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THE CONCEPTUAL ASPECTS OF TERMINOGRAPHIC DEFINITIONS: 
TOWARDS AUTOMATIC GENUS TAGGING  

In this presentation, I will outline the motivations and the main objectives of my doctorate 
thesis on the conceptual characteristics and structure of terminographic definitions, and their 
implications on a theory of concepts in terminology. Terminology as an applied activity 
consists in writing dictionaries for specialised domains (sciences, activities, practices, etc.), 
thus definition writing plays an important role in conveying the knowledge (the concepts) of 
the described fields and their overall organisation (the conceptual system behind them). The 
writing of these definitions is done through the synthesis of a number of defining or 
knowledge rich contexts (Meyer, 2001) extracted from domain specific texts. Though subject 
to a small number of formal restrictions (such as a single sentence), their writing does not 
follow precise rules, at least at the content level, leaving this activity to the intuition of the 
terminologist. Therefore, open questions for work in the field of terminology are: what makes 
a context more relevant than another to define a certain concept? And since the definition is 
rather limited in space, what are the characteristics of the concept to be included in the 
definition?  

My research consists mainly in gaining better insight into the conceptual aspects of 
terminographic definition, not only through the study of literature on concepts, especially in 
cognitive science, but also through the study of an electronic corpus of conceptually annotated 
definitions. This involves the development of a (semi-)automatic parser of the conceptual 
structure of terminographic definitions. In this talk, I will present an exploratory parsing 
experiment using a rule based method to locate the genus element of a terminographic 
definition and to assign it a conceptual tag indicating its relationship to the term/concept 
defined (GENRE, PARTIE, TOUT). This method takes advantage of the formal characteristics 
of the definition sublanguage (Barnbrook, 2002) and of the conceptual coherence of the 
defined terminological systems, which is also reflected in the definition text. It implies a 
certain hierarchy in the rules and is based on the identification of morphosyntactic boundary 
markers, which does not require using additional linguistic resources. I will briefly discuss the 
main difficulties of the presented method and show the results of an evaluation. 
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