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Note to the Reader  

 

 

 

 

Start to Learn Semantics is intended to provide students with a sound, 

basic coverage of most of the topics dealt with in courses described as 

either ‘Semantics’ or ‘ The Meaning of Language’. Some of the materials of this 

book in each chapter is designed to encourage further  practice or 

discussion. 

Start to Learn Semantics  provides basic information about the analysis 

and description of languages and about the ways in which human beings 

use their languages to communicate with one another. That is what Start to 

Learn Semantics  about, and how it should be defined. 

Start to Learn Semantics is intended to serve as an introduction to 

linguistics to more advanced and more specialized material for those 

students who wish to continue the study of linguistics. It also provides a 

basic foundation in concepts and terminology for those students—

particularly in education and the various service professions—who do not 

plan to be linguists but who feel that the ability to read linguistic literature 

related to their own field of expertise would be a useful skill. Finally, Start to 

Learn Semantics is written for those who have no specific professional goals, 

but who are simply interested in the subject. 
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Chapter 1 

 

What is Semantics? 
 

 

 

Semantics refers to meaning and meaning is so intangible that one group of 

linguists, the structuralists, preferred not to deal with it or rely on it all. To 

illustrate what we mean by the intangible quality of ‘meaning’,  think of 

such words as ‘beauty’, ‘goodness’, ‘love’; it would be hard to find two 

people who agree absolutely on what each of these words implies. A person 

may seem good to one onlooker and a hypocrite to another. Similarly, we 

all think we know what we mean by ‘boy’ and ‘man’, but at what age does a 

boy cease to be a boy? at thirteen? fifteen? eighteen? twenty-one? Meaning 

is a variable and not to be taken for granted. Under the subject of semantics 

we shall deal with the following areas of interest: 

 

(1) the fact that a word can have more than one meaning, for example 

ball can be both a dance and a round object for bouncing. 

(2) the fact that different words appear to have the same meaning, for 

example ‘regal’ and ‘royal’ or ‘big’ and ‘large’ 

(3) the fact that some words can be analyzed into components such as 

adult, female, for example mare implies both adult and female as well 

as horse.  

(4) the fact that some words seem to have opposites, for example ‘long’ 

and ‘short’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ but not ‘desk’ or ‘table’ 

(5) the fact that the meanings of some words are included in the meaning 

of others, for example the meaning of ‘tree’ is included in that of 

‘elm’ 
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(6) the fact that  certain combinations of words have meaning which are 

very different from the combination of their separate meanings, for 

example the meanings of ‘pass’ plus the meanings of ‘on’ do not add 

up to the meaning of ‘die’ although that is what ‘pass on’ can mean. 

 

BASIC IDEAS IN SEMANTICS  

 

SEMANTICS is the study of MEANING in LANGUAGE. It may seem to you 

that meaning is so vague, insubstantial, and elusive that it is impossible to 

come to any clear, concrete, or tangible conclusions about it. We hope to 

convince you that by careful thought about the language you speak and the 

way it is used, definite conclusions CAN  be arrived at concerning meaning. 

In the first exercise below, we ask you to start to get yourself into the habit 

of careful thinking about your language and the way you use it, 

concentrating, naturally, on instances of such words as mean, means, and 

meaning. 

        The word mean, then, can be applied to people who use language, i.e. 

to speakers (and authors), in roughly the sense of ‘intend’. And it can be 

applied to words and sentences in a different sense, roughly expressed as 

‘be equivalent to’. The first step in working out a theory of what meaning is, 

is to recognize this distinction clearly and always to keep in mind whether 

we are talking about what speakers mean or what words (or sentences) 

mean. The following two definitions encapsulate this essential distinction. 

       SPEAKER MEANING is what a speaker means (i.e. intends to convey) 

when he uses a piece of language. SENTENCE MEANING (or WORD 

MEANING) is what a sentence (or word) means, i.e. what it counts as the 

equivalent of in the language concerned. The distinction is useful in 

analyzing the various kinds of communication between people made 

possible by language. 
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Practice: Read the following conversation between two people, A and B, at 

a bus stop one morning. (The lines are numbered for reference.) 

then answer the questions (1) – (8). 

 

1 A: “Nice day” 

2 B: “Yes, a bit warmer than yesterday, isn’t it?” 

3 A: “That’s right – one day fine, the next cooler” 

4 B: “I expect it might get cooler again tomorrow” 

5 A: “Maybe – you never know what to expect, do you?” 

6 B: “No. have you been way on holiday?” 

7 A: “Yes, we went to Spain” 

8 B: “Did you? We’re going to France next month” 

9 A: “Oh, Are you? That’ll be nice for the family. Do they speak 

French?” 

10 B: “Sheila’s quite good at it, and we’re hoping Martin will 

improve” 

11 A: “I expect he will. I do hope you have a good time” 

12 B: “Thank you. By the way, has the 42 bus gone by yet? It 

seems to be late” 

13 A: “No. I’ve been here since eight o’clock and I haven’t seen 

it” 

14 B: “Good. I don’t  want to be late for work. What time is it 

now?” 

15 A: “Twenty-five past eight” 

 

(1) Does speaker A  tell speaker B anything he doesn’t  

          already know in line 1,3, and 5?   Yes/No 

(2) Does A’s statement in line 7 give B any new 

           information?     Yes/No 

(3) When B says “Did you?” in line 8, is he really  

          asking A to tell him whether he (A) went to Spain? Yes/No 
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(4) Is there any indication that A needs to know the 

          information that B gives him about traveling to  

          France?      Yes/No 

(5) Does A’s “That’ll be nice for the family” in line 9 

          give B any information?    Yes/No 

(6) Do A’s statements in lines 13 and 15 give B any  

          information that he (B) needs?   Yes/No 

(7) At what point does this conversation switch from an exchange of 

uninformative statements? 

    ------------------------------------------------------------------ 

(8) At what point does the information exchanged begin to be of a 

sort that one of the speakers actually needs for some purpose in 

going about his everyday business? 

   ------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

       All the things said in this conversation are meaningful in one way or 

another. But one must not equate meaningfulness with informativeness in a 

narrow sense. While it is true that many sentences do carry information in  

a straightforward way, it is also true that many sentences are used by 

speakers not to give information at all, but to keep the social wheels turning 

smoothly. Thus A and B’s uninformative exchange about the weather 

serves to reassure them both that a friendly courteous relationship exists 

between them. Even when the sentences produced are in fact  informative, 

as  when B tells A about his forthcoming trip to France, the hearer often 

has no specific need for the information given. The giving of information is 

itself an act of courtesy, performed to strengthen social relationships. This 

is also part of communication.  

       The social relationships formed and maintained by the use of language 

are not all courteous and amicable, speaker meaning can include both 

courtesy and hostility, praise and insult, endearment and taunt.  
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        The same sentences are used by different speakers on different 

occasions to mean (speaker meaning) different things. Once a person has 

mastered the stable meanings of words and sentences as defined by the 

language system, he can quickly grasp the different  conversational and 

social uses that they can be put to. Sentence meaning and speaker meaning 

are both important, but systematic study proceeds more easily if one 

carefully distinguishes the two, and, for the most part, gives prior 

consideration to sentence meaning and those aspects of meaning generally 

which are determined by the language system, rather than those which 

reflect  the will of individual speakers and the circumstances of use on 

particular occasions. 

        The gap between speaker meaning and sentence meaning is such that 

it is even possible for a speaker to convey a quite intelligible intention by 

using a sentence whose literal meaning is contradictory or nonsensical.  
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Chapter 2 
 

The meaning of ‘meaning’ 
 

 

 

SEMANTICS is traditionally defined as the study of meaning; and this is the 

definition which we shall initially adopt. But do all kinds of meaning fall 

within the scope of semantics, or only some? What is meant by ‘meaning’ in 

this context? 

       The noun ‘meaning’ and the verb ‘mean’, from which it is derived, are 

used, like many other English words, in a wide range of contexts and in 

several distinguishable senses. For example, to take the case of the verb: of 

one says 

 

(1)   Mary means well, 

 

one implies that Mary is well-intentioned, that she intends no harm. This 

implication of intention would normally be lacking, however, in an 

utterance such as 

 

(2)   That red flag means danger. 

 

In saying this, one would not normally be implying that the flag had plans 

to endanger anyone; one would be pointing out that it is being used (in 

accordance with a previously established convention) to indicate that there 

is danger in the surrounding environment, such as a crevasse on a snowy 

hillside or the imminent use of explosives in a nearby quarry. Similar to the 

red flag use of the verb ‘mean’, in one respect at least, is its use in  
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(3)   Smoke means fire. 

 

In both (2) and (3) one thing is said to be a sign of something else: from the 

presence of the sign, a red flag or smoke, anyone with the requisite 

knowledge can infer the existence of what it signifies, danger or fire, as the 

case may be. 

       But there is also an important difference between (2) and (3). Whereas 

smoke is a natural sign of fire, causally connected with what it signifies, the 

red flag is a conventional sign of danger: it is a culturally established 

symbol. These distinctions between the intentional and non-intentional, on 

the one hand, and between what is natural and what is conventional, or 

symbolic, on the other, have long played a central part in theoretical 

investigation of meaning and continue to do so. 

