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Corpus-based pragmatics in dictionaries 
 
Just over one decade ago, corpus-based pragmatics labelling made its way into a major 
dictionary for the first time. In the Collins COBUILD English Dictionary (COBUILD 2, Sinclair 
1995), the compilers started to insert the novel 'PRAGMATICS' sign into the Extra Column, 
whenever the 'statement of meaning' for certain senses of words had to be supplemented by an 
'added meaning'. In the latest edition, COBUILD 5, this single label is split into seven different 
labels, as can be seen from Figures 1 and 2.  
 

 
Figure 1: Information plate on 'Pragmatics' 
in the front matter of COBUILD 5 

Figure 2: Random section from COBUILD 5; 
note the pragmatics data in the extra column (on 
the right of the articles) 
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Those added meanings, being descriptions of the ways in which people use language, were 
based on sound corpus evidence – at the time (in 1995) a digital collection of over two 
hundred million English words. Since then, the explicit treatment of pragmatics has continued 
to command increasing dictionary space. In the fully-corpus-driven Macmillan English 
Dictionary for Advanced Learners (MEDAL, Rundell 2002), for example, two entire pages 
were devoted to pragmatics in the Language Awareness section which is found right in the 
middle of the central lemma-sign list. 
 
Corpus-based dictionary making in South Africa 
 
In post-1994 South Africa, a brand-new series of dictionaries is being produced for all official 
languages – Afrikaans, Ndebele, Northern Sotho, South African English, Southern Sotho, 
Swazi, Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa and Zulu. For each of those languages, various 
corpora have been built, and dictionaries based on the data therein are under compilation. 
Dictionaries such as COBUILD and MEDAL are held up as an example, and the resulting 
reference works will be the first ones that will reflect real and authentic use of the South 
African languages. 
 
This last claim, however, immediately presents a problem. From the above it is clear that 
there is a direct relationship between the quality of the final products, and the quality of the 
corpora on which those products are based. Although considerable efforts have been made to 
create state-of-the art electronic corpora for all languages involved, technical limitations and 
difficulties inherent to the specific languages imply that one must be extra careful in 
interpreting some of the results, as some level of 'transformation' has already taken place 
during corpus building, with a further transformation taking place during the initial analysis of 
the corpus data.  
 
Northern Sotho case study 
 
For the purposes of this paper, the focus will be on one language, Northern Sotho. Like all 
South African corpora, the corpora for Northern Sotho are made up of both digitised and 
digital material. The former is typically the result of straightforward scanning followed by 
optical character recognition (OCR), while the latter mainly brings together Internet material 
and existing electronic files contributed by colleagues, authors, publishers, etc.  
 
In the Northern Sotho orthography, a distinction is made between the voiceless alveolar 
fricative 's' and the voiceless prepalatal fricative 'š'. In order to make sure that any scanned 
material also makes sense after scanning, it is of paramount importance to ensure that the 
distinction between these two voiceless fricatives is kept. This means that it is absolutely 
crucial to 'train' the OCR software so that it also differentiates between the two in all 
circumstances. (Note that, given the 'š' is not normally part of standard OCR packages, and 
given the letter 'q' is not used in the Northern Sotho orthography, the OCR software is often 
trained to recognise and interpret all 'š' as 'q'. A simple search-and-replace then enables one to 
restore all 'q' to 'š' in the final file.) 
 
True frequencies of use 
 
However, despite rigorous training of the OCR software, the 's' and 'š' are all too often still 
mixed up. Occurrence frequencies for forms such as 'ntshe' versus 'ntšhe', 'se' versus 'še', 'seba' 
versus 'šeba', etc. are therefore not fully reliable, which is a problem in corpus-based 
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lexicography. It is a problem on the macrostructural level of the dictionary, because one 
cannot indicate the true frequency of use. Dividing the lexicon in 'frequency bands' (by means 
of lemma signs in colour, various numbers of stars or diamonds accompanying the top-
frequent lemmas, etc.) is fast becoming a standard feature in modern dictionaries. See for 
example Figure 2, illustrating the filled / hollow diamonds as used in COBUILD, or Figures 3 
and 4 illustrating star ratings as found in MEDAL and in a Northern Sotho – English dictionary 
(De Schryver 2007). 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Random section from MEDAL; note 
the star rating (printed in red) 

Figure 4: Random section from the 
PUKUNTŠU YA SEKOLO; note the star rating 

 
Non-standard orthographies 
 
In order to do this correctly for the African-language dictionaries, one would thus need to 
proofread an entire corpus manually. Apart from the fact that there are no resources available 
for this, the fact that the spelling has not been standardised throws an extra spanner in the 
works. 
 
Indeed, take for instance the form 'setše'* which, taken at face value, appears frequently 
enough in the various Northern Sotho corpora to warrant inclusion in a dictionary; see Figure 
5. A closer inspection of all the concordance lines, however, reveals that in 95% of the cases 
this should actually have been 'šetše' – the result of either scanning errors, or spelling errors in 
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the original source material. For the remaining 5%, the authors clearly meant to write 'tshetše'. 
To complicate matters further, there is also a 'tšhetše', where the first 'š' might also be the 
result of various errors. 
 

