Fact and Fiction of the Bilingual Dictionary
Albrecht Neubert

It is an obvious and age-old truism when experts and laymen alike assert that the
words of' two languages never or al least rarely ever are the same. Let me quote, first,
three famous 19th century scholars who give concise expression to this seemingly un
disputed fact. In 1816, Wilhclm von Humboldt stated:
«It has often been said and investigation as well as experience have con
firmed, that not one word in a language totally matches another m another
language» (Humboldt 1909, 129).
After him J a k o b G r i m m , in a paper read at the Prussian Academy in Berlin, in
1847, put it even more succinctly:
«Form and content (Form und Gehalt) of the words in two languages nev
er coincide, one language either winning or losing» (Grimm 1988, 44).
Actually, a couple of decades earlier, in 1813, Fricdrich Schleiermachcr had al
ready clinched the issue by bluntly insisting:
«that not a single word in one language has its equal in another»
(Schleiermacher 1838, 212).
Side by side with this expert opinion there has come down as common exper
ience of everyone learning a foreign language, trying to communicate in il or trans
lating from and into it, that foreign words do not only sound different but are nothing
but approximations of what we think and feel by means of our own native words.
In the glaring light of such a state of affairs, equally striking the philologist as
well as the common learner, should the author of a bilingual dictionary ask h.mself
seriously whether he has embarked on a Quixotic enterprise. After twenty years of
enduring the labours and —to a minor degree— enjoying the satisfactions of comPiling a new English-German dictionary of about 120,000 entries I feel a need now to
&ive vcnt to what I would like to call the lexicographer's dilemma. It consists simply
in his brave attempt to do the impossible. A n d this is precisely my theme today; how
justify the compromise between insupportable claims and legitimate aims, be
tween the fictions of the bilingual dictionary, what it erroneously sets out to be, and
lhe facts that cut it down to its down-to-earth status. T o be even more explicit: the fic
titious claims are the lexical equivalences. T h e factual aims are the alphabetical en
tries enabling the user to build hypotheses about the relations between words •n two
languages. These relations are a fact, the equations are a fiction. In other words, I would
like to focus on what a bilingual dictionary can seriously be expected to achieve,
and, on the other hand, what it should not be inadvertently consulted about. T o re
fer to our quotations at the beginning, the dictionary should not purport to be an easy
source of word-matches to be exploited by the unwary user filling word-gaps like in a
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crossword puzzle when hc hils upon an unknown lexical ilem. The user's stubborn be
lief in the direct one-to-one equivalence offered by at least one of the items on the
right-hand side of the bilingual entry is an illusion. It is the fiction. The user, so to say,
fictionalizes the dictionary. For dictionaries to bc useful and not misleading, the user
must know what is fact and what is fiction. Lexicography should more often heed A1dous Huxley's advice when he said: «Facts do not cease lo be facts because they are
ignored.» But how can the user, as well the lexicographer in the first place, get lo
facts?
I would like to approach in a number of steps what a bilingual dictionary can be
realistically expected lo offer as reliable facts instead of questionable fictions. How
can we separate fact from fiction? O r perhaps rather how can the user turn the ficti
tious word equations into factual information? H o w can he get behind lhe glib surface
of lhe word-matches and achieve the information he urgenlly needs lo bridge the gulf
between the words in two languages?
The first step to a realistic attitude towards the bilingual dictionary is to appre
ciate the nature of an entry as a piece of text. The dictionary entry, for that matter, is
a descriptive statement about the lexical relations between lwo languages. But the
texlual feature «description» is actually presented in disguise. Below the surface the
entry acts oul the textual feature «directive». Il provides the user with information as
to how to use target words for, that is, as substitutes for source words. A n entry, then,
turns out to be a «Sprachinstruktionstexl» (Wiegand 1983, 105), a lexl giving instruc
tions about language, or more directly, how to use language. It gives answers or ad
vice in response to inquiries about how lo fill gaps in continuous texl understanding
and, often enough, texl recoding or translation. But these answers normally and ne
cessarily abstract from the texts that contain the words. Here we come to the first le
vel of fictitiousness: the illusion that dictionary words function as text words. In rea
lity, speakers of two languages, or rather, lheir discoursive practices differ with regard
lo their sequential, context-specific and context-sensitive utterances. T h e dictionary
breaks up this conlinuily, where each item is dependent upon and supported by other
elements in lhe nearer and wider environment, into single blocks of meaning. The dis
course fragments listed upon a page of dictionary texl are, il is true, made up of the
words that have historically evolved. Their sign shapes (Zeichengestallen) and lheir
semantic content have been stored as social norms in the lexicon of a speech com
munity. They makc up lhe «Wortschalz», lhe treasury of words, as it is aptly put in
German. They have been compiled in alphabetical order in the great monolingual dic
tionaries, such as the Oxford English Dictionary (on Historical Principles) or lhe
Grimmsche Deutsche
Worierbuch.
Bul there is a striking difference between lhe monolingual and the bilingual dic
tionary texl. The former pursues the strategy of defining ils lemmata and illustrating
thcir specific range of meaning by way of historical and contemporary quotations.
Thcy put the discourse fragments back into a kind of communicative continuum. This
is particularly well put into practice by the various modern (monolingual) learners'
dictionaries, which compete with each other in their attempts to supply lhe commu
nicative reality of words in context. By contrast, the bilingual texl dares lo jump into
a very different linguistic reality. It puts together what naturally never occurs togeth
er, since it is not shared in any communicative situation. A bilingual entry projects
L] words onto L2 words. The lexical stock of L | is represented from the point of view
of L .