 

(4)   Mary means trouble 

 

is ambiguous: it can be taken like (1) Mary means well or like (3) Smoke means 

fire. Indeed, with a little imagination it is possible to devise a context, or  

scenario, in which the verb ‘mean’ in (4) Mary means trouble can be plausibly 

interpreted in the way that it would normally be interpreted in (2) That red 

flag means danger. And conversely, if we are prepared to suspend our normal 

ontological assumptions – i.e., our assumptions about the world – and to 

treat the red flag referred to in (2) as an animate being with its own will and 

intentions, we can no less plausibly interpret (2) in the way in which we 

would normally interpret (1). 

       Most language-utterances, whether spoken or written, depend for their 

interpretation – to a greater or less degree – upon the context in which they 

are used. And included within the context of utterance, it must not be 

forgotten, are the ontological beliefs of the participants: many of these will 

be culturally determined and, though normally taken for granted, can be 

challenged or rejected. 
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      Let us now take yet another sense (or meaning) of the verb ‘mean’. If 

one says 

 

(5)   ‘Soporific’ means “tending to produce sleep”, 

 

one is obviously not imputing intentionality to the English word ‘soporific’. 

It might be argued, however, that there is an essential, tough indirect, 

connection between what people mean, or intend, and what the words that 

they use are conventionally held to mean.  

       Intentionally is certainly of importance in any theoretical account that 

one might give of the meaning of language utterances, even if it is not a 

property of the words of which these utterances are composed. For the 

moment, let us simply note that it is the meaning of the verb ‘mean’ 

exemplified in (5), rather than the meaning exemplified in  

 

(6)   Mary didn’t really mean she said, 

 

which is of more immediate concern in linguistics. 

       We have noted that the noun ‘meaning’ (and the corresponding verb 

‘mean’) has many meanings. But the main point that I want to make in this 

section is, not so much that there are many meanings, or senses, of 

‘meaning’; it is rather that these several meanings are interconnected and 

shade into one another in various ways. It follows that, if semantics is 

defined as the study of meaning, there will be many different, but 

intersecting, branches of semantics: philosophical semantics, psychological 

semantics, anthropological semantics, logical semantics, linguistics 

semantics, and so on. 
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2.1   POLYSEMY  

 

The same morphological word may have a range of different meanings as a 

glance at any dictionary will reveal. Polisemy, meaning ‘many meanings’, is 

the name given to the study of this particular phenomenon. In a dictionary 

entry for any given word the meanings are listed in a particular order with 

the central meaning given first, followed by the most closely related 

meanings and with metaphorical extensions coming last. If we look up the 

word ‘star’, for example, in the Concise Oxford Dictionary, we find the 

meanings: 

 

(1)   celestial body 

(2)   thing suggesting star by its shape, especially a figure or object with 

radiating points 

(3)   (in card game) additional life bought by player whose lives are lost  

(4)   principal actor or actress in a company 

 

       in theory, the idea of words having several meanings is straightforward; 

in practice there are problems, especially in relation to drawing boundary 

lines between words. It is not always easy to decide when a meaning has 

become so different from its original meaning that it deserves to be treated 

like a new word. The Concise Oxford Dictionary, for example, lists ‘pupil’ as 

having two meanings:  

 

(1)   one who is taught by another, scholar 

(2)   circular opening in centre of iris of eye regulating passage of light to 

the retina 

 

Many speakers of English, however, regard these as two different words. 

Stated simply, the essential problem is that it is not always easy or even 

possible to be certain whether we are dealing with polysemy, that is, one 
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word with several meanings, or homonymy, that is, several words with the 

same form. 

      Normally dictionaries decide between polysemy and homonymy by 

referring to etymology (the origins and history of a word) when this is 

known, but even this rule is not foolproof because, on occasions, 

etymologically related words may have different spellings as in the case of 

‘flower’ and ‘flour’. The simplest solution is to seek a core of meaning and 

any homonymous items sharing the core of meaning should be classified as 

polysemous. 

       The phenomenon of polysemy is not restricted to full words in 

English. Multiplicity of meaning is a very general characteristics of language 

and is found in prefixes a verb, it usually means ‘reverse the action of the 

verb’: undo, unpack, untie, unzip. When ‘un’ precedes a noun to form a 

verb, it can mean ‘deprive of this noun’: ‘unhorse’, ‘unman’ (that is deprive 

of mainly qualities). This usage is rare in English now but previously words 

like ‘unbishop’, ‘unduke’, ‘unking’, unlord’ occurred. When ‘un’ precedes an 

adjective, it can mean ‘the opposite of’: ‘unfair’, ‘ungracious’, ‘unkind’, 

‘untrue’.  

 

 

2.2   SYNONYMY  

  

Most people think of ‘synonymy’ as implying ‘having the same meaning’ 

but it is easy to show that synonymy is always  partial, never complete. ‘Tall’ 

and ‘high’ are usually given as synonyms but whilst we can have both: 

 

     a tall building 

and: 

    a high building 

we cannot have both: 

     a tall boy 
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and: 

     *a high boy 

 

       We can best define synonymy by saying that it is the relationship in 

which two or more words are in free variation in all or most contexts. The 

closest we come to absolute synonymy is when the synonyms belong to 

different dialects as with: 

 

 British usage    US usage 

 autumn     fall 

 estate agent    realtor 

 pavement    sidewalk 

 

but even here the choice of one term rather than another indicates a 

regional preference. As well as regionally marked synonyms, we find 

synonyms which differ stylistically, in that one term may be more formal 

than another: 

 

 die pass on/over kick the bucket  decease 

 steal relieve one of pinch/half inch purloin 

 smell  odour   stink/pong  effluvium 

 

And, as the above items also illustrate, items which are cognitively 

synonymous may arouse very different emotional responses, the A list 

below implying less approval than the B list: 

 

      A         B 

 conceal    hide 

 politician    statesman 

 stubborn    resolute 
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       Total synonymy, that is, the coincidence of cognitive, emotive and 

stylistic identity, is more of an ideal than a reality. In addition, the choice of 

one word rather than its synonym can have an effect on the words and 

phrases than can co-occur with it. Let us illustrate this briefly by listing 

dictionary synonyms for ‘put up with’ and ‘noise’: 

 

 put up with   noise 

 bear     clamour 

 brook    din 

 endure    disturbance 

 stand    sound level 

 tolerate  

 

All the verbs can collocate with ‘such noise’ although ‘brook’ is more likely 

to occur with words like ‘impertinence’, ‘offhandedness’ or ‘rudeness’. As 

soon as we try to substitute ‘clamour’ for ‘noise’ we meet our first problem. 

We can say: 

 

 I can’t put up with such noise. 

 

but for most native speakers: 

 

 I can’t put up with such clamour. 

 

is unacceptable. In addition, if we substitute ‘din’ we need to include an 

indefinite article ‘such a din’, and the same applies to ‘racket’. What is being 

stressed here is the fact that items collocate and interact. We must take 

levels of formality into account in selecting synonyms. 

       To say that two differing sequences of language have the same 

meaning is to claim that they are synonymous. The term is often used 
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carelessly. The sentences in (7) can be considered synonymous in the 

strictest and most precise sense of the word. 

 

(7)   a.  Marian set down the football. 

       b.  Marian set the football down. 

 

We can claim that these two sentences really “mean the same thing,” 

because it is  impossible to Imagine any situation in which one of them 

could be used and the other could not, and because native speakers of 

English have no feeling that there is any subtle difference of meaning 

between them. But good examples like (7) are not easy to find. Consider the 

following pair of sentences, for instance. 

 

(8)   a.  Sam is a vegetarian. 

       b.  Sam doesn’t eat meat. 

 

       Are these two sentences also synonymous, in the way that the 

sentences of (8) are? We can only answer “it depends,” which is an 

immediate indication of semantic trouble. The difficulty is in the word 

vegetarian. For most of us, being a vegetarian implies a philosophical or 

religious or perhaps ecological objection to the eating of meat. If  Sam 

doesn’t eat meat simply because he dislikes the taste, or because he can’t 

afford it, or because his doctor has told him not to, that is not exactly the 

same thing as vegetarianism. Similar subtle differences can be seen in the 

following pairs. 

 

(9)   a.  Evelyn is a spinster. 

       b.  Evelyn is not married. 

(10)  a.  Christopher is a bachelor. 

        b.  Christopher is not married. 
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In examples (8) to (10) a major reason for the impossibility of deciding 

whether the sentence pairs are synonymous or not is the problem of 

specifying the exact meaning for a single word. A different kind of problem 

is shown in the sentences of (11). 

 

(11)   a.  John ate the spaghetti. 

        b. The spaghetti was eaten by John. 

        c. What John ate was the spaghetti. 

        d. It was John who ate the spaghetti. 

        e. It was the spaghetti that John ate. 

        f. The spaghetti was what John ate, 

        g. What John did was eat the spaghetti. 

        h. It was the spaghetti which was eaten by John. 

        i. What was eaten by John was the spaghetti. 

 

Here the meanings of individual words are not the source of the difficulty. 

The words are almost the same from sentence to sentence. But are these 

sentences synonymous? Do they mean exactly the same thing? Let’s repeat 

the strictly synonymous pair of (7): 

 

(12)   a.  Marian set down the football. 

         b.  Marian set the football down. 

