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Abstract 

The research presented in this paper is part of a larger project on the semi-automatic generation of definitions of semantically-related 
terms in specialized resources. The work reported here involves the formulation of instructions to generate the definitions of sets of 
morphologically-related predicative terms, based on the definition of one of the members of the set. In many cases, it is assumed that 
the definition of a predicative term can be inferred by combining the definition of a related lexical unit with the information provided 
by the semantic relation (i.e. lexical function) that links them. In other words, terminographers only need to know the definition of 
pollute and the semantic relation that links it to other morphologically-related terms (polluter, polluting, pollutant, etc.) in order to 
create the definitions of the set. The results show that rules can be used to generate a preliminary set of definitions (based on specific 
lexical functions). They also show that more complex rules would need to be devised for other morphological pairs. 
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1. Introduction 
Definitions are the privileged medium for providing 
users with a representation of the meaning of a lexical 
unit (LU). Even if many resources contain very rich 
semantic and/or conceptual information, definitions are 
still extremely useful and help users to fully grasp the 
meaning of LUs or concepts. For instance, a recent 
survey showed that ontologists consider that definitions 
are a very important element to gain a clear 
understanding of the terms in an ontology (Seppälä & 
Ruttenberg 2013: 19). Although terminological 
definitions have already been extensively studied in the 
literature (De Bessé 1990; Sager & Ndi-Kimbi 1995; 
Lorente 2001; Faber 2002, Seppäla 2012, inter alia), the 
focus has been on terms denoting entities (e.g., 
computer, Earth, habitat). Predicative terms (e.g., 
download, pollute, warm) have been largely ignored. 
The research described in this paper is part of a larger 
project that targets the semi-automatic formulation of 
definitions of semantically-related terms in specialized 
resources. The work reported here creates a set of 
instructions that are able to generate the definitions of 
sets of morphologically-related predicative terms from 
the definition of one of the members of a given set. It is 
assumed that in many cases the definition of a 
predicative term can be generated by combining the 
definition of another related LU with the information 
provided by the semantic relation that links them. In 

other words, the definition of pollute and the semantic 
relation that links it to other morphologically-related 
terms (polluter, polluting, pollutant, etc.) would suffice 
to generate the definition of the latter. The long-term 
objective of this research is to automate definitions with 
only the minimal revision of the terminographer. This 
paper presents the results of an analysis of a preliminary 
set of specialized terms in order to assess the extent to 
which this type of generation is possible. The paper has 
the following structure. Section 2 gives a short 
description of the terminological resources from which 
the data were extracted. Section 3 provides general rules 
for writing terminological definitions. Section 4 lists the 
instructions for the generation of definitions and 
discusses the problems encountered. Section 5 presents 
the conclusions derived from this research and mentions 
the areas to be covered in future work. 

2. DiCoInfo and DiCoEnviro 
This work was undertaken within the framework of two 
terminological databases: DiCoEnviro 1  (environmental 
terminology) and DiCoInfo 2  (computer and Internet 
terminology). The compilation of these databases follows 
chiefly the theoretical and methodological principles of 
Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology (ECL) (Mel’ćuk 

                                                             
1 http://olst.ling.umontreal.ca/dicoenviro 
2 http://olst.ling.umontreal.ca/dicoinfo 



et al., 1995). Their entries provide rich lexico-semantic 
information for nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs 
(Figure 1): actantial (i.e. argument) structure, linguistic 
realizations of actants (i.e. arguments), contexts, and 
lexical relationships. 
Very few of these entries currently contain definitions, 
and up until now, the writing of these definitions has 
only been subject to very basic rules. In Section 3, we 
formulate an initial set of definition rules based on the 
lexico-semantic information already provided in the 
entries (actantial structure and lexical relationships). 
Actantial structures state the number of obligatory 
participants, i.e. those that are necessary to understand 
the meaning of terms. Figure 1 shows an example with 
two participants: an AGENT, instantiated by human, and a 
PATIENT, instantiated by material.3 
Lexical relationships between terms are encoded with 
lexical functions (LFs) (Mel'!uk et al., 1995) that capture 
the syntactic and semantic properties of lexical 
relationships. It should be highlighted that such 
relationships can be paradigmatic or syntagmatic (i.e. 
collocational). This paper focuses on a reduced set of 
paradigmatic relationships. For instance, the relationship 
between degrade and degraded is represented by the LF 
A2 (the adjective that applies to the second actant). This 
LF is also applicable to other term pairs: compile ! 

                                                             
3 In DiCoInfo and DiCoEnviro, actants in are represented by a 
combination of semantic roles and the typical terms that 
instantiate them. Currently, typical terms are displayed in a 
color that represents their semantic roles. Users can place the 
pointer over the typical terms to obtain the name of the 
semantic role and place it on a green plus icon to visualize 
other possible realizations for that actant. Since ECL (the 
framework on which the resources are based) does not 
implement semantic roles (actants are represented with the 
variables X, Y, and Z), a system was created to assign them to 
the actants of predicative terms in the databases. This 
methodology is described in L’Homme (2012). The set of 
labels for semantic roles is designed especially for DiCoEnviro 
and DiCoInfo although some roles can be more frequently used 
in one database than the other (e.g. CAUSE is more frequent in 
DiCoEnviro). 

compiled; partition ! partitioned. LFs are not visible in 
the online version of the databases. However, a 
simplified explanation designed to capture their 
expressiveness is provided. For instance, A2 is translated 
as “That is or that has been + verb”.4 

3. Definitional methodology in DiCoInfo 
and DiCoEnviro 

In order to create a methodology for definition writing in 
DiCoInfo and DiCoEnviro, we adapted the ECL 
definitional rules (Mel’!uk et al., 1995: 72-111) to the 
terminological nature of the two resources as well as to 
some of their special characteristics. 

3.1 Actantial Structure Rule 
If the LU to be defined is predicative (or if it is a 
quasi-predicate), all the actants must be reflected in the 
definition. Examples (1-3) show definitions for a verb, 
noun, and adjective in DiCoInfo and DiCoEnviro. 
 
(1) 
impact2 (v): CAUSE (change1a.1) ~ PATIENT (biodiversity1, 
resource1) 
Definition: CAUSE (change1a.1) has an important effect on 
PATIENT (biodiversity1, resource1). 
 
(2) 
clipboard1 (n): ~ used by AGENT (user1) to act on 
PATIENT (data1) 
Definition: temporary memory1 area used by AGENT 
(user1) to store1b PATIENT (data1) briefly for pasting1 
PATIENT (data1) in a file1. 
 
(3) 
hot1 (adj): ~ [PATIENT (water1)] 
Definition: [PATIENT (water1)] that is at high 
temperature1. 
 
As can be observed in the examples, the definitions of 
verbs and nouns follow the Aristotelian structure of 
genus and differentiae. In other words, a verb is defined 
in terms of a more general verb plus differentiating 
characteristics, and a noun is also defined in terms of 
another more general noun plus differentiating 
characteristics. However, adjectives and adverbs are not 
defined using the same pattern since these definitions are 
introduced by a relative pronoun. 

3.2 Decomposition Rule 
This rule states that a definition must be a decomposition 
of the meaning expressed in semantically simpler LUs. 
An LU is considered to be semantically simpler than 
another LU if the latter can be defined in terms of the 
former but not vice versa (Mel’!uk et al., 1995: 79-83). 
                                                             
4 Figure 1 shows that LFs are replaced in the online version of 
DiCoEnviro by a natural language explanation: “A material that 
can be r.”. These explanations mirror the LFs that are encoded 
by terminologists in the entry. 

 
Figure 1: Entry for recycle1 in DicoEnviro 