2

31
Incidentally, the projection of one language in terms of another can be eliected
in four different ways, which accounts for the well-known directedness, first described
byScerba (1990). (see also Kromann. Riebcr, Rosbach, 1984, in their paper read at
The First Euralex Congress in Exeler 1983). Active or passive dictionaries attempt to
bridge the gulf between L , and L with the target language being either the user's for
eign or native language respectively. Being aware of the «default sett.ng» of a partic
ular dictionary, to borrow a very apt computer metaphor, marks the second step m
a realistic appraisal of the individual entries. Believing that any bilingual dictionary
can present the same information both ways, that is for L , speakers as well as lor Ь
speakers, is another fiction. Why? A passive dictionary, English-German lor speakers
of German for instance, the one 1 compiled myself, presupposes a native competence
with regard lo the comprehension, semantic and stylistic, of every L item offered. A n
English user, on the other hand, would not have an equal comprehension of the Ger
man words placed in the L position.
I shall return lo this important distinction later. First, 1 must consider another
alternative besetting the work of the lexicographer as well as intriguing the unsus
pecting user. A bilingual dictionary always has to choose between defining the mean
ing of an L , item or translating it by way of L material. O f course, one normally has
to compromise between the two options. But dictionaries tend to streamline their
policies and are either of the prcdominenlly defining, or of the translating, k.nd. lf
one looks more closely, however, the two procedures are intrincalely linked together,
often within a single entry.
.
Let us look at some examples where L , words and their meamngs are either de
fined by explanations or paraphrases, or translated by substitutions or reconstruc
tions:
Take the English compound index-linking, also used as a verb to index-link and.
in particular, as an adjective index-linked. Since il is derived from cost-of-living
index,
«Lebenshaltungskosten-Index», a good paraphrase would be «Anpassung d e r L o h n e
und Gehalter an die gestiegenen Lebenshaltungskosten». The verb and adjective,
however, are best translated by «dynamisieren» and «dynamisch», e.g. «dynamische
Renten» for index-linked
pensions. Now what about titles such as the American
assistant professor. Should I define «niedrigste Stufe eines (amerikanischen) Professors» or should 1 substitute it by «Oberassistcnt», the roughly equivalent pos.tionin
a German university'> O r wouldjust a loan-translation «Assistenz-Professor» d o 7 1 h e
latter would no doubl lax the German reader's understanding of U S university norms,
or else raise the slalus of the person called «Professor», «Assistenz-» notwithstanding,
considerably. A typical case of «promotion by dictionary», not fact, but fiction in ac
tion!
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Another example of the definition/translation dichotomy isjetborne. W e can exPlain it by «mit einer Diisenmaschine befordert (Sachen) od reisend (Personen)». It
* ' H give a clear advice for the German user. O f course, he will st.ll have difficulties
«ranslating a jetbome businessman as in today'sjetbome
businessman, who often zips
in and out oftwo or three cities in a single day (Barnhart: 235). But the defining entry
' H help the competent speaker of German —remember my remarks about the pas
sive dictionary— l o lead him on to adequate translations such as «ein moderner
Geschaftsmann, der mit dem Diisenjet an einem Tage zwei oder dreiStadten einen
BHtzbesuch abstatten kann». The above definition is also ПехіЬІе enough to enable
the user to tackle the word in another context, e.g. the President climbed aboard his
W
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jetbornc While House for lhe flight hack (Barnharl: 235) which may be lurned inlo
«der Prasident stieg in scine Regierungsmaschinc od scincn White House Jet und begab sich auf den Riickflug». Clearly a case of how dictionary definitions, not transla
ted entries help avoid fictions, but promote factual information.
The bilingual lexicographer is constantly torn between lhc Scylla of a cumber
some explanatory definition and the Charybdis of a too free translation. With both
methods he runs the risk of distancing himself from communicative reality. In both
cases he faces the di-h>mmu —in the original Greek sense of the word— of being
either too abstract or too concrete, loo much aloof from the real world or too much
focused on a particular word. He is like a builder of lhe Tower of Babel engaged in
working on different floors. Defining an L | item, abstracting from its down-to-earth
sense and explaining its semantic potential, is like working high up on lhe upper floors
of the Tower of Babel. Translating an L | word on the spot, substituting a unique equiv
alent and filling a semantic gap for the moment, is like toiling on the gound floor.
Both procedures can be justified, in fact one cannot fail to employ the one as well as
the other. But lhere is always a risk of not gelling all the distinctions right from lhe
view above with its thin semantic air, or of being overly specific on the ground level,
of getting bogged down on a seemingly good translation but one which is, however,
utterly inappropriate in a great number of other contexts. It's like a nasty fall from an
upper floor of the Tower onto a sharp rock.