 

       In (12) it is Marian who does something, and the football that 

something (being set down) happens to. Changing the order of the words 

does not change these facts. Similarly, in all the sentences of (11), it is John 

who acts, it is the spaghetti which undergoes the action, and the act-eating-

remains constant throughout the examples. Both (11) and (12) are very 

different in this respect from (13), where rearrangement of the pieces 

creates a drastic rearrangement of events as well. 
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(13)   a.  The lion killed the water buffalo 

         b.  The water buffalo killed the lion. 

 

       Example (13) shows clearly that synonymy cannot be the result of just 

having a pair of sentences whose words are identical, although that is a 

characteristic of the synonymous sentences of (12). Nor, as example (11) 

shows, is synonymy as simple a matter as maintaining a shared set of facts 

about who is doing what and what is being done. 

       Another aspect of the difference becomes apparent when you consider 

how the sentences of (11) could be used.  You will find that there are some 

situations in which one member of the set would be acceptable, while 

another would seem very odd, as shown by (14). 

 

(14)  a.  Q:  What did John do? 

             A:  John ate the spaghetti. 

         b. Q:  What did John do? 

             A: *The spaghetti was what John ate.1  

No native speaker of English would accept a question/answer sequence 

like (14b). Contrast this with: 

 

(15)   a.  Q:  What did Marian do? 

              A:  Marian set down the football. 

          b. Q:  What did Marian do? 

              A:  Marian set the football down. 

 

The solution most linguists accept involves the concept of semantic focus. 

Focus can be informally defined as “What the sentence is about,” and is the 

part of the sentence having greatest semantic importance for the speaker of 

                                                 
1
 An asterisk before a sentence is used in linguistics to indicate that this is not an 

acceptable sequence of English. 
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writer. Certainly this does not mean that the other parts of the sentence are 

irrelevant, or are of no importance at all to the speaker. 

 

2.3   ANTONYMY  

 

This is the general term applied to the sense relation involving oppositeness 

of meaning. For our purposes, it will be convenient to distinguish three 

types of ‘oppositeness’, namely (1) implicitly graded antonyms, (2) 

complementarity and (3) converseness.  

 

(1)   Implicitly graded antonyms refer to pairs of items such as ‘big’ and 

‘small’, ‘good’ and  ‘bad’, ‘young’ and ‘old’. In other words, ‘big’, ‘good’ and 

‘young’ can only be interpreted in terms of being ‘bigger’, better’ or 

‘younger’ than something which is established as the norm for the 

comparison. Thus, when we say that one fly is bigger than another, we 

imply that ‘big’ is to be understood in the context of flies. This accounts for 

the apparent paradox of a ‘big fly’ being smaller than a ‘small dog’ because 

‘small’ in the latter context means ‘small when compared with other dogs’. 

       In English, the larger item of the pair is the unmarked or neutral 

member. Thus we can ask: 

 

 How big is it? 

 How old is he? 

 How wide is the river? 

 

without implying that the subject is either  ‘big’, ‘old’ or ‘wide’. Such 

questions are unbiased or open with regard to the expectations of the 

enquirer. On the other hand, to ask: 

 

 How small is it? 

 



Start to Learn Semantics  

______________________________________________________________________ 

An Introduction to the Meaning of Language 
22 

does prejudge the matter, claiming that it is indeed small. There is nothing 

universal about the larger member of the pair being the neutral member. In 

Japanese, for example, one would ask the equivalent of: 

 

 How thin is it? 

 

when an English speaker would have to ask: 

 

 How thick is it? 

 

(2)   Complementarity refers to the existence of such pairs as ‘male’ and 

‘female’. It is characteristic of such pairs that the denial of one implies the 

assertion of the other. Thus if one is not male, then one is certainly female. 

Notice the difference between graded antonyms of the ‘good’/’bad’ type 

and complementary pairs. To say: 

 

 John is not single. 

implies: 

 John is married. 

 

but to say: 

 John is not bad. 

does not imply: 

 John is good 

 

In certain contexts, the following can be complementary pairs: 

 

food   drink 

land   sea 

transitive  intransitive 

warm blooded  cold blooded  
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Related to complementary sets are sets of terms like colors or numbers 

where the assertion of one member implies the negation of all the others. 

Thus, if we have a set such as: green, yellow, brown, red, blue, to say: 

 

 This is green. 

 

implies that it is not yellow, brown, red or blue. In a two-term set such as 

(male, female), the assertion of male implies the denial of the only other 

term in the set. Such terms, as well as being described as ‘complementary’, 

are often referred to as ‘incompatible’. 

 

(3) Converseness is the relationship that holds between such related pairs 

of sentences as: 

 

John sold it to me. 

and: 

 I bought it from John. 

 

where SELL and BUY are in a converse relationship. English has a 

number of conversely related verbs and so sentence converseness is a 

common phenomenon: 

 

 John lent the money to Peter. 

 Peter borrowed the money from John. 

Other frequently occurring converse verbs include: 

 buy and sell 

 push and pull 

 command and serve 

 give and take 

 hire out  and hire 
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 lease and rent 

 teach and learn 

 

Occasionally, the same verb can be used in the conversely related pair 

of sentences as in: 

 

 John rented the house to Peter. 

 Peter rented the house from John. 

 

and also: 

 John married Marry. 

and: 

 Marry married John. 

 

Sometimes, in English, we can find converse nouns corresponding to 

converse verbs: 

 command serve  master  servant 

 teach  learn  teacher  pupil 

 treat  consult  doctor  patient 

 

2.4   HYPONYMY  

 

Hyponymy is related to complementarity and incompatibility. Whereas 

the relationship of implicit denial is called incompatibility, the 

relationship of implicit inclusion is called hyponymy. This relationship 

is easy to demonstrate. The colour ‘red’, for example, includes or 

comprehends the colours ‘scarlet’ and ‘vermilion’ just as the term 

‘flower’ includes ‘daisy’, ‘forget-me-not’ and ‘’rose’. The including term 

and the included items are known as ‘co-hyponyms’. The assertion of a 

hyponym: 
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 This is a rose. 

 

implies the assertion of the superordinate: 

 

 This is a flower. 

 

but the assertion of the superordinate does not automatically imply one 

specific hyponym. We can  thus say that the implicational nature of 

hyponymy is unilateral or works one way only. 

       One of the most useful features of the principle of hyponymy is 

that it allows us to be as general or as specific as a particular linguistic 

occasion warrants, as can be seen from the following hierarchies: 

 

   plant 

 

flower   bush     tree 

 

                   deciduous coniferous  

 

       pine              fir 

 

   vegetable 

 

 

greens   pulses  roots  tubers 

 

cabbage    spinach    peas     beans    carrots    turnip  potatoes       yams 

 

 

Often these hierarchical diagrams are called ‘taxonomies’. With each 

downward step we encounter terms of more specific meaning. 
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       Hyponymy is a recently invented method of indicating the 

relationships that can exist between words. occasionally, items have to be 

put into a context to see whether their relationships can best be illustrated 

by means of one classification rather than another. ‘Black’ and ‘white’ are 

co-hyponyms when considered as colours but they can be complementary 

in discussions about race, draughts and piano keys. 

 

2.5   HYPERNYMY  

 

A word is a hypernym (literally meaning ‘extra name’) if its meaning 

encompasses the meaning of another word of which it is a hypernym; a 

word that is more generic or broad than another given word. 

       For example. Vehicle denotes all the things that are separately denoted 

by the words train, chariot, dogsled, airplane, and automobile and is 

therefore a hypernym of each of those words. 

       A hypernymy is the opposite of a hyponym. For example, plant is 

hypernymic to flower whereas tulip is hyponymic to flower. 

       Hypernymy is the semantic relation in which one word is the 

hypernym of another. Hypernymy, the relation words stand in when their 

extensions stand in the relation of class to subclass, should not be confused 

with holonymy which is the relation words stand in when the things that 

they denote stand in the relation of whole to part. A similar warning applies 

to hyponymy and meronymy. 

 

6   MERONYMY  

 

MERONYMY (from the Greek words meros = part and anoma = name) is a 

semantic relation concept used in linguistics. A meronym denotes a 

constituent part of, or a member of something. That is, 

 

 X is a meronym of Y if Xs are parts of Y(s), or 
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 X is a meronym of Y if Xs are members of Y(s). 

 

For example, ‘finger’ is a meronym of ‘hand’ because a finger is part of a 

hand. Similarly ‘wheel’ is a meronym of ‘auto’. 

   Meronym is the opposite of HOLONYMY. A closely related concept is that 

of mereology, which specifically deals with part/whole relations and is used 

in logic. It is formally expressed in terms of first-order logic. 

   Meronym means part of a whole. A word denoting a subset of what 

another word denotes is a hyponym. 

   In knowledge representation languages, meronymy is often expressed as 

“part-of” 

 

2.7     HOMONYMS, HETERONYMS AND HOMOGRAPHS 

  

“Mine is a long sad tale!” said the Mouse, turning to Alice and sighing. 

“It is a long tail, certainly,” said Alice, looking with wonder at the Mouse’s 

tail, “but why do you call it sad?” 

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland  

 

Knowing a word means knowing both its sounds (pronunciation) and its 

meaning. Both re crucial in determining whether words are the same or 

different. If  words differ in pronunciation but have the same meaning, 

such as sofa and couch, they are different words. Likewise, words with 

identical pronunciation but significantly different meanings, such as tale and 

tail, are also different words. Spelling is not relevant, only pronunciation. 