 
 
Figure 5: The form 'setše'* in a Northern Sotho corpus; here queried with WordSmith Tools 
(Scott 2007) 
 
The inclusion of zero-frequency words 
 
Even entirely trivial cases can lead to radically wrong conclusions. Existing corpus-based 
dictionaries for Northern Sotho will for example list both 'šoma' / 'šome' and 'soma' / 'some' as 
different verbal forms (as in the POPULAR, by Kriel, Prinsloo & Sathekge 1997). All four are 
frequent enough to be included in even a small dictionary. However, reading through all the 
corpus examples indicates that simply all cases of 'soma' / 'some' should have been 'šoma' / 
'šome'. In addition to 'the machine' (i.e. the OCR) which transformed the original, this is a 
clear case where 'the human user', probably not knowing how to get the 'š' out of a keyboard, 
simply opted for the erroneous base form without the diacritic throughout. The human users 
thereby transformed one verb into another, and an inattentive dictionary compiler might end 
up treating a verb with a zero occurrence! 
 
Collective evidence, or another transformation? 
 
All human users together, however, thanks to the collective evidence in a corpus, may also 
help in pinpointing the most common spelling for certain words and/or confirm what should 
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be considered 'the standard' when dealing with an unstable orthography. As such the spelling 
'tshepa' is for example one point five times more frequent than 'tshepha', 'bantši' four times 
more frequent than 'bantšhi', or 'bontši' nine times more frequent than 'bontšhi'. In all these 
cases, the form without aspiration is clearly the one that needs to be considered as the 'correct' 
form and thus the one that needs to be included in the dictionary. On the other hand, with this 
approach one still runs the risk to have factored out dialectal variation in pronunciation, 
another transformation. 
 
Collective evidence, and dictionary-internal cross-references 
 
Nonetheless, where the difference in frequency between different corpus forms is at least a 
factor ten, one may safely assume that the more frequently attested corpus form is also 'the 
norm'. This is for example the case for 'yeo' which is twelve times more frequent than 'eo', 
'gešo' which is thirteen times more frequent than 'gešu', or 'kgauswi' which is fourteen times 
more frequent than 'kgaufsi'. Given that the lesser-used forms remain very frequently used, 
the lexicographer will do well to cross-refer the lower-frequency forms to the higher-
frequency forms, with in each case the reference marker text 'Correct spelling ='. See in this 
regard Figure 6, which shows the preview of the creation of the articles for 'eo' and 'yeo' in the 
dictionary compilation environment TshwaneLex (Joffe et al. 2007). 
 

 
Figure 6: Creating the linked articles 'eo' and 'yeo' in the dictionary compilation environment 
TshwaneLex 
 
Collective evidence, and demoting homonyms 
 
In an English dictionary one may for example find under one of the senses of the determiner 
'my' the pragmatic information that when 'my' precedes a (pet) name or otherwise kind 
designation, its function is to show affection. This is done in COBUILD, as can be seen from 
Figure 7. 
 

 
Figure 7: The article for 'my' in COBUILD; note the pragmatic information for senses 2 and 3 
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In Northern Sotho, 'my' is rendered as 'of mine', being a possessive concord in agreement with 
the noun, followed by the possessive pronoun of the first person singular, thus '[PC +] ka'.  
 
When looking at the various corpora for Northern Sotho one will unfortunately find that 
forms such as 'a ka', 'ba ka', 'bja ka', 'la ka', 'wa ka' or 'ya ka', which follow the noun they refer 
to, are often misspelled as single words. Given the high occurrence of these misspelled forms, 
lexicographers have erroneously lemmatised such forms as single words in their dictionaries 
in the past, as can for instance be seen in Figure 8, taken from Kriel, Van Wyk & Makopo 
(1989). 
 

 
Figure 8: Random section from the PUKUNTŠU WOORDEBOEK; note that 'laka1' should be 
spelled 'la ka', 'laka2' is thus not really a homonym 
 
A lexicographer analysing Northern Sotho corpora when treating 'my' in a bilingual Northern 
Sotho – English dictionary, will thus need to (a) point out the correct spelling in a Usage Note, 
and (b) point out, for example by means of an authentic (i.e. corpus-based) example, that the 
(pragmatic) use whereby 'my' is placed before the noun in English, needs to follow the noun 
in Northern Sotho. See in this regard Figure 9 (for one instance in the Northern Sotho to 
English side), which may be contrasted with the information shown in Figure 10 (where one 
sees the 'grammatical construction' in the English to Northern Sotho side). 
 

 
Figure 9: Creating the article 'ba ka' (as well as making provision for the misspelled 'baka4') 
in the dictionary compilation environment TshwaneLex 
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Figure 10: Creating the article 'my' in the dictionary compilation environment TshwaneLex 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The above examples show why it is thus actually not even possible to 'clean up' and to 'read 
through' an entire (African-language) corpus before starting to use it to derive linguistic 
products from. The errors and inconsistencies are exactly needed to be able to formulate and 
derive rules from. Transformations and interpretations have to be performed on the fly with, 
for dictionary making, corpus-based lexicographic pragmatics one of the logical outcomes. 
 
 
Dictionary abbreviations 
 
COBUILD 2 = Sinclair 1995 
COBUILD 5 = Sinclair 2006 
MEDAL = Rundell 2002 
POPULAR = Kriel, Prinsloo & Sathekge 1997 
PUKUNTŠU WOORDEBOEK = Kriel, Van Wyk & Makopo 1989 
PUKUNTŠU YA SEKOLO = De Schryver 2007 
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