How can the lexicographer avoid the pitfalls of the builders of the Tower of Ba
bel? Take the adjective industrial. There is (1) a straightforward link to the German «industriell», such as in industrial development «industrielle Entwicklung». This L sub
stitute is evidently to be preferred to the explanatory circumlocution «die Industrie
betreffend». Similarly, a translation by lhe delerminanl «Industrie-» is lhe only apt re
construction in industrial worker «Industriearbeiter». The paraphrase would prove
more difficult, if we also take «Industriediamant» for industrial diamond. The defini
tion would have to be more refined such as «in der Industrie beschaftigt» and «in der
Industrie verwendet». This would clutter the entry with too specific information. The
German user would anyway, due to his native competence, make his own intelligent
guesses as to when to say «industriell» and when «Industrie-», or when to say both,
e.g. «industrielle Fertigung / Methoden / Anwendiingsmogliclikeiten / Umwalzung /
Rcvoiution» or «industrielles Bauen / Potential» as against «Industrieabgas / -anlage
/ -ausstellung / -bahn / -gcwerkschaft / -gigant / -kapi-tal / -kapitan / -kombinat / -koiizern / -preis / -prodiikt / -produktion / -revier / -untcrnelimen / -ware / -wasser / -werk
/ -/entrum / -zweig (all examples taken from the W D G (3, 1948-9). Several of the lat
ter have variants with «industriell», e.g. «-abgas / -anlage / -kapital / -produkt / -produktion / -unternehmen / -zentriim» -in short, the translation «industriell / Indus
trie-» of sememe or sense 1 of the English adjective industrial, i.e. «of things which re
late to or are used in industry» (cf. Cobuild l987. 743).
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Similarly, sense 2 relevant in industrial country I nation / town should be ren
dered as «Industrie-» only. Here translation is fully compatible and sufficient although
a defining paraphrase would bring out the marked difference in meaning, namely
«having many or highly developed industries» (cf. O A L D C E 1989, 636-7; L D C E 1987,
534). But significantly, German monolingual dictionaries do not make this distinction.
They include this special sense among the alphabetic listing of the «Industrie-» coinpounds. Evidently, in German the additional meaning component «(industrially)
highly developed» is not registered separately in the lexicon, but instantaneously
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taken into account in the respective compounds. Furthermore, it should be noted that
it is never expressed just by the adjective «industriell». A neat case of factual infor
mation supplied by a good bilingual dictionary instead of keeping up the myth of
meaning distinctions prompted by different usages of the source language! More
about this below.
But this is not the whole story about English industrial. A closer look al sense 1
will note meaning characteristics that are definitely absent in German whether «indus
triell» or «Industrie-». L D C E defines sense 1 as «of industry and the people who work
in it», ranking the collocations industrial democracy/uiuest/oiitput
next lo each other,
i-e. as having one and the same meaning. O f course, this will not at all do m German
All the usages related lo «people in industry» such as also industrial
actton/cl,mate/
disputes / injury /insurance/psychology
/ relations/ tribunalI trouble as against lhe col
locations of the industrial output subtype call for a clear distinction (in G e r m a n o n l y . )
and seem to point to a paraphrase such as «die in der Industrie Beschaftigten betretl'end». But it is precisely in cases like this where the lexicographer has to search tor explicitness. A n d in fact lhere are pcrtinenl translation equivalents that get much closer
to the facts of usage, i.e. «Arbeits-, Arbeitcr-, Betriebs-, betrieblich», triggering o f l m
the native speaker typical G e r m a n compounds like «betriebliche Mitbestimmung,Arbeitsunr,,hen, Arbeitskampf (Streik), Arbeitsklima, Arbeitsstreitigkeiten / -zw.stigke.ten, ArbeitsunfaII / Betriebsunfall, ArbeitsunfalI-Versicherung, Arbeitspsychoogie,
Arbeitsgericht, Arbeitsunruhen». B u l there are limils. A case in point is ,nAistr,alrelaiions, which, incidentally, gets a separate eniry in both A L D C E and C O B U l L U em
phasizing its semantic uniqueness. Here unspecified «people in industry» does not suftice. It refers specifically to «dealings between employers and employées». I he bilingual
dictionary must resort to «Beziehungen zwischen Arbeitgebern und Arbeitnehmern».
C O L L I N S specifies even further «Beziehungen zwischen Unternehmem und Gewerkschaften», which. I think, is perhaps overspecified. although this rendering may be
perfectly legitimate in a lranslationof text containing the English phrase. A l anyrate.
both versions function not only as skeleton definitions, bul can actually serve as l u l y f'ledged translation equivalents. Other examples indicative of the complexity of our biHngual entry industrial are, e.g. industrial arts, a «school subject dealing with methods
of using tools and machinery in secondary and technical schools», may be «translaled»
as «polytechnischer Unterricht», industrial disease as «Berufskrankkcit>^ Again, ,ndusч-іаІ school even has two different translations depending upon two English senses,
«Gewerbe- / Berufsschule» and «(Jugend)Werkhof».
A s our example was meant to demonstrate it certainly looks as .f in recent years
translation dictionaries are on the rise. O n e important reason seems to be, in myopinion, the desire among lhe growing number of modern users to gel to the meaning ot
the unknown words by taking a short-cut, that is. by having the defining phrases cut
down inio the «real thing». lhe familiar words one can use as a native L speakerand
writer. But it is right here that lhe unwary user falls for the most ser.ous illusion. Here
fiction leads lo the worst pitfalls. In order to avoid this trap one has to be very care
ful and approach the L «correspondences» wilh great discretion. Here is my third
step towards realism, and I will devote the remaining part of my paper to the prob
lems related to the facts and fictions of lhe so-called «translation équivalents». A s
our discussion of the problems produced by the entry industrial has shown, quile a lot
к demanded of the German user since it is impossible lo print all the examples. S o
naiive competence will have to decide about «industriell, Industrie-, Arbeits-, Arbei2
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1er-, Berufs-, Gcwerbe-» as a suitable equivalent. The translation dictionary obviously
cannot offer lexical equations which always fit. Thcy fit only restricted contexts. In or
der not to overspecify or ovcrtranslale, the user always has to be on the lookout for
«better translations», i.e. those that fit a particular textual slot belter.
