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Independent Study
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Full of articles detailing ways to make linguistic data smarter and to share, connect, and analyze it in new 
ways. 
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Your brain knows how to interpret this data, it sees: [Click]
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Let’s move this information into a Desktop Publishing program….for example Microsoft Word.
Just so you know I’m not picking on word…this could be [Click]
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Microsoft Publisher
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Libreoffice or OpenOffice
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Adobe InDesign
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Or Apple’s Pages
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Back to Word…these programs are designed for creating formatted documents, they lack critical features 
for organizing data.  What does Word “understand” about this document?

18



Dictionaries as Datapoints: Matthew Lee

Though it can reliably print you document, Word knows almost nothing about the content of a document. 
How many facts can the computer access? Can you ask it for a list of lexemes? Can Word help you to 
create a reversal for your dictionary?
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This is the reason why…if you want to create a document in another form, for printing on A4 or a different 
audience…you now have two documents and you must be careful to make consistent changes to both.
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I have converted the previous document into another format. How many of you recognize this lexicon 
format?
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This is the Standard Format, the file used by Shoebox and Toolbox. I count 282 “Facts”. Now I can search 
and filter the data if I put it into Toolbox.
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People love Toolbox!  The best part of Toolbox (for working) is that it doesn’t constrain you to any 
consistent structure.  The worst part of toolbox (for publishing) it that doesn’t constrain you to any 
consistent structure. If you want to add a custom column that keeps track of which words you’ve taught 
your pet parrot…it will let you put that anywhere. As a result, Toolbox Lexicons tend to mix and match
languages, abbreviations, order, and notations over the years. They also tend to have references to non-
existent entries. There is no safety net.
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IN SFM, the content is still a mystery to the computer, but at least the program “knows” that each line 
represents a specific type of data.  With the right configuration, Toolbox is designed to keep track of 
structured data in many languages. Though there are published standards, the structure here is really only 
understood by convention (Lexeme, part of speech, etc…), and you often need the original author to 
explain what some obscure items mean.
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At  best, publishing a toolbox Lexicon is like this:
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and at it’s worst…
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A Lexicon has many Entries. Typically, each entry contains one or more senses and a pronunciation. Each 
sense can have zero or more example sentences. Each sense can have zero or more Subsenses.  Even if 
you have a custom field…[click]…it has a place in the structure.
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LIFT XML looks like this…which may seem overwhelming at first, but it is self describing.
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LIFT XML
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LIFT XML
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LIFT XML
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Because the data is structured, it is relatively easy for the computer to reorganize the data and create a 
new form.
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This is SIL’s Fieldworks Language Explorer. A new generation of linguists has been trained on FLEx, and 
many are transitioning from Toolbox to FLEx. FLEx uses XML to store it’s data and offers fields for most of 
the categories that you will need, with the option of adding custom ones into the structure. XML Data can 
look like this…[click]
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Or this
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Or this (Bonngi Webonary)
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Or this (Anki Flashcards)
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I’ll come back to this one..
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Or of course it can be printed…
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XML data can also be linked…this shows that the adjective situate is related to “situate”.  The tool makes 
sure that the target entry exists to prevent dead links.
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This chart shows what these types of data are good at, though it could be argued that each of these things 
is possible.  If I had room, I’d add “Leveling your Coffee Table” so that the handwritten dictionary could 
have a point in its favor.
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The Technology that I used to link the databases is called Resource Description Format. Here’s a video 
about a little company that is exploring this technology.
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All Knowledge can be represented by nodes and relationships.
The more relationships…the more you know about a concept. If you don’t believe that everything can be 
defined by relationships…
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If you don’t believe that everything can be defined by relationships… Take a Thesaurus…  Each line 
represents “synonym”. Even if you don’t know the word you could learn something about it by studying 
the related words.  The computer can help us understand things by showing those relationships.
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RDF relies heavily on Unique Resource Identifiers known as URIs.  When you link to something, you want 
to know that you are linking to one specific page and that that page will be there for the forseeable future.
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This requires disambiguation.
Many names for one “Thing”
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Many things with the same name.
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To get around this, you can link to the specific thing on an authoritative source.
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I know that Wikipedia is a Bad Word in the academic world. You are not saying that you agree with 
everything on the page, but by linking to Wikipedia you can say:  I’m talking about this specific thing that 
exists in the real world! 
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Going back to our example, here we see a Wikipedia Disambiguation Page for All the Famous people 
named Dean Martin.
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And here’s the one we want.
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Just By linking
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Query in SPARQL
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…so that they can become rich and famous “in the linguistic world”.
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Lemon is a proposed architecture for Lexicons in RDF and I used their model as a skeleton.
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I take a Flex database, like this example database…and Export the parts that are important to me as LIFT 
XML.
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LIFT XML
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This is where I spent most of my time on the project, tweaking the transformations to pull out the 
important structure and data.
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The Prefix, or part before the colon, is a shortcut pointing to an authority that catalogs such things, their 
catalog is called an Ontology. 
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This is a single entry from the example database from before.
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This is all of the data from the dictionary page before. Once the relationships are defined, we have 884
Facts.
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This is now an automated conversion…so I just have to point the process to an exported lexicon and push 
play.
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Ontology
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Now that the data is linked, we can start to ask questions…
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The primary database I used, Allegrograph, has two interfaces: this one for searching, and [click] 
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this one for Browsing
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Notice that I have asked for “broad” matches.  Semantic domains are hierarchical, so anything in category 
5.2.3.1.2 is also contained one step up in 5.3.2.1.
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I didn’t have any related lexicons, and the lexicons I had didn’t have much information on borrowing...so I 
thought that I wouldn’t be able to show this with my dataset.  But…
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Take a look at the words for grapes from the previous search… This is part of the fun of cross-linguistic 
study.
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