. elements that have a specific geographicatiloigion (like dialect words), that are restricteda specific
style or register (like literary words), or thaidreg to an older stage of the language.

Interestingly, the selection may also take placesemantic grounds: focusing on expert definitiothg
dictionary may be restricted to words and meanthgs belong to a specific technical or scientifibject field
(like medicine or mathematics). We may then usddhmatechnical dictionaryor terminological dictionary

However, dealing with the polysemy of words entailsre than just selecting a set of senses. Theseimgsa
are mutually related, and dictionaries may try taken such relations explicit. Sense relations exist
onomasiologically between words, but they also tesésnasiologically within a word. There are broatiy
ways in which dictionaries describe sisgmantic relationsby labelling or by grouping.

For the labelling approach, considgrcumcise The initial reading ‘cut off the foreskin of (a lep as a
religious rite’ is supplemented in the NSOED witle tieading ‘in biblical translations and allusioparify (the
heart etc.)’. The semantic relationship betweenfitisé and the second meaning is indicated by thellfg.,
which makes clear that the second reading is adtiye extension of the first. The labig. is a member of a set
of semantic labels that includes, among othargtaphorical and metonymical Dictionaries do not
systematically apply such labels, i.e. the semastationship between the different senses of avimhardly
ever exhaustively labelled. Rather, dictionariesidcseem to apply such labels predominantly astecsrfor
the reader, as a warning that the ensuing defimfias to be read in a specific way.

Alternatively, dictionaries may indicate sense tietes by grouping meanings in specific ways. The mmm
desk dictionary has numbered meanings that uscathe in one layer of numbering only, but this shalbvert
structure may hide more subtle groupings. Let uslenother look at the first definition ofnnabar ‘native
mercury sulphide, a bright red hexagonal mineractvlusu. occurs in massive form and is the onlyartant
ore of mercury; this mineral used as a pigmentmien’. This definitional text, numbered as meanimg 1,
actually covers two different meanings: one refgrtio a mineral, and another referring to a col@tiis only in
the latter sense, in fact, thaérmilion is a synonym otinnabar vermilion cannot be used to refer to the
mineral.) Against the background of the numberednitg no. 2 (‘a mothTyria jacobaeagwith bright red
wing markings’), this is a way of indicating thétet colour reading and the mineral reading are stoadiy
closer together than either of them with regarthtinsect reading. In some dictionaries (spedifida multi-
volume historical dictionaries like th@xford English Dictionar); such higher-order semantic groupings may be
made explicit by means of different levels of nunitg for instance, by using the Roman numeralk ||l ...

for groupings of the basic senses that are indidayeArabic numbers, and by using a), b), ¢) foamaes of the
basic senses.



Which type of meaning do | haveto define ?

When the lexicographer has moved down to the le¥ehe individual meaning of a word, he or she is
confronted with another form of variety. We tendhk of word meanings as referring to the woRgughly,
without going into philosophical questions abouw tklationship between language and the world,hive tof
word meanings as conceptual descriptions of thegth{in the largest possible sense, including atttms and
events and actions and properties and so on, aeraterial objects) that correlate with the woléfiinnabar
refers to a specific mineral, the definitionaifinabarspecifies the concept associated with that mineralvhat
we know about cinnabar.

But now consider a word likeello! What would be the ‘thing’ referred to by this eegsion™ello! has a clear
function within the language: it expresses a gneetir perhaps tries to draw the attention, buteti®mothing
that it refers to, nor does it have a conceptuatantt that describes something in the outside waorlthe way in
which we think ofcinnabaras describing something out there. There are ¢ypes of meaning, in short, than
the descriptive meaning that we usually think of.

Technically speaking, the referential, descriptiyeet of meaning is often referred to denotational meaning
Although semantic theory does not agree on theatividassification of the different types of meagiat need
to be distinguished, we may identify at least threr-denotational types of meaning.

Emotive meaningnvolves the emotional response of the speakédr reijard to the thing being talked about.
Using a pejorative or derogatory word ligaeerrather than a more neutral one Ilhk@mosexuaéxpresses a
negative attitude with regard to the referent & #xpression. Similarlyf-rench in excuse my Frenc¢h
pardon my Frencthas the same referential valuebasl languagebut its emotive overtone is euphemistic,
neutralising or attenuating the overtly negativeeass ofoad languageln cases such as these, words like
gueerandFrenchhave a denotational value alongside a non-deootdtone.