Thus, bat the animal and bat for hitting baseballs are different words 

because they have different meanings although they are  pronounced 

identically. 

       Words like tale and tail are homonyms (The term homophone is 

sometimes used instead of homonym). Homonyms are different words that 

are pronounced the same, but may or may not be spelled the same. To, too, 

and two are homonyms despite their spelling differences.   
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       Homonyms can create ambiguity. A word or a sentence is ambiguous if 

it can be understood or interpreted in more than one way. The sentence 

 

I’ll meet you by the bank 

 

May mean “I’ll meet you by the financial institution” or “I’ll meet you by 

the riverside.” The ambiguity is due to the two words bank with two 

different meanings. Sometimes additional context can help to disambiguate 

the sentence: 

 

 I’ll meet you by the bank, in front of the automated teller machine. 

 I’ll meet you by the bank. We can go skinny-dipping. 

 

       A relate concept is heteronym. Two words are heteronyms if they are 

spelled the same, but pronounced differently, and have different meanings. 

Dove the bird and dove the past tense of dive are heteronyms, as are bass, bow, 

lead, wind, and hundreds of others. 

       Homographs are words that are spelled the same, but have different 

meanings, such as dove the bird, and dove the past tense of dive. When 

homonyms are spelled the same, they are also homographs, for example 

bear and bear, but not all homonyms are homographs (bear and bare). On 

the other hand, by definition, all heteronyms ae also homographs. The 

following table should help sort out these confusing, over-lapping terms. 

 

Homonyms Heteronyms homographs 

Pronounced identically  Yes  No  Yes/No 

Spelled identically  Yes/No  Yes  Yes 
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2.8   AMBIGUITY 

 

        When two sequences are synonymous, they have a different form but 

a single meaning. Ambiguity is the opposite of synonymy – an ambiguous 

sequence is one with a single form which represents more than one 

meaning. For example: 

 

(13)   Fighting elephants can be dangerous. 

 

       There is no way to tell, by looking at sentence (13) in isolation, which 

of the meanings represented in (14) is intended by the speaker. 

 

(14)   a.  For  someone to fight elephants can be dangerous.  

         b.  Elephants which are fighting can be dangerous. 

 

The importance phrase here is “in isolation.” Ambiguity in real life – either 

in conversation or in reading – is not likely to be met with frequently. The 

context of the potentially ambiguous sequence (the other sentences around 

it, or the real world situation in which it is used, or both) will ordinarily 

serve to make clear which meaning is intended. you will not usually be 

aware that a sentence you have heard or read in context is ambiguous, 

unless that fact is pointed out to you. 

       The ambiguity of a sequence like (13) is due to a lack of clarity as to the 

functions of the various pieces of the sentence (usually referred to as its 

constituents). We cannot tell whether those elephants are doing the fighting 

themselves or are being attacked. Ambiguity can also be caused – again, in 

isolation – by the multiple possible meanings of a single word, as in: 

 

(15)   George gave Benjamin a plane Christmas. 
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       Although a plane could be either a carpentry tool or an airplane, in real 

life you probably would know whether George could afford to buy 

something so expensive as an airplane, whether Benjamin was old enough 

for such a gift to be suitable, and so on. Thus the context would be 

sufficient to specify the meaning in the vast majority of cases. 

      Like synonymy, ambiguity is found in every human language, both for 

single words and for longer sequences. 

 

       The two properties of language just discussed, ambiguity and 

synonymy are not major problems in daily conversation between native 

speakers of the same language.  

 

2.9   PRESUPPOSITION  

 

The word presupposition is used in a number of different ways in the 

literature of philosophy, logic, and linguistics In this text the term is used 

somewhat loosely to refer to all those things which a native speaker of a 

language knows are meant by a sequence of that language, but which are 

not actually stated in that sequence. (You may have encountered this 

concept before in connection with the term logical entailment.) The example 

sentence in this chapter – “Even Einstein could  have solved that equation” 

– illustrate this property very well. It presupposes at least the following 

propositions: 

 

a. there was once an individual named Einstein; 

b. there exists some mathematical equation, referred to in the 

sentence; 

c. the equation is not very difficult; 

d. the individual named Einstein was not very good at solving 

equations. 
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       As used in this text, presupposition also includes the concept of the 

connotation of a sequence of language as understood by native speakers. 

The strict definition of a word is its denotation, which is usually fairly easy to 

provide; the connotation(s) are something else again. 

      To make this cleared, let’s consider again two sentences we looked at 

earlier: 

 

(16)   a.  Evelyn is a spinster. 

          b. Christopher is a bachelor. 

 

In terms of their denotations, we would say that spinster and bachelor are 

different in meaning only in that one refers to females and the other to 

males. In a strict denotational sense this is true; bachelor denotes an 

unmarried man, while spinster denotes an unmarried woman. When we 

consider the connotations, however – that is, the things that a native 

speaker of English is likely to know about these two words in addition to 

their precise definitions – it is clear that they are not so close in meaning as 

they seem. Sentence (16a) presupposes that there is someone named 

Evelyn, that this Evelyn is female, and that she is not married; (16b) 

presupposes that Christopher is male, and that, like Evelyn, he is not 

married. In addition, for most speakers of English in contemporary 

America, (16a) has the following presuppositions: 

 

(17)    a.  Evelyn is not a young girl. 

          b.  Evelyn is unmarried because she has not had the  

              opportunity to marry. 

          c.  People should feel sorry for Evelyn.  

 

Example (16b), on the other hand, has no presuppositions regarding 

Christopher’s age, but does have the following presupposition: 
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(18)   Christopher is unmarried because he has not chosen to  

         marry. 

 

Needless to say, there is no presupposition that Christopher deserves our 

sympathy. The connotations of bachelor today involve the image of a man 

enjoying himself in unwedded bliss; spinster is quite different.        

       Two additional terms should be discussed under the heading of 

presupposition: anomaly and meaningfulness. These terms are closely 

related and can profitably be discussed together. Look at these sentences: 

 

(19)   a.  I met a pregnant bachelor on the subway. 

         b.  Phillip was attacked by his electric typewriter. 

         c. There is an exceptionally exquisite unicorn in my desk drawer. 

          d.  Timothy drew a square circle on the blackboard with his largest 

mump. 

 

       We can characterize all these sentences as weird, and some as weirder 

than others Technically speaking, the sentences are semantically anomalous; 

that is, they have something semantically wrong with them. The anomaly of 

(19a) comes from the fact that bachelor presupposes maleness, while the 

word pregnant presupposes that the individual so described is female. 

Sentence (19b) presupposes that a typewriter is capable of attacking 

someone, while (19c) presupposes that unicorns exist. All four sentences 

could in the narrowest sense of the word be classified as meaningless. 

 

2.10   IDIOMS  

 

An idiom is a group of words whose meaning cannot be explained in terms 

of the habitual meanings of the words that make up the piece of language. 

Thus ‘fly off the handle’ which means ‘lose one’s temper’ cannot be 
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understood in terms of the meaning of ‘fly’, ‘off’ or ‘handle’. Idioms involve 

the non-literal use of language and they can be categorized as follows: 

 

(1)   alliterative comparisons: 

 dead as a dodo 

 fit as a fiddle 

 good as gold 

 

(2)   noun phrases: 

 a blind alley (route that leads nowhere, a false trail) 

 a close shave (a narrow escape) 

 a red letter day (a day that will never be forgotten) 

 

(3)   preposition phrases: 

 a sixes and sevens (unable/unwilling to agree) 

 by hook or by crook (by whatever methods prove necessary) 

 in for a penny, in for a pound (‘I’m involved irrespective of cost’) 

 

(4)   verb + noun phrase: 

 kick the bucket (die) 

 pop your clogs (die) 

 spill the beans (reveal a secret) 

 

(5)   verb + preposition phrase : 

 be in clover (be exceptionally comfortable) 

 be in the doghouse (be in disagree) 

 be between a rock  and a hard place (have no rooms for 

manocuvre) 

 

(6)   verb + adverb: 

 give in (yield) 
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 put down (kill) 

 take to (like) 

 

Idioms range from the semi-transparent where either the meaning can be 

interpreted in terms of metaphor: 

 

 clip someone’s wings (reduce someone’s mobility) 

 

or because one part of the idiomatic phrase is used literally: 

 

 run up a bill 

 

to the totally opaque: 

 

 go bananas (lose one’s temper)  

 

They tend to be relatively fixed with regard to number: 

 

 spill the beans     and not     *spill the bean   

 

the use of determiners: 

 

 a dead duck  and not   *the/that dead duck 

 

the use of comparatives and superlatives: 

 

 good as gold    and not   *better than gold 

 red tape    and not   *reddest tape 

 

word order: 
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 hale and hearty   and not   *hearty and hale 

 

the use of passives: 

 

 They buried the hatchet    and not   *The hatchet was  

            buried 

 He spilt the beans    and not    *The beans were spilt 

 

There is a tendency for the more transparent idioms to allow some change: 

 

 run up a bill    and   run up an enormous bill 

 

but: 

 

 kick the bucket and not *kick the enormous bucket 

 

 

and there is a marked tendency for a few colours – black, blue, green, red 

and white – to be used idiomatically: 

 

 a blackmail  a blue moon    

a red herring  a white elephant 

 

Idioms differ according to region and according to formality. They are 

more frequently found in speech than in writing and, because they are both 

hackneyed and imprecise, they are best avoided in formal contexts. Idioms 

are a marked example of non-literal use of language and, although they 

occur in all languages, they can rarely be translated from one language to 

another.  
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Chapter 3   
 

Word meaning, sentence meaning,  

speaker meaning 
 

 

3.1   SEMANTICS AND PRAGMATICS  

 

The distinction between these two subdisciplines of linguistics has 

standardly been founded on the context of discourse: pragmatics has been 

claimed to study the contribution of the context (that is linguistic and 

situational context) to the meaning.  Hence, both semantics and pragmatics 

make use of context to a smaller or greater degree: the two fields are not 

disjoint.   

