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New approach, complex problem, promising results : evaluative markers in French scientific writing
in the social sciences and humanities

In this study, we deal with evaluative markers relating to cross-disciplinary nouns of scientific
writings like approach, problem, results ... Our goal is to explore the rhetorical and epistemological
functions of these evaluative elements in three disciplines of social sciences and humanities
(cognitive psychology, educational sciences, linguistics) through a semantic corpus study. Far from
being neutral, scientific texts are now seen as argumentative texts with a pervasive authorial
presence (Cf. Flgttum et al. 2006; Hyland 2005 ; Rinck 2006; Lores-Sanz et al. 2010), where
persuasive strategies are widely used. Evaluation of scientific constructions deals both with
authors’scientific constructions (e.g. we propose a new method) - and peers’scientific constructions
(e.g. X’approach is not fully appropriate ...). The study of these devices helps to shed light on the
criteria used to ensure scientific quality (e.g. novelty, salience, quality, inadequacy, for example). In
line with previous studies in the field (Dahl 2008; Tutin 2010), we assume that these strategies vary
significantly according to the discipline and according to the textual part (introduction, conclusion

).

Evaluation, as outlined by Hunston and Thompson (2000), is a slippery notion. We adopt here their
definition as “the broad cover term for the expression of the speaker or writer’s attitude or stance
towards, viewpoint on, or feelings about the entities or propositions that he or she is talking about.”
(Hunston and Thompson 2005, 5), but we exclude affective lexicon. We only deal with explicit
evaluative markers and adapt Kerbat-Orrechioni’s (1980) definition of “subjective lexicon”, dividing
axiological lexicon (e.g. appropriat, "promising”, in relation to a system of values) from non-
axiological lexicon (e.g. large, main in relation to a norm). Our study specifically addresses adjectival
and nominal evaluative markers relating to cross-disciplinary nouns (e.g. the advantage of this
approach, modest results) and will study them in a large corpus of 2.5 M words including 50 French
scientific articles and 5 French PHd dissertations in each of the 3 disciplines. The corpus is taken
from the on-line Scientext corpus (http://scientext.msh-alpes.fr), a syntactically and structurally
annotated corpus in TEI-XML format (see also Williams et Millon, 2009; Henderson et al. 2009).

Our study will be twofold: we will first extract and study the evaluative markers from the whole
corpus and study their semantic and rhetorical functions and their distribution in the text. Secondly,
we will look more in detail at the discursive strategies that involve evaluative markers in a subset of
15 scientific articles.
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