Another example of universily usage should put this problem into focus. Earlier
I referred to thc American assistant professor. Now I take the term instructor, defined
in W E B S T E R III as «a teacher in a college or university of a rank below any of the
various grades of professor». A translation dictionary does not resort to this defini
tion, among other things because an American professorial rank is not necessarily
compatible with one in a German universily. But what should it offer instead? «Equi
valents» such as «Dozent, Lektor, Lehrassistent, Lehrer im Hochschuldienst, wissenschaftHcher Mitarbeiter», which are, in fact, nothing but «quasi-cquivalenls». O r will
one do? C O L L I N S and olhers give «Dozent», indexed by « U S » . I doubt lhal this
translation informs correctly, since the title «Dozent» signifies a much higher rank in
a German university than U S instructor. Thus the translation dictionary can lead the
user astray. This is particularly so because translation equivalents evoke an atmos
phere of genuine communicative needs. They even imply pragmatic assimilation
where this may be altogether unjustified. (I havc left out the other typically British
sense of instructor, which is «one who instructs; a teacher; e.g. a teacher of a technical
or practical subject <a swimming instructor>». Here the translations «(Sport i/.i7JLehrer» and «(Mil)Ausbilder» are perfectly O K .
The fact that translation dictionaries appear to be more user-friendly thus may
really be no more than a first-sight impression. They strike the user as giving more
directly useful guidance because defining dictionaries seem to offer no more than the
most general information, leaving lhc user alone to hit upon the approprialc L
variant. T h c way out is not just the middle road, although it is often enough taken.
The solution, if one should speak about an overall solution, is lo a large extent to be
sought in the understanding, or rather discretion, of the user. H e or she has to be
constantly aware that definitions, as well as selected translations, must never be con
fused with lexical equations. They are fictions. The actual facts have to be discovered
by the discriminating uscr, who has to direct his attention to what the bilingual dic
tionary can sensibly be expected to achieve.
2

To put it more succinctly, the two or three translations selected by the bilingual
lexicographer as L2 equivalents should never bc mistaken as the translation of an L ,
item. Instead thc user is to lake them as a very concrete picce of advice about how
and in which direction lo look for possibly morc appropriate L2 equivalents. In a nut
shell, the target words on thc right hand side of the «bilingual equation» are not pri
marily translations but should bc taken as translated cognitive orientations. In fact,
they do not represent translation equivalents at all, although lhere may be a few ca
ses where they can indeed be treated as such. Rather they are, or should be, carefully
selected prototypical lexical patterns. Provided that they are correctly chosen they are
a kind of springboard. Thcy supply «translational starting points» from which really
adequate equivalents can then be found. Il is these words that thc user himself has to
hit upon —and not necessarily those listed in the bilingual entry!— that may scrve as
candidates for lexical substitutes of L , words found in the target text, which triggered
the lexical search in the first place. Hopefully, the L words that the user discovers on
the basis of his native competence —mind the passive dictionary mentioned earlier!—
turn out to be the closest fits. This extra work on thc side of the user is decisive. The
2
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lerm translation dictionary does not entail that it offers the needed translation, ll
points the way lo the translation, no more. W h o thinks otherwise again lakes fiction
for fact.
But hcre the real problem for the lexicographer begins. A s is easily seen every
thing depends upon whether lhe onc, two, at most three L i items presented in the dic
tionary are such thal they can function as «springboards» from which the user can
dive into the vast pool of"his nalive lexical knowledge. D o they give him lhe orienta
tion he needs to reach into the multilayered slrala of the L lexicon? What lhe few
dictionary items must achieve is to help generate lhe greal number of all kinds of L
words lhat may possibly stand for one L , lexical entry. This is why I called those tar
get offerings prototypical. T h e ideal case is when lhe L word standing for an L , word
has the prototypical effects (Lakoff 1984. 11) lhat allow you to find the correct, ap
propriate, and compatible translation according a given coniexl, a given text-type, and
°n the basis of the ( L ) user's cognitive and communicative experience and skill. I am
expanding Rosch's and L a k o f f s meaning of «prototypicality» by assuming it not t o b e
reslricied to lhe «cenlral members of categories exhibil(ing) different cognitive
characteristics than non-central members. They are called prololype effects» (Lakoff
1984,11 ). ln a bilingual dictionary, prototypical refers to thc property of particular L
lexemes lo represent potential «reference points» lowards all other L items thal are
either more general or more specific, more precise or more vague, morc abstract or
more concrete, more formal or more informal, more everyday or morc indicative of
particular functional style, more common or more terminological, more rational or
more expressive, in short, more inclusive or more exclusive of denotative or connotative meaning than any neighbouring member of the lexico-semantic continuum or
field from which possible choices for replacing L | words and word groups are made.
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The L prototype, in my understanding of lhe lerm, exerts the same «protolypical effcct» as thc «central members» of a lexical category within one language. Lakoff
describes these important features as follows:
2

«Central members are recognized faster, and are learned earlier, are
used more frequently, facilitating matching tasks, and are used... as 'refer
ence point reasoning'. O n the whole, central members seem to be used in
comprehending the category as a whole. They therefore both aid in recogni
tion, recall, and learning, and form the basis from which people generalize in
cerlain situations.