       ‘To mean’ is a notoriously vague predicate. For example, it can figure 

in the following expressions: 

 

(1)   Dark spots on the leaves mean a deficiency of iron. 

(2)   The bell means the end of the lesson. 

(3)   ‘Sprachwissenschaft’ means ‘linguistics’. 

 

These meanings of ‘meaning’ are of little interest to semantics. In (1) we 

have a natural sign of a disease, in (2) a conversational symbol and in (3) a 

translation from one natural language to another. Instead, in semantics we 

are interested in the relation world. In other words, we are interested in 

how sentences of natural language, such as English, reflect reality, be it 

objects, people, states, events, processes – or, according to a slightly 

different view, how sentences relate to our mental representations or reality. 
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       The meaning of a sentence is a proposition. Propositions are 

descriptions of states of affairs, for example (4) said by me and (5) said to 

me by someone else express the same proposition. 

 

(4)   I am tired 

(5)   You are tired. 

 

Similarly, (6) and 7 express the same proposition. 

 

(6)   The dog ate the chocolates. 

(7)   The chocolates were eaten by the dog. 

 

This is so in spite of the fact that a sentence in the active voice and its 

passive equivalent are not identical in meaning. The proposition does not 

exhaust the meaning of the sentence. It constitutes the core but there is 

more to meaning than the proposition expressed. In other words:  

 

A proposition is that part of the meaning of the utterance of a declarative 

sentence which describes some state of affairs. 

Hurford and Heasley (1983:19) 

 

We can distinguish two types of semantics: linguistic semantics, or semantics in 

a narrow sense, and philosophical semantics, or semantics in a broad sense. 

Linguistic semantics studies meaning as an output of grammar. 

Philosophical semantics aims at establishing what proposition (or thought) 

has been conveyed by the speaker’s utterance of a sentence. For example, 

when the speaker says (8), linguistic semantics will not produce a full 

proposition. We have to establish (in philosophical semantics) who ‘the 

boy’ refers to and what it is that he is not old enough for. 

 (8)   The boy is not old enough.  
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In this way we relate the sentence to the world, we establish what it  says 

about a situation in the world. We need both linguistic and philosophical 

semantics to study meaning. 

 

3.2   LEXICAL MEANING, REFERENCE AND REFERRING  

 

In the course of this book we shall be concerned with word meaning, 

sentence meaning and utterance meaning, trying to establish connections 

between these three levels of meaning and unify their extant analysis into 

one coherent view of meaning in language and discourse.  First, let us 

consider several approaches to word meaning. We can surmise that to 

know the meaning of a linguistic expression is to be in a position to provide 

the definition of the meaning of words. This view is  known as meaning as 

definition. By combining words into sentences by means of grammatical 

rules, one could arrive at meanings of sentences as definitions of these 

sentences. 

       Finally, words  are used differently  in different contexts, in (9), the 

speaker does bit normally mean that he or she is going to die but rather that 

the task is particularly difficult and demanding. 

 

(9)   This essay is killing me.  

 

Instead of placing all these various uses of the word ‘kill’ in its definition, it 

is more plausible and economical to resort to the study of the contribution 

of context to meaning. The role of context in defining meaning is 

standardly approached by  dividing literal, conventional, context-

independent aspects of meaning and all those aspects which depend on the 

situation of utterance.  But, separating context-free from context dependent 

aspects of meaning amounts to a mere redefining of the problem rather 

than solving it: the task is as equally difficult as the original one. 
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       Let us return to the view that meaning is reference. This view states 

that the meaning of a word is derived from the way it describes the world. 

When the speaker utters (10), ‘I’, ‘the black cat’ and ‘the roof’ refer to a 

person, an animal and an object respectively.  

 

(10)   I saw a black cat on the roof. 

 

But the meaning of words is not exhausted in their reference. Perhaps 

reference is not even very important. As one influential theory has it, part 

of the meaning is also derived from relation words enter into among 

themselves in the language system. For example, we know what ‘cat’ means 

because we know what slot the concept CAT OCCUPIES in the English 

language. 

       Let us have a closer look at reference. Speakers use language to talk 

about the world. When the speaker utters (11), he or she uses the proper 

names ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein’ and ‘Cambridge’ to refer to an individual and 

a location respectively. 

 

(11)   Ludwig Wittgenstein lived in Cambridge. 

 

Referring is a technical term in semantics. The reference (or referent) is the 

entity to which the expression refers. Words refer to entities but also 

speakers refer to entities in the world  by using these expressions. Hence, 

we have to distinguish reference from the act of referring, just we have to 

distinguish sentence meaning and speaker meaning. There is another term 

in semantics that has a similar role to play, namely denotation. A word refers 

to an object or person, but it also denotes a class of entities. In some cases, 

this class can have one member or can be empty. For example, ‘dog’ 

denotes all dogs in the world (that is, describes anything that can be called a 

dog), but refers to a particular dog, or to the property of doghood if no 

particular dog is meant. So, an expression denotes a class and refers to an 
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entity or a property. The class denoted is called expression’s extension. In 

the case of proper names, the class contains one member, that is the 

particular person, city and so on. Denotation does not depend n the 

context, it is stable, whereas reference is context-dependent: ‘the dog’ refers 

to different dogs on different occasions. 

       It is necessary at this point to establish which expressions in language 

are referring expressions. Proper names (‘Ludwig Wittgenstein’), definite 

descriptions (‘The author of Philosophical Investigations’) – although not 

all definite noun phrases – some pronouns (‘he’) including demonstratives 

(‘that’), and demonstrative noun phrases (‘this man’) are referring 

expressions. This reference can be either constant, context-independent (as 

in ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein’), or context-dependent (as in ‘that man’ or ‘he’) 

        Similarly, pronouns and demonstratives refer by directly picking out 

the object. Definite noun phrases also refer, but it need not mean that the 

speaker refers to an entity by using them. In (12), the definite noun phrase 

‘the architect of this church’, used as a definite description, has a referent, a 

particular person, but the speaker may have just said that whoever the 

architect was, he or she was insane. 

 

(12)   The architect of this church was mad. 

 

In other words, the definite description may have been used referentially, 

let us say referring to Antonio Gaudi, or attributively, attributing the 

property of madness to whoever satisfies that description. 

       According to a more popular example, the ancients thought that what 

they called the Morning Star and the Evening Star were two different 

celestial bodies while, unbeknownst  to them, it was one and the same 

planet, Venus. Hence, the ancients would presumably consent to (13) as a 

tautology (a sentence that is always true, due to its form), but deny (14). 

Clearly, these two sentences in turn differ in meaning from (15). 
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(13)   The Morning Star is the Morning Star. 

(14)   The morning Star is the Evening Star. 

(15)   Venus is Venus. 

 

In other words, the Morning Star and the Evening Star are coreferential, 

that is refer to the same object, and yet they differ in meaning, as the failure 

of substitutively of one for the other in sentences such as (16) 

demonstrates. The substitution of the asterisked expression results in a false 

statement in this situation: 

 

(16)   The ancients believed that the Morning STAR/ *THE Evening Star 

is the Morning Star. 

 

The substitutivity is not truth-preserving ( not salva veritate) and the context 

such as (16) are called intensional contexts, that is context in which intensions 

matter for the meaning. In (16)   we have an instance of a so-called 

propositional attitude report, a sentence reporting on an attitude, such as belief, 

thought, fear, doubt, etc., towards a proposition. 

 

3.3   SENSE AND LEXICAL RELATIONS 

 

There are two core issues to remember from the discussion so far: (i) the 

distinction between semantics and pragmatics and consequently between 

the sentence, proposition and utterance, and (ii) the role of reference and 

sense in defining word meaning. 

 

3.3.1   INCLUSION  

The meaning of sentence (17) includes, or entails, the meaning of (18). 

 

(17)   Tom bought tulips. 

(18)   Tom bought flowers. 
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Entailment is an automatic commitment to the truth of the other sentence. 

Under some conditions entailment is reversed: (19) entails (20) in spite of 

the inclusion of the meaning of ‘flower’ in the meaning of ‘tulip’ (note, the 

class membership is opposite to  meaning  inclusion: the class of flowers 

includes the class of tulips). 

 

(21)   All animals are forbidden. 

(22)   All dogs are forbidden. 