Grammatical meaningnvolves words that express a specific grammafigattion. The complementizer
that (as inl know that my Redeemer liyesannot easily be associated with a clearly idiable aspect of
the extralinguistic situation. Rather, its primdonction is to overtly mark an aspect of the sytitac
structure of the sentence, in this case, to inttegusubordinate complement clause.

Pragmatic meanindgs exemplified by thénello! case. What is being achieved (rather than desbribg
using the word is a discursive function, a speathacommunicative actiofiello! does not describe the
concept of greeting, but it expresses it.

These non-denotational types of meaning requirdfereint form of definition than what is common iases of
denotational meaning. The denotational meaning ciminabar can be described by enumerating the
characteristics of the thing cinnabar, but if thexeno such thing (as in the casehafllo!), other definitional
means have to be invoked. Basically, there are two.

First, emotive and stylistic overtones are usu#dgntified by means ofemantic labeldike derogatory
pejorative euphemisticln quite a number of cases, though, the negativigositive aspects of words remain
implicit in the denotational part of the definitioar rather, the denotational definition is formathin such a
way that the non-denotational value may be derifreth the choice of words in the definition. Whenoy f
instancecursereceives the definition ‘an annoying, wretcheddespicable person’, the negative charge of the
adjectives in the definition may suffice to indiedhe pejorative load of the headword.

Second, in the case of grammatical and pragmatanings, a specific definitional pattern is invokédug so-
called metalinguistic definition A metalinguistic definition defines a word (or reogenerally, a linguistic
expression) rather than a thing. Now, of courdeeaicographic definitions define words, but iretbommon
denotational case, this is achieved through therigi®n of a thing (again, in the broadest pogsk#nse). The
word cinnabaris defined by describing the thing cinnabar, damelthing cinnabar is described by identifying a
larger category to which it belongs (like ‘a mothénd at the same time stating the specific featafeinnabar
within this larger category (like ‘with bright raging markings’). The definition ‘a moth with brighed wing
markings’ may be read either as ‘the cinnabarnsoth with bright red wing markings’ ocinnabaris a word
referring to a motletc '. In a metalinguistic definition, only the latteeading is possible. Thus, a definition of
hello! as ‘greeting or expressing surprise on encourgershould be read a%ello! is a word used for
expressing greeting or surprise on encounteringhil&ly, if the conjunctionthat is defined as ‘introducing a



subordinate clause expressing a statement or hggisththis readsthat is a word that has the function of
introducing a subordinate claust.’.

Two additional remarks are necessary with regarthétalinguistic definitions. First, note that mataliistic
definitions are not syntactically substitutive. Fardinary definitions, the rule is that the headivarf the
definition is of the same syntactic class as thentto be defined: nouns are defined by nouns orimaim
phrases, verbs are defined by verbal expressionssa on. As such, definitions can be insertechexdame
syntactic slots as the defined words. In a sentdikeeA cinnabar flew upthe definition ‘a mothetc’ can
replace ‘a cinnabar’. Whether such a substitutimsfemantically depends on the conceptual adeqoftye
definition, but at least syntactically, the ‘deéng’ (the definition) can replace the ‘definienduftiie defined
word). Metalinguistic definitions, however, do radow such substitutions.

Second, the use of metalinguistic definitions isadly not restricted to the expression of gramraator
pragmatic meanings. Note, for instance, how the BB @efinescarissima ‘a term of endearment to a woman:
dearest, darling’. This definition combines a mewliistic part describing the emotive meaning oftéren with

a non-metalinguistic enumeration of synonyms.

Which linguistic perspectivedo | take ?

Following our restrictive strategy, let us assurmat twe are not defining metalinguistically, andtthe are
describing denotational meanings only. The next ahdhat we will have to make involves the distioati
between an intensional and an extensional defmifidne difference between both refers to a distincthat is
made in semantic theory between, on the one haedgettures that characterize a category (i.einteasion),
and on the other hand, the members of that catdgerthe extension). A bird for instance may haracterized
as a living species that can fly, has feathers,ahapecific shape etc., but at the same time, we lislathe
various members of the category ‘bird’: robins, leagostriches and so on. Amtensional definitionthen, is
one that specifies the common attributes of the beem of a category, while aextensional definition
enumerates those members. Intensional definitioasganerally favoured in dictionaries, but we vde
presently that there is a specific role for extenal definitions.