Prototype effects are superficial phenomena. They arise when some sub
category or member or submodel is used (often for some limited and imme
diate purpose) to comprehend the category as a whole. In other words, these
are cases where a part (a subcategory or member or submodel) stands for the
whole category —in reasoning, recognition elc.» (Ibid.)
With regard to the bilingual dictionary, now substitute what Lakoff calls «part (a
subcategory or member or submodel)» by « L items presented by the dictionary».
Prom these «surface items» lhe user draws conclusions aboui, i.e. «reasons», «recognizes», «recalls», which other L choices might «match» lhe meaning of the L , entry,
in Lakoff's phrasing «the category as a whole». ( O f course, I am always talking hcre
not about thc total meaning of a polysemous L i word, but to the respective sememe
or sense to be dealt with within a complex bilingial entry.)
2
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The dictionary, then, does not aim to be a direct source of information in the
sense of providing an equivalence for an L | word, but wants to supply prototypical
instruction. It offers indirect help that calls for considered opinion, not inconsiderate
identification.
Let me try to illustrate the crucial point of my thesis by some examples. This will
also give an idea of the enormous work that still has to go into establishing genuine
prototypical equivalents, which will no doubt inspire empirical lexicographical re
search, in fact, open new horizons of contrastive methodology.
A s a first approximation, the English verb to incur gets prototypically translated
by the two German reflexive verbs «sich zuziehen, auf sich laden». This verbalizes
what in a defining dictionary would have to be clumsily paraphrased as «durch bestimmte, oft selbst verschuldete Handlungen etvvas Negatives od Unangenehmes bekommen». Compare the definition in L D C E (1987, 531) «to receive (esp. something
unpleasant) as a result of one's actions» or the gloss in W D G «zuziehen, (etw. durch
eigene Schuld) bekommen», the latter reference «through one's own guilt» not being
universally confirmed by German usage. A s is well known, common words like incur
arc rarely given abstract definitions in a bilingual dictionary. This is precisely be
cause translational prototypes seem lo be suited to «immediatc L équivalents». In
particular, the prototypicality resides in the «generative effects» produced by the two
items with regard to potential other German equivalents. But this process is in fact
very subtle, again presupposing L competence.
2
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Let us look at how this procedure, lhe user's exploitation of the prototypical
effect, gels under way. In the sentence He incurred an injury German has to choose
«Er zog sich eine Verletzung zu». «Auf sich laden» would be wrong. It is used with
another type of object, e.g. He incurred a debt becoming «Er lud sich (eine) Schuld
auf». Now we note that «Schuld» (debt) is compatible with both German equivalents,
which allows us to make our first entry «even more prototypical» by saying «(Schuld
u.â.) sich zuziehen, auf sich laden». Adding this «prototypical object» amounts to in
corporating semantic features of the defining dictionary by w;ty of translational
means, i.e. concretely, with surface items.
The big question is however, how can lhe two German verbs trigger off other
equivalents? By this I mean translations that are somehow «hidden under the sur
face». This is indeed the test of the prototypicality of «sich zuziehen» and «aufsicii la
den». First we notice that there are surely quite a number of other objects that can be
taken by «sich zuziehen» and «aufsich laden», respectively. T h e former is used with
various diseases and injuries. The latter as well as lhe former fit many abstracl nouns
such as «Strafe» (punishment),
«Tadel» (reprimand),
«Unwillen» (irritation,
dis
pleasure),
«Zorn» (anger), «Arger» (annoyance),
«Hai$» (hatred), or «Vorwurf»
(reproach). «Sich zuziehen» seems lo occur more often. Evidently, this verb is «a bit
more prototypical», which would, if space limilations in a dictionary should demand
it, make «auf sich laden» almost redundant. But lhere are objects that follow quite
different verbs! With debts, used in lhc plural, in German we get «Schulden machen»
or «in Schulden geraten». Then we have «Gefahr laufen / sich aussetzen» (incur u
danger), or perhaps more colloquially in English, incur a risk becoming «ein Risiko
eingehen». Equally, we have «Verpflichtungen eingehen» (incur liabilities). But this
object is also possible with the verb «(jmdm) erwachsen». Thus one says «mir erwach.sen Verpflichtungen» (/ incur liabilities). This verb is usual with «Nachteilc» (dis
advantages), e.g. «ihm erwuchsen viele Nachteile» (he incurred many
disadvantages).
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Again, «Verlust» (loss) demands «erleiden», e.g. «Wir erlitten keinerlei Verluste»
(We didn't incur any losses).
T o bc sure, these are not just stylistic nuances. Still it would be asking for the im
possible if we were to demand that the (passive) bilingual dictionary list all these and
more German verb exemplars that the native user can successfully predict from the
prototypes «sich zuziehen, aufsich laden». It is rather up to the competent L speak
er to do this job, i.e. to match the meaning expressed by the prototype by means of
the norms and thereby conventions of the lexical system of the target language. In
terpreting the bilingual equation, offered by the entry, as no more and no less than a
prototypical correspondence and deriving the instruction to search for non-prototypical. but nevertheless just as L -idiomatic equivalents, is the road away from the myth
to the truth of the bilingual dictionary.