 

While on the level of sentences we talk about the relation of entailment, on 

the level of lexical items entailment is often called hyponymy: ‘tulip’ and 

‘rose’ are hyponyms of ‘flower’. A hyponym includes the meaning of a 

more general term (here ‘flower’). The more general word is called a 

superordinate or a hypernymy. Hyponymy can be a many level-relation, 

creating whole networks, such as ‘ostrich’ is a hyponym of ‘bird’; ‘bird’ is a 

hyponym ‘animal’; and so on. The relation of hyponymy is transitive: 

 

(23)   for all x, y and z, (if R (x, y) and R (y, z), then R (x, z)), 

 

Where R stands for the relation and x, y, and z for the juxtaposed terms. 

Hyponymy is a principle on which we can build whole taxonomies based, 

for example, on species and kinds of animals and plants. Words on the 

same level in the network, such as ‘rose’, ‘tulip’ and ‘poppy’ as hyponyms of 

‘flower’, are called sisters. Now, when we look at some sisters, such as in 

the male-female pairs ‘dog’-‘bitch’,  ‘hog’-‘sow’, we can see that the 

superordinate is not always available. ‘Hog’’ and ‘sow’  have a superordinate 

term ‘pig’, but ‘dog’ and ‘bitch’ have the superordinate ‘dog’. ‘Dog’ is called 

the unmarked member of the pair, whereas ‘bitch’ is marked semantically 

and distributionally: it is more informative and more restricted in meaning 

(distribution). 
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        A special kind of inclusion is meronymy, a part-whole relation between 

lexical items, for example ‘body’-‘hand’, ‘hand’-‘finger’, ‘finger’-‘nail’, 

‘house’-‘chimney’.  Meronymy also forms a hierarchy, as can be seen from 

the  body to  nail example. But meronymy is an optional relation: the part is 

not a necessary constituent of the whole, for example not all houses have 

chimneys. In some languages, meronymy is distinguished grammatically as 

inalienable possessives. 

 

3.3.2   SAMENESS 

 

The relation based on sameness is called synonymy. Synonymy is mutual 

hyponymy: the first term entails the other and the second entails the first. 

Synonyms are words that are phonologically different but have the same 

meaning, for example ‘boy’ – ‘lad’, ‘hide’ – ‘conceal’, ‘police officer’ – ‘cop’, 

‘lawyer’ – ‘attorney’, ‘toilet’ – ‘lavatory’. The constraint the same meaning 

seems very strict and it is contentious whether two different terms can ever 

have exactly the same meaning. The substitution renders different meaning 

and a less likely construction in (24a) and (24b), while leaving the meaning 

little affected in (24c). 

 

(24a)   strong/’powerful tea 

(24b)   powerful/’strong car 

(24c)   powerful/strong argument 

 

‘Deep’ and ‘profound’ trigger similar reflections. Collocations are even  

more useful in fossilized phrases, such as in (25), where both adjectives 

mean ‘old and unsuitable for eating’. 

 

(25)   rancid/*addled butter 

         Addled/*rancid eggs 
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‘Herd’, ‘flock’ and ‘pack’ of animals give rise to similar observations. So, it 

seems that the test for synonymy is substitutivity in all contexts. According 

to this test, the word ‘pen’ is ambiguous between an enclosure and a writing 

tool. 

 

(26)   Mary bought a pen and so did John. 

 

Sentence (26) clearly means that they both bought the same type of  item 

rather than one a writing instrument and the other a fenced area of ground, 

unless there is deliberate word play involved. In the case of vagueness, two 

different uses of an expression can be juxtaposed in a ‘do so’ sentence as in 

(27): 

 

(27)   Mary is a dancer and so is John, 

 

where ‘a dancer’ is unspecified as to male/female features. Collocations also 

help decide between ambiguity and vagueness: if two uses of a word have 

different collocational links, then there is an ambiguity. 

        There is no clear-cut boundary between homonymy and polysemy: the 

two senses of a phonological word can be remotely related. For example, 

the senses of ‘gay’ are related historically (etymologically) but are felt to be 

an example of homonymy rather than polysemy. ‘Flower’ and ‘flour’ are 

also etymologically related. However, the senses of ‘corn’ are not, although 

the word seems polysemous. Considering the opposites can help in making 

the decision, as in (28). 

 

(28)   fair - dark 

         fair – cloudy 

         fair – unfair 
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Since the opposites (antonyms) are very different, this is an example of 

homonymy, unrelated senses, rather than polysemy. Cognitive semantics, an 

approach that focuses on the relation between language and the mind, has a 

more practical explanation of polysemy: 

 

Polysemy arises from the fact that there are systematic relationship 

between different cognitive models and between elements of the same 

model. The same word is often used for elements that stand in such 

cognitive relations to one another. Lakoff  (1987a:13) 

 

        Homonyms and polysemous words have  disambiguated in context. 

There have been some theories put forward suggesting how rules of 

discourse constrain this lexical disambiguation. Asher and Lascarides (1995) 

founded this process on the (1) avoidance of incoherence and (ii) 

reinforcing the rhetorical connections, such as Narration which says that 

the order of sentences in the text (or utterance in the discourse) mirrors the 

temporal order of events. For example, the word ‘bar’ will normally be 

interpreted as a courtroom bar when it follows such words as ‘defendant’, 

‘bailiff’, ‘judge’, as in (29): 

 

(29)   The judge asked where the defendant was. The court bailiff found 

him slumped underneath the bar. 

 

3.3.3   OPPOSITION  

 

In addition to inclusion, sameness and sameness of form, it is necessary to 

introduce opposition or antonymy. Antonyms are words opposite in 

meaning. There are various types of opposition. There are pairs where the 

truth of one member as a description of a thing, event, etc. necessitates the 

falsity of the other, as in ‘dead’ – ‘alive’, ‘male’ – ‘female’ (where applicable). 
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They are called complementary opposites, binary opposites or contradictories. So, (30) 

is a contradiction. 

 

(30)   The male kitten we have bought is female. 

 

There are also opposites where the gradation of the property is possible, as 

in ‘hot’ – ‘cold’, ‘old’ – ‘young’, ‘long’ – ‘short’. In gradable antonyms the 

inapplicability of one term does not imply that the other applies: if 

something is not hot, it need not be cold; if somebody is not poor, he or 

she need not be rich. There are terms in-between, such as ‘warm’, ‘cool’. 

Some pairs  exhibit markedness. We normally use unmarked (31a) and (32a) 

rather than (31b) and (32b). 

 

(31a)   How old is he? 

(31b)   ˀHow young is he? 

(32a)   How long is it? 

(32b)   ˀHow short is it? 

 

Gradable antonyms are also called contraries. When predicated about a 

certain object they cannot both give rise to true propositions. However, they 

can be both false about an object. It has to be noticed that the meaning of 

adjectives is relative to the whole noun phrase: a big hamster is still smaller 

than a small crocodile. 

       Linguists also distinguish other types of opposites. There are converses, 

also called relational opposition, where the relation is reversed: ‘husband’ – 

‘wife’, ‘parent’ – ‘child’, ‘buy’ – ‘sell’, ‘employer’ – ‘employee’, ‘above’ – 

‘below’. So, in converses, if a is below b, then b is above a. formally the 

relation can be captured as follows: 

 

(33)   for all x and for all y (if R(x,y) then R’(y,x)) 
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Some relational opposites are transitive: if a is above b and b is above c, 

then a is above c. they are never symmetric because symmetric relations 

hold both ways as in: ‘a is married to b and b is married to a’. formally, a 

symmetric relation can be captured as follows: 

 

(34)   for all x and for all y (if R(x,y) then R(y,x)) 

 

Further, there is also directional opposition as in ‘up’ – ‘down’, ‘come’ – ‘go’, ‘left’ – 

’right’; antipodal apposition as in  ‘east’ – ‘west’; and incompatibility, non-binary 

contrasts (also called taxonomic sisters), such as cycles (days of the week, 

months of the year), scales (‘excellent, …, good, …., bad, …’), ranks (‘one, 

two, three,….’, ‘field marshal, general, …., private’) and other taxonomies, 

such as colour terms, breeds of dogs, etc. 
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Chapter 4 
 

Sentential Connectives 
 

 

4.1   LOGICAL CONNECTIVES AND PROPOSITIONAL LOGIC 

 

There are certain expressions in logic the meaning of which is constant and 

can be precisely specified. Among such expressions are logical connectives that 

perform logical operations, such as conjunction (approximately 

corresponding to ‘and’), disjunction (‘or’), implication (‘if … then’), 

equivalence (‘if and only if’) and, perhaps surprisingly, also negation (‘not’, 

‘it is not the case that’).  

       There are many more connectives in natural languages than in 

propositional logic. In addition to the above, there are also, for example, 

‘but’, ‘therefore’, ‘because’, ‘since’, ‘after all’, ‘moreover’, ‘so’, ‘before’, ‘as’, 

‘even though’. These are lesser interest to logicians, who are not directly 

interested in the intricacies of natural languages but rather in finding a 

perfect artificial language to capture the rules of inference. In addition, 

there are also discourse connectives (Blakemore 1987, 1992, 2000) that belong 

to a larger category of discourse markers (Schiffrin 1987; Fraser 1990a, 1999): 

expressions that are commonly used in the initial position of an utterance 

and are syntactically detachable from a sentence, such as in (1) and (2). 

 

(1)  Tom is very  handsome. And  he is rich too. 

(2)  This library building is impressive. After all, it was designed by 

Christopher Wren. 
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They are said to signal procedures for interpreting the concerning sentence. 

In other words, their meaning is procedural rather than conceptual; they do 

not name a concept . 

       We have established that in order to state the meaning of a sentence 

we have to provide its logical form. If the sentence is composed out of two 

or more simple sentences, the first step is to break the sentence down into 

simple sentences joined by sentential connectives. There are five 

connectives that are of interest to propositional logic and they are 

represented by the symbols in the right column below. The existence of 

two equivalent symbols in the case of some connectives is the result of the 

acceptance of various notational variants in the literature: 

 

 conjunction (and)    &, ʌ 

 disjunction  (or)    v 

 implication  (if … then)   ,   

 equivalence (if and only if)  ↔, ≡ 

negation (not)    ¬,~      

 

Negation is included as a logical connective  because it operates on the 

whole proposition, or, so to speak, connects to a proposition, and hence 

belongs to propositional logic. These connectives are truth-functional, that 

is they have constant meaning in logic. This makes  them different from 

their English counterparts, whose meaning is not so rigidly fixed. 

 

 

4.2   CONJUNCTION 

 

The meaning of ‘and’ is dictated by propositional logic. It is constant, it is a 

logical constant. The compound sentence is true when both of its conjuncts 

are true, as summarized in the truth table below (table 1), where ‘t’ stands 

for ‘true’ and ‘f’ for ‘false’. 
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Table 1 

p  q p &  q 

 

t  t      t 

t  f      f 

f  t      f 

f  f      f  

 

for example, (3) is true only if both (3a) and (3b) are true. In other words, p 

& q is true iff p is true and  q  is true. 

 

(3)     Bill got up and went to school.  (p & q) 

(3a)   Bill got up.      (p) 

(3b)   Bill went to school.    (q) 

 

On the widest of approximations, logical conjunction corresponds to the 

English connective and. However, other connectives, such as but, are also 

translated as ‘&’. On the other hand, ‘and’ can have meaning that is richer 

than that of its logical counterpart. For example, in (4) it introduces an 

ambiguity between the collective and distributive readings.  

 

(4)   Tom and Peter own a car.  (one each or jointly) 

 

In (5), ‘and’ is very likely to include the specification of the order of the 

events and mean ‘and then’. The truth-conditional relevance of the 

sequential order is visible in examples such as (6). 

 

(5)    They got married and had a baby. 
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(6)   If they got married and had a baby, their parents would be pleased, but 

if they had a baby and got married, their parents would be upset. 

 

In (7), the causal relation between the conjuncts is the standard 

interpretation. 

 

(7)   I dropped the camera and it broke. 

 

This enrichment of the logical conjunction signifies that there are aspects of 

meaning of sentential connectives that are not accounted for by 

propositional logic. Ambiguous sentences, such as (8) and (9), have two 

logical forms for each and two distinct sets of truth conditions. 

 

(8)   Mary went to the bank. (river bank or financial institution) 

(9)   Little girls and boys were playing. (little girls and little, or any, boys) 

 

This is not the case with (5) and (7) where the temporal and causal 

interpretations respectively have logical forms that are developments of the 

logical form of the interpretation with the pure logical conjunction.  The 

consequential and need not presume the temporal and, states can be fully 

overlapping and yet stand in causal relation to each other as in (10): 

 

(10)   Susan is under age and can’t drink. 

 

So, sentential conjunction is not uncontroversially truth-functional. The 

propositional form requires a great deal of adjustment in order to fit in the 

mould of unitary semantics, that is, to reject the ambiguity view. 

       Further, in (11), the conjunction inside the simple sentence is not easily 

rendered in terms of propositional logic. The connective can only join 

together full propositions but when we try to amend (11) to satisfy this 
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criterion, the meaning of the amended sentence (11a) differs from that of 

(11), at least on its standard interpretation. 

 

(11)    Sue and Bill are divorced. 

(11a) Sue is divorced and bill is divorced.  

Finally, and can have a meaning that is closer to implication than 

conjunction, as in (12). 

 

(12)   Touch me and I will hit you. (=If you touch me, then  

    I will hit you.) 

 

4.3   DISJUNCTION 

  

The disjunction is false when both the simple sentences (disjuncts) are false. 

If at least one disjunct is true, the disjunction is true. These properties of 

disjunction are summarized in the truth table below (Table 2). 

 

Table 2 

p  q p v  q 

 

t  t      t 

t  f      t 

f  t      t 

f  f      f  

 

logical disjunction allows for both disjuncts to be true. It is called inclusive 

disjunction and it differs from the disjunction in English which is normally 

exclusive: it is implicit in English or that one or the other statement holds but 

not both.  The properties of exclusive disjunction, which is standardly  

written by means of the symbol v or  (v) , are stated in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

p  q p (v)   q 

 

t  t      f 

t  f      t 

f  t      t 

f  f      f  

 

The exclusive nature of English or is obvious in examples (13) and (14). 

 

(13)   He likes either red or white wine. 

(14)   Your money or your life! 

 

However, (15) is naturally interpreted as an inclusive disjunction, while (16) 

tends to be inclusive but the interpretation is likely to be context-dependent 

of left unresolved in context. 

 

(15)  Every citizen or permanent resident is eligible for unemployment 

benefits. 

(16)   She is either happy or rich. 

 

Sentence (17) tends to be exclusive in English but it is also restricted to 

some specific contexts because normally the speaker knows which state of 

affairs is the case. 

 

(17)   It is snowing or raining. 

 

A further property of natural language disjunction is that it can apply to the 

style rather than to two different propositions. In (18), disjunction serves 

the purpose of a stylistic self-correction. 
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(18)   Ten firemen – or should I say firefighters – tried to save the children 

from the flames. 

 

It can be concluded from these examples that there is more to linguistic 

communication than the truth-functional properties of logical words and 

than the logical form in general. There are also rules of communication. 

 

4.4 IMPLICATION 

 

An implication, also called material implication, expresses a causal 

connection between an antecedent and a consequent. In logic, an 

implication is false only if the antecedent is true and the consequent is false. 

In other cases it is true. In particular, rather counterintuitively, it is true 

when the antecedent is false and the consequent is true. These properties of 

implication are summarized in the truth table below (Table 4). 

 

Table 4. 

p  q p   q 

 

t  t      t 

t  f      f 

f  t      t 

f  f      t  

 

in English, implication is rendered by such expressions as ‘if’, ‘if … then’, 

‘provided’, ‘whenever’ or ‘unless’. For example, (19) expresses an 

implication, also known as a conditional.  

 

(19)   If it is raining, then it will be wet. 
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It is worth nothing that p is a sufficient condition for q but not a necessary 

one. If it is raining, then the streets will be wet, but they can also be wet for 

other reasons, such as being washed by a sprinkle. 

       It is important that the antecedent and the consequent must be 

meaningfully (causally) tied together. Sentence (20) is pragmatically ill-

formed. 

 

(20) ˀIf penguins are birds then semantics is a study of meaning 

 

The antecedent is normally important for the meaning of the implication 

and should be true, unlike in (21). It should also be fulfilled, for example in 

(22). 

 

(21)  ˀIf penguins are mammals then they have wings. 

(22) If you cook the main course, I will make the dessert 

 

In fact, we rarely use implication in English. We normally use ‘if’ to mean a 

stronger relation, namely ‘if and only’, called an equivalence or biconditional. 

This strengthening came to be known in the literature as conditional perfection. 

For example, (23) is normally used to mean (24): 

 

(23) If you mow the lawn, I’ll give you five dollars. 

(24) If and only if you mow the lawn will I give you five dollars. 

 

Sentence (24) is more commonly expressed as (25). 

 

(25) I’ll give you five dollars only if you mow the lawn. 

 

In other words, (23) invites an inference to (26). 
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(26) If you don’t mow the lawn, I won’t give you five dollars. 

 

The strengthening of if to iff does not mean that if is ambiguous in English. 

Instead, it means that it can be pragmatically strengthened. This 

strengthening is obvious when we group expressions into scales arranged 

from the strongest to the weakest. For example, all and some constitute such 

a scale: when the speaker utters (27), can be inferred that (28) is not the 

case. 

 

(27)   Some of the invited guests came to the party. 

(28)   All of the invited guests came to the party. 

 

Similarly, (23) implies that a stronger (29) does not hold. It is stronger 

because  it can  be formalized as ((p  q) & (r  q)  &  (s  q) …), as 

opposed to the weaker (p   q). 

 

(29) Whatever may be the case, I will give you five dollars. 

 

Conditionals are used for a variety of purposes. There are epistemic 

conditionals, such as (30), and speech act conditionals, such as (31), where 

conditionals do not refer to states of affairs: 

 

(30) If she’s divorced, she’s been married. 

(31) John has left, if you haven’t heard. 

 

They can also be used for stylistic reasons as in (32) and (33). 

 

(32) If you are thirsty, there is some beer in the fridge. 

(33) If I may say so, you look tired. 
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Now, in a cognitive-semantic framework, instead of conditionals with 

reference to mental representations (or mental spaces) in the following way. 

In (23), the payment of five dollars is conditionally predicted.  

       Finally, it is worth observing that implication is equivalent to 

conjunction of the negated antecedent and the consequent, as represented 

in (34) and exemplified in (35a) and (35b). 