Intensional definitions usually conform to a spiecfattern that we have already encountered: thevierd of
the definition identifies a broader category to eththe definiendum belongs, and the rest of thénitieh
specifies the characteristics that single out tfingbns within that broader category. In this whoy, instance,
cinnabaris defined as a moth (headword indicating a suplé@rate category) with bright red wing markingse(th
specific features that distinguish cinnabars witltie hyperonymous set of moths). With a terminology
borrowed from medieval scholastic philosophy, thise of definition is sometimes called a definitiper genus
proximum et differentias specificas’, i.e. consigtiof the closest taxonomical hyperonym (genus iprom)
and distinguishing features with regard to thategienterm (differentias specificas). More commoowhver, is
the termanalytical definition a definition that analyses the definiens intostitnent features.

Analytical definitions contrast wittsynthetic definitiongor synonym definitions in which the intensional
description of a word is given by means of a symorf\cinnabar. vermilion’). The contrast between analytical
and synthetic definitions may be generalized whenealize that it basically involves a contrasigetn a more
parsimonious definition style (the synthetic opjiand a richer definition style (the analytical prigut between
economy and richness, there is a cline. Comparfottosving definitions ofincome tax

‘Tax on one's income’llongman Dictionary of Contemporary Englist®78)

‘Income tax is the tax that you have to pay redular the government and which is a certain pergatof
your income’ Collins Cobuild 1987)

‘Income tax is payable on taxable income, such a®iegs, pensions, investment and rental income.
Individuals pay income tax each year, net of paaballowances and other reliefs they may be edtitte
The tax is payable at various rates depending upan lgvel of income. Employees pay tax via the Pay A
You Earn system before they receive their salary.drakenefits in kind is collected via a restrictiorthe
notice of coding. The self-employed generally makgnpents on account of their tax liabilities on 31
January and 31st July each year. Any balancing payfrecomes due on 31 January following the year of
assessment. Some forms of income are exempt froomi@ tax, for example, National Savings Certificate
interest, interest on ISAs, income from Premiumdsoand student grants/scholarshifiigfta Tax Center
yahoo.digita.com/taxcentral/home/incometax/, Septm2002)



The second definition corresponds best to what we hsst called an analytical definition. The firsteois more
parsimonious, although it does not go as far gadblist a synonym. What it does is essentiallyroeluce the
morphological elements that constitute the compotench income tax and specify the semantic relationship
between them. Such a morphological schematic digfinis sometimes calledraorphosemantic definitiomhe
third definition (taken from an internet glossarlyfimancial terms) contains all kinds of highly sifec and
practical information, a lot of which is not unigaily valid (as it applies to the tax system in cpantry only).
Such a maximally rich definition, reflecting workthowledge rather than merely knowledge of the |laigguy is
usually called aencyclopaedic definitian

The distinction between parsimony and richness neagl$o be applied to extensional definitions. Ifwere to
list exhaustively all the members of the categarybe defined (like all the types of birds), we getich

extensional definition. However, except perhapsdame technical dictionaries, this type of defimitis only

seldom used. A more economical form of an exterdidefinition consists of listing only some of thest

conspicuous or typical members of the categorymivst cases, dictionaries will employ this technidoie
combination with an intensional definition, as nigyillustrated by the following examples:

abiogenesisThe production of organic matter or compoundsgothan by the agency of living organisms;
esp. the supposed spontaneous generation of ivgenisms’

baritone‘The male voice between tenor and bass, ranginigaiy from lower A in the bass clef to lower F
in the treble clef’

heart‘A central part of distinct conformation or chae e.g. the white tender centre of a cabbageicket
etc.’

tea‘A meal or social gathering at which tea is servddw esp. (a) a light afternoon meal, usu. coimgjstf
tea, cakes, sandwiches, etc. (also more ffligrnoon tea, five o’clock tga(b) (in parts of the UK, and in
Australia and NZ) a main meal in the evening thafallg includes a cooked dish, bread and butter,taad
(also more fullyhigh teg’

In each of these definitions, words such especially e.g, typically, and usually, together with simple
enumerations (‘of a cabbage, lettuce, etc.’) intigm extensional elements that identify typical epdas or
instances of the category. The advantage of thisntque is double. First, it makes the abstracgnsional
definition more understandable by illustratingiftis easier to understand the description ‘a emart of
distinct conformation or character’ when you letirat it applies to things like the centre of calsha®econd, it
familiarizes the dictionary user with the most coometontexts of application of the category.

Lexicographers have always used such extension#i@addto intensional definitions, but it is only the last
two decades that semantic theory has recognizetrertance of typical examples and central membars
our knowledge of the language. The theoretical agogiran question is known as ‘prototype theory’ (vehthe

prototypes of a concept are its central membershersional definitions of the type illustrated abawvay

therefore be calledrototypical definitions

Which definitional format do | use ?

In the previous pages, we have already come adefasitional techniques that could be called ‘diigmal
formats’. Apart from the choice for analytic or #lyetic or prototypical or metalinguistic definitieifand so on),
there are two rather more formal aspects of writle§jnitions that need to be mentioned: definitionay be
controlled or not, and definitions may be sentémtianot. In both cases, specific choices will lzesdd on the
expectation that a particular definitional formall \we most suited for making the definition undarglable for
the intended audience of the dictionary.

Controlled definitionamake use of aefining vocabulary The dictionary specifies which words the reader is
supposed to understand already (before consutimglittionary), and further tries to formulatedtfinitions as
much as possible in terms of these words. Thistéclanique that is specifically used in learner'stidnaries:
assuming a basic vocabulary knowledge in the diatip user (usually a set of a few thousand wortts),

dictionary tries to make things easy for the ugecduching the definitions in the words that heatlty knows.

Sentential definitionare definitions that take the form of a whole sane rather than a phrase. Where a normal
definition would say something likevérmilion a bright red colour’, a sentential definition adrmilion reads:
‘Something that is vermilion is bright red in cotoyThis definition is taken from th€ollins Cobuild English



Language Dictionaryof 1987, which systematically uses sentential rdidins.) Sentential definitions are
somewhat less artificial than classical definitiotfsey are closer to a natural and spontaneous enamin
defining. Compare, for instance, the definitionpifysical education in the NSOED: ‘regular instruatio
bodily exercise and games, esp. in schools’ withtw¥e find inCollins Cobuild ‘Physical education consists of
children at school doing physical exercises angliptaphysical games’.

Summary

In the course of this chapter, we have introduced tifferent sets of concepts relating to meanimgs
dictionaries. On the one hand, we have presentedn@er of different semantic phenomena: semasicdbgi
versus onomasiological information, denotationakus emotive, grammatical, pragmatic meaningsngibas
versus extensions. On the other hand, we have gveonverview of the main descriptive techniqued tha
lexicographers may use to describe these phenontaipels, the ordering of information, and speclfica
various types of definitions — — analytical, syrifie morphosemantic, prototypical, encyclopaedic,
metalinguistic definitions. In addition, we haveadapecific attention to the interaction betweea two sets of
phenomena: some definitional techniques are mat&dstor a specific type of semantic informationiti\the
exception of the final step that we took, tableuinmarizes the path of successive questions thdoNesved,
charting the relationship between the phenomentweaintroduced and the descriptive techniques vt
discussed.



TYPES OF SEMANTIC PHENOMENA

TYPICAL LEXICOGRAPHICAL TECHNIQUES

do | focus on the senses of
individual words?

- focusing on
onomasiological
information:

- compiling an onomasiological dictionary
- enriching the alphabetical dictionary (with sygors, antonyms,
thematic labels)

- focusing on semasiologicalhich readings of a word do

information: | consider relevant?

- focusing on polysemy and
sense relations:

- labelling sense relations (with labels sucfiggative)

- ordering or grouping senses in relevant ways

- including specialized or less familiar sensesifasg. technical,
terminological dictionaries)

- focusing on individual
senses:

which type of meaning do |
have to define?

- focusing on non-
denotational meaning:

- labelling senses ajorative, jocularand the like
- using metalinguistic definitions

- focusing on denotational
meaning:

which linguistic perspective
do | take?

- focusing on extensional
information:

- adopting a parsimonious approach: defining bpt(ptypical
example
- adopting a rich approach: enumerating categomylegs

- focusing on intensional
information:

- adopting a parsimonious approach: using synodgfimitions or
morphosemantic definitions

- adopting a rich approach: using decompositionalydical
definitions or encyclopaedic definitions