We can draw another lesson from this. It turns out that translation dictionaries
»f the right kind can have the same generating power as defining dictionaries. If in
cur had also been translated by «geraten, sich aussetzen, laufen, machen, erwachsen,
erIeiden» confusion instead, of prediction, would have been the result. There would
not have been any prototypical effects, or at least, they would have been severely re
duced.
There are, however, ways and means to enhance the usefulness of a bilingual dic
tionary by offering direct support for the user's discrimination. By borrowing the
method of listing collocations from the monolingual dictionary we can supply excmPlary help about how to generate appropriate L items from prototypical words. Such
Props, facilitating the lexical «fanning out» of L equivalents, should be put in brac
kets behind the prototypical L words. In our entry incur we might have <to incur dis
pleasure «keine Gegenliebe erzeugen»; to incur expenses «Unkosten machen»; to incur
a penalty «eine Strafe in Kauf nehmen (müssen)»>. Translating these collocations is
to be recommended, simply because they highlight L equivalents deviating from the
prototypical. By comparison, collocations illustrating «sich zuziehen» (10 incur an ill
ness), perhaps slightly archaic, and «auf sich ladcn» (to incur a debt) need not be
translated at all. Finally, the lexicographer has to ask himself how he can be sure he
has found the riglH prototypes. Here again, good advice can be gained from the
monolingual L , (and, ofcourse, also L ) dictionaries. The Shorter Oxford
Dictionary,
for instance, paraphrases incur by To run orfall into (some consequences, usually un
desirable): to bring upon oneself(SOD
1955, 986). This gloss contains semantic fea
tures that guide us on lo identify markers such as [ - P L A N N E D , - C O N V E N I E N T ] as
well as [ - D E S l R E D ] for the verbal complement. The verb meaning presupposes
lhem. T h e subject of the verb can always be characterized as [ P A T I E N T ] «to whom
something unplanned, inconvenient happcns». German «sich zuzuziehen» or «sich
aufznladen» invariably contain those features too. (The other verbs like «machen,
laufen, etc.» do not!). Thus in normal language use one cannot plan «sich zuziehen»
or «sich aufladen» for something pleasant or convenient. O n the other hand, talking
of an unplanned verbal action of «sich zuziehen, sich aufladen» would be a tautology.
This is ample proof that the lwo German verbs share these very features in their se
mantic structure. Here we also have the underlying reason for the prototypical effects,
which are not normally to be expected from verbs like «machen, laufen, geratcn» etc,
occur-ring only with certain objects («Schulden, Gefahr» etc.). T h e matter is clinched
by sentences like «Da hat er sich ctwas Schones aufgeladcn/zugezogen» which are
clearly ironic because they violate their prololypicality.
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Before I round up my paper wilh some concluding remarks about lhe theoreti
cal status of prototypicality in bilingual lexicography, I must still say a few words with
regard to another aspect of translation equivalents. Recognizing their limitations was
what I called my third step towards realism, away from illusion. Yet what we discus
sed so far was somewhat simplified: O n e L | entry (with one sense or sememe, for thal
matter), was shown to have just one L meaning, represented.hopefuIly, in prototypi
cal fashion. This is the qualitative aspect. But what about the quantitative sidc? Jf we
compare bilingual with monolingual dictionaries we come up with a surprise: thc
number of senses rarely coincide. A s a rule, getting from one language to lhe other
the meanings tend to multiply. T h e bilingual dictionary makes more sensc distinctions
than the monolingual one.
2

Let's take another look at our kcy example. T h e verb incur is split up into two
to threc different senses. C O L L I N S (1980, 557), e.g. dislinguises 1. «/uzielien, aufsich
ziehcn; eingehen, laufen» and 2. «erleidcn, machen», L A N G E N S C H E I D T (1975,
324) 1. «sich zuziehcn, auf sich laden, geralen» and 2. «aussetzen». A l l English and
American (monolingual) dictionaries available to me register only one sense! D o bi
lingual make subtler distinctions? Why then do they disagree so much among each
other? (To be quite fair thcre are also deviations in the number of senses in mono
lingual dictionaries but to a much lesser degree.) The answer is evidently closely re
lated to what I already pointed out about the proliferation of translation equivalents.
Trying to offer adequate L renderings lhe lexicographer runs into more and semantically subtly differentiated correspondences. A s a consequence he cannot help noting
new semantic distinctions. Expressing the L) lexicon in terms of L words must needs
involve a certain verbosity, an attempt to get around non-idcntity by giving additio
nal information. In thc defining dictionary this cxtra information can be achieved by
paraphrasing. In the translation dictionary the traditional way out is «sense inflation».
What began as more appropriate L rendering of the individual senses of an L | word
in its various contexts more often than not leads to new sense orderings on the basis
of the adduced, perfectly legitimate L collocations. With the best of intentions to
make the dictionary more user-friendly the entry is broken up into several lexico-semantic variants. O n e sememe is split into two or three. Before he could turn round
the lexicographer has created (invented?) new senses. Facts turn into fictions again!
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The multiplication of senses on the way from lhe source to the target language
reflects a deeper uncertaintly besetting lexicography. This seeming «generosity» of
the bilingual dictionary is a symptom of a general weakness or, at least, inconsistency
with regard to the treatment of meaning altogether. T h c sorry state of semantic re
search must bear on the unsatisfactory handling of meaning in dictionaries. Almost
one hundred years algo, Hermann Paul, in a seminal paper, read in the Bavarian A c a 
demy, dealing with thc «Deutsche Wortcrbuch» started by G r i m m , had askcd the cru
cial question «in welcher Weise ist die Bedeutung der Worter anzugeben (how should
we state the meaning of words)?» (Paul 1984). His question has not been answered
yet. What the bilingual dictionary puts up for meanings are usually projections of L ]
«semantic content» onto L «lexical material» with the latter getting immensely di
versified to catch the context-bound sense ramifications. T h e number of equivalents
on the right hand side of the entry always runs the risk of being mistaken for the num
ber of senses. O f course, I am exaggerating. T o be more precise, I should say, that
some equivalents rightly qualify as sense indicators, others are «embellishmcnts» or
blur the uniqueness of a particular sense. But on closer scrutiny we discover that what
2
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shows up as several semes is more likely a mix-up of prototypical and non-prototypi
cal translations. The latter usurp the status of lhe former. Remember how «sich (einer Gefahr) aussetzen» and «(Verlust) erleiden» —although seeming to supply useful
information —in actual fact detract the user from identifying the prototypical charac
ter of «sich ziizieIien, аііГ sich laden». They are merely context-sensitive exemplars of
the prototypical meaning of incur. From a semantic point of view, i.e. with regard lo
Paul's question «how to slate the meaning of words», lhey do not deserve distinct lis
ting as a second lexico-semanlic variant, a second sememe or sense.
As is easily seen this «Gretchenfrage» of bilingual lexicography is even more rel
evant in the case of polysemous words. In this view lhe number of senses is identical
with the number of prototype translations. It goes without saying that —as in the onebense entry incur— one prototype may consist of two (or three) equally prototypical
items! In other words, protolypicality, in order to be complex and rich enough to cap
ture a particular L , sense, can rarely do with one L , equivalent only. S o it is not the
fact that several words serve lo recast lhe meaning of one source word, lt is ralher, as
I have stressed before, that lhe non-prolotypical items, the ones that crowd the entry
and/or ereate superfluous senses that have to be rooted out.
Take the adjective imperative. Il is attributed three senses in English. So in Ger
man it should get three prototypical translations or listings. 1. «befehlend, gebieteriseh, herrisch» <an imperative gesture>, 2. «dringend, unbedingt notig od erforderHch» 3. «Befehls- Imperatv-» <imperative mood>. Now what about the collocation
imperative order, translated as «strikter Befehl»? It is true that «strikt» isthe «eigentliche» word for «Befehl», it is lhe (most) appropriate translation equivalent. But
nevertheless it is but a collocational variant of one on lhe three senses represented by
the German prototypical adjectives, lt does not stand for a new 4. sense, b u t i s no
doubt fully covered by sense 1. A sense expansion, on lhe other hand, would violate
the facts and introduce a fictional sememe.
The case of English inevitable adds a new twist to our reasoning. A t f i r s t sight
the entry poses no problems. Collocations such as an inevitable result or defeat seemed
inevitable seem to warrant just one sense. C O L L I N S , for instance, takes this option
(1980, 327). But when we come across uses like his inevitable umbrella, the inevitable
delays we should have second thoughts. W e have to cope with a new sense that, inci
dentally, is also stylistically marked as colloquial, sometimes also asjocular. O A L D C E registers this 2. sememe as follows «so frequently seen, heard, etc. that it is famil
iar and expected» (1989, 638). L D C E also has this extra sensc, although its gloss is
'ess explicit: «which always happens, or is always present» (1987, 535), because it
'eaves out the subjective aspect («frequently seen, heard») that is so characlerislc of
the usage of sense 2. Both also indicate another grammatical rstriction, namely that
the adjective may only be used in this sense in attributive positions. Strangely enough,
the larger L D E L (1984, 751) as well as the S O D (1955, 997) do not l.sl this second
sememe, which goes to show that the lexicographer cannot rely on the size of his
reference sources alone. The bigger more encyclopedic dictionaries may have chosen
to eliminate the «subjective colloquialism» for another reason, which wilI perhaps be
come obvious from the G e r m a n rendering of sense 2.: umg, oft scherzhaft «unvermeidlich (dazugehorend), ubIich, obligat» <tourists with their inevitable
cameras
«Touristen mit ihren unvermeidlichen Kameras»; he wore his inevitable tie «er hatte
(natiirlich) seinen iiblichen Schlips dran»; she asked the inevitable cpiestions «sie stelllc die obligaten Fragen>». Il is obvious that there are no clear-cut logical differences
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between «unvermeidlich» 1. and 2. But Hermann Paul in his address already men
tioned made the pertinent remark:
«Die verschiedenen Bedeutungen eines Wortes miisscn so geschieden
werden, wie sie das Sprachgefiihl sclieidel, nicht nach logischen Kategorien»
(the different senses of a word should be kept apart according lo lhe 'Sprachgeful' —our cognition as well as our intuition— and not on the basis of logical
categories) (Paul 1984, 70).
Prototypicality is not controlled by logical considerations, it is, so to say, closer
to linguistic reality, which is about what happens when we communicate, not what we
set up in terms of clear-cut, yes-or-no logical categories. Although sense 2. aiiiwviiahle is logically entailed by sense 1. its being distinct is a linguistic fact. Not distinguish
ing it would be a lexicographical fiction.
The interplay of logical and communicative factors is a constant concern of bi
lingual dictionaries. Compare, for instance, the greater —communicative— distinc
tions in German as against English sprinkle and pour, viz. «spritzen» used with liquids
and «streuen» with solids (sand, powder). German appears to distinguish more. Two
sememes are the result, with prototypes such a «spritzen» having non-prototypical
equivalents around them such as «spriihen, sprengen, netzen, sprenkeln». Similarly,
English pour is to be translated into German «giei$en» und «schiitten». Here quantity
is the relevant condition, pour and «schiitten» being used for larger quantities as
against sprinkle and «spritzen». But the symmetry is skewed, since German «schiit
ten», in contrast to «streuen», is appropriate with both solid and liquid objects. Eng
lish and German speakers have happened to cast common experience in different
lexical moulds.
Such discrepancies constitute the daily fare of the bilingual lexicographer. H e can
only hopc to bring order into the contraslive relations between the vast lexical networks
of two languages by concentrating on prototypical correspondences. Thus he compro
mises between retrieving L | meanings and L substitutions by achieving prototypical
translational equivalence. T o put it in terms of lhe main hypothesis of my paper, thc bi
lingual dictionary is a bravc attempt to capture the copious complexity ofsemaniic con
tent stored in lhe L] lexicon by means of L prototypes. Definitions and too direct trans
lations, however fitting in a specific context, abstract from or miss the facts of
communication and cannot help creating fictions. Prototypes provide the key to the
general as well as to the particular. They help to comprehend the meaning as well as to
find an equivalent. They are cognitive orientation and translation in one. They evoke a
mental image which serves as a criterion for the user tojudge the translation he has in
mind for a particular context on the grounds of his L competence. A prototype does
not claim to be the one and only translation, that would be fiction, it is intended to lead
the user to the translation that is textually compatible, i.e. that fits grammatically, lexi
cally, stylistically, pragmatically. A prototype, then, is a kind of cognitive schema, a
lexical model. It supplies a potential translation, not the typical or even the ideal trans
lation. It gives the user a clear notion of one sense of a word without inundating him in
notional complexity. O f course, the prototype translation cannot incorporate all
semantic features and aspects of an L | lexeme, which may be relevant in all its uses. It
puts the meaning of a lexeme into focus. Contextually determined synonyms and quasisyn-onyms are not only not excluded but are lo be expected and to be looked for.
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One last and more general point. Protolypicality is not only a properly ofselected
bilingual translation equivalents, giving a concrete linguistic shape to as many as pos
sible or necessary semantic components (otherwise singled out in a definition). It does
more. It integrates lhe L word also into an L frame, which —according to Fill
more— is a kind of cognitive program or scenario helping a speech community to im
plement the interpretation and communication of their experiences and ideas (Fillmore 1976). O n e final illustration. English heat shares at least two frames, namely,
heat 1 talking about something being hot. c.g. temperature or the weather, and heat 2
conversing about the various possible, not necessarily high degrees of temperature.
German prototypical translations are «Hit/.e» and «Warme», respectively. What in
English is lexically implicit is made explicit in German. I would even propose the hy
pothesis lhat the number of scmes in a lexeme is coextensive with the number of
frames this lexeme accesses. The knowledge representation made possible by a word
is achieved by its prototypical senses and not by the fictitious «total meaning» ot a
Polysemous lexeme (or semanteme). The bilingual dictionary, as we have seen,
makes the real distinctions explicit by giving the prototypical translation of lhe re
spective senses covered up in the source items. A n d the translation has to be chosen
in such a way thal the users are ablc to inlegrate the particular semantic quanta se
amlessly into their respective knowledge frames conditioned by the lexical norms pre
valent in the targent language.
In his book on «Mentai Models» Johnson-Laird quoies a telling thought ol Paul
Valery (Johnson-Laird, 1983, 205). which, I think, provides a very apt summary of my
Paper. The poet who was also a great thinker on language once compared the un
derstanding of individual words to lhe act of crossing an abyss on a very narrow
Plank. Everything is fine if he keeps moving —the plank will just support him— but
if he should stop to think, the plank will break beneath him.
The bilingual dictionary by definition builds planks from one language lo the
other. A n d consulting it is precisely like stopping to think about what word A means
in lerms of B . The dictionary maker has to ensure thal the plank is wide and firm
enough that the unavoidable pausing, the «stepping out», that is the taking of the L ,
word out of context, does not hinder lhe continuous sense comprehension of the text
more than absolutely necessary. Using the dictionary must by no means lead to the
breakdown of the text meaning. Precisely at this point the prototypical translation
serves its purpose on the right-hand side of the «word equation». Every entryshould
have an internal structure that approximates lhe communicative equivalence of words
in texts by mcans of prototypically translated senses of lhe L , word. Thus it systemat
ically and effectively helps to debunk the fiction of rigid formal equations including
lhe dubious option of enumerating far too many dceptively synonymous variants next
to each other. What the bilingual dictionary aims al is a kid of «optimum program
ming>>: ii adopts the strategy of optimating thc search for the right ( L ) word n o t b y
pandering to the user's illusion of having found il already in the entry but by guiding
him on to look for il consistently using the lexical powers of his native ( L ) compe
tence. It was my intention to makc you again awarc of the pilfalls and prospects of
the bilingual dictionary. Gaining such realistic insight is what I had in m.nd when I
called my paper fact and fiction of the bilingual dictionary.
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