 

(34) p  q =  ¬ p v q    

 

(35a) If I’m right, I owe you £10.  (p  q)  

(35b) Either I am wrong or I owe you £10. (¬ p  v  q) 

 

All in all, material implication in logic does not quite agree with our 

intuitions and does not fit all the uses of if in English. 

 

 

4.5   EQUIVALENCE 

 

Equivalence, or biconditional, is normally expressed by ‘if and only if’, 

‘exactly when’, ‘only if’. As was observed in our analysis of implication, in 

English, if can be difficult to distinguish from if and only if. For example, 

sentence (36) strongly suggests the if and only if interpretation. 

 

(36)   I will help you only if you are too busy to do it yourself. 

 

The equivalence is true only  when both sentences have the same truth 

value, as demonstrated in the truth table (table 5). 
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Table 4.5 

p  q p ↔  q 

 

t  t      t 

t  f      f 

f  t      f 

f  f      t  

 

Sentence q is the necessary condition for p, for example in (37). 

 

(37) Tom will help you if and only if you asked him. 

 

The name ‘biconditional’ becomes diaphanous when we consider its 

property of a two-way conditional, stated in (38). 

 

(38) p ↔ q = (p  q) & (q  p) 

 

6   NEGATION 

 

Unlike the connectives discussed so far, negation does not link two 

sentences; instead, it attaches itself to a sentence to form another sentence. 

For this reason, it is included in the category of sentential operators. The 

truth value of the negated sentence is opposite to the original sentence, as is 

demonstrated in the truth table (table 6). 

 

Table 4.6 

    p            - p 

 

    t               f 

    f               t 
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Negation takes various forms in English, such as ‘not’, ‘it is false that’, ‘it is 

not the case that’, ‘it is incorrect that’, ‘it is not true that’, ‘it is wrong that’ 

and many others. Like other sentential connectives in English, it does not 

fit  very well the mould of truth-functional negation. For example, (39) 

contains negation of a constituent of the sentence, which cannot be 

rendered by a simple logical form ¬ p in propositional logic. 

 

(39) Non-students are allowed. 

 

In (40), although on the surface negation seems to apply to the whole 

sentence, it is normally interpreted as applying to the subordinate clause. 

 

(40) I don’t think that Tom will win. 

 

It is so because people have a tendency to assign a  lower-clause reading to 

a higher-clause  negation. In other words, (40) is normally taken to mean 

(40a) rather than (40b). 

 

(40a) I think that Tom won’t win. 

(40b) It is not the case that I think that Tom will win. 

 

Next, intonation can also affect the meaning of negation, as the comparison 

of  (41a) and (41b) demonstrates. 

 

(41a) Fido didn’t eat your cake. 

(41b) Fido didn’t eat your cake. 

 

Further, we can negate aspects of the utterance other than the propositional 

content.  For example, in (42) – (44), the style is negated.  

 

(42) Grandma isn’t feeling lousy’, she is indisposed. 
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(43) Fido didn’t ‘shit the rug’, he pooped on the carpet. 

(44) The glass isn’t half full – it is half empty. 

 

In (45), the grammar is negated: 

 

(45) I didn’t catch mongeese – I caught mongooses. 

 

We can also negate a presupposition of the sentence. For example, (46) 

presupposes (47). 

 

(46) The farmer hasn’t stopped beating his donkey. 

(47) The farmer was beating his donkey 

 

Preposition differs from entailment in the following way. Entailment is a 

relation between sentences where the truth of the second sentence (S2) 

necessarily follows from the truth of the first (S1), as in the table below. So, 

in a sense, entailment is a weaker relation than presupposition in that the 

falsity of S1 does not guarantee the truth of S2 (Table 7) 

 

Table 7 

S1  S2 

t     t 

f  f 

f  t  v  f 

 

For example,  (48) entails (49). 

 

(48)   I bought some tulips. 

(49)   I bought some flowers. 
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       The negation of a presupposition is exemplified in (50b) as contrasted 

with standard propositional negation in (50a). 

 

(50a) The British Prime Minister is not bald. 

(50b) The king of France is not bald; there isn’t any king of  

            France. 

Finally, implicatures of the utterance can be negated. Implicatures are 

inferences that go beyond the logical form of the sentence. They can be 

general, context-independent or can be triggered by the context. sentences 

(51) – (52)  are instances of negating a context-independent implicature 

rather than the propositional content. Sentence (53) is said to involve 

negation of the implicature associated with the word ‘manage’: 

 

(51) It isn’t warm, it’s hot. 

(52) Some men aren’t chauvinists – all men are chauvinists. 

(53) John didn’t manage to solve the problem – it was quite  

            easy for him to solve. 

 

Sentence (54) is an instance of such an implicature negation, as opposed to 

(55) which is a standard, descriptive negation: 

 

(54) Max doesn’t have three children, he has four. 

(55) Tom doesn’t have three children, he has two. 

 

The classification of (54) as implicature negation is founded on the 

assumption that, semantically, the numeral ‘three’ means ‘at least three’ 

rather than ‘exactly three’. In other words, when Max  has four children, it 

is also true to say that he has three. What is negated in (54) is pragmatically 

strengthened meaning, ‘exactly three’. The literature  on this topic in vast. 

Instead of the ‘at least’ semantics, it has been proposed that numerals are 

under determined as to their sense, which would accommodate examples 
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such as (56) and (57). In (57), the punctual ‘exactly three’ meaning is 

necessary; the ‘at least three’ renders a non-sensical interpretation: 

 

(56) She can have 2000 calories without putting on weight. 

(57) More than three people came. 

 

According to the most reliable of the tests, called the Identify Test, 

conjunction reduction should be possible only when the conjoined 

constituents have matching understanding, as in (60) which is the result of 

conjoining (58) and (59): 

 

(58) They saw her duck.  (bird or physical action) 

(59) They saw her swallow  (bird or eating) 

(60) They saw her duck and (her) swallow. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Sentences, Utterances  

and Propositions 
 

 

This unit introduces some basic notions in semantics. It is important that 

you master these notions from the outset as they will keep recurring 

throughout the course. 

Read the following out loud: 

 

 Virtue is its own reward 

 

Now read it out loud again. 

 

The same sentences was involved n the two readings, but you made two 

different utterances, i.e. two unique physical events took place. 

 

 

5.1   AN UTTERANCE 

 

An UTTERANCE is any stretch of talk, by one person, before and after 

which there is silence on the part of that person. 

       An utterance is the use by a particular speaker, on a particular occasion, 

of a piece  of language, such as a sequence of sentences, or a single phrase, 

or even a single word. 

 

Practice: Now decide whether the following could represent utterances. 

Indicate your answer by circling Yes or No. 
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(1)   “Hello”          Yes/No 

(2)   “Not much”         Yes/No 

(3)   “Utterances may consist of a single word, a single  

        phrase or a single sentences. They may also consist  

        of a sequence of sentences. It is not unusual to find  

        utterances that consist of one or more grammatically  

         incomplete sentence-fragments.     Yes/No 

(4)   “Pxgotmgt”         Yes/No 

(5)   “Schplotzenpflaaaaaaaargh!”      Yes/No 

 

        Utterances are physical events. Events are ephemeral. Utterances die 

on the wind. Linguistics deals with spoken language and we will have a lot 

to say about utterances in this book. But we will concentrate even ore on 

another notion, that of sentences. A SENTENCE is neither a physical object. 

It is, conceived abstractly, a string of words put together by the grammatical 

rules of a language. A sentence can be thought of as the IDEAL string of 

words behind various realizations in utterances and inscriptions. 

 

Practice: Some examples will help to get the idea of a sentence across. 

Indicate your answer by circling Yes or No. 

(1)   Do all (authentic) performances of ‘Macbeth’ begin  

        by using the same sentence?      Yes/No 

(2)   Do all (authentic) performances of ‘Macbeth’ begin  

        by using the same utterance?     Yes/No 

(3)   Does it make sense to talk of the time and place of a  

       sentence?          Yes/No 

(4)   Does it make sense to talk of the time and place of an  

        utterance?         Yes/No 

(5)   Can one talk of a loud sentence?     Yes/No 

(6)   Can one talk of  slow utterance?     Yes/No 
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In semantics we need to make a careful distinction between utterances and 

sentences. In particular we need some way of making it clear when we are 

discussing sentences and when utterances. We adopt the convention that 

anything written between double quotation marks represents an utterance, 

and anything italicized represents a sentence or (similarly abstract) part of a 

sentence, such as a phrase or a word. 

 

Example: “Help” represents an utterance. 

    The postillions have been struck by lightning represents a sentence. 

    “The postillions have been struck by lightning" represents an 

utterance. 

     John represents a word conceived as part of a sentence. 

 

It would make sense to say that an utterance was in a particular accent (i.e. a 

particular way of pronouncing words). However, it would not  make strict 

sense to say that a sentence was in particular accent, because a sentence 

itself is only associated with phonetic characteristics such as accent and 

voice quality through a speaker’s act or uttering it. Accent and voice quality 

belong strictly to the utterance, not to the sentence uttered. Not all 

utterances are actually tokens of sentences, but sometimes only of parts of 

sentences, e.g. phrases or single words.  

 

5.2   A SENTENCE   

 

A SENTENCE is a grammatically complete string of words expressing a 

complete thought. This very traditional definition is unfortunately vague, 

but it is hard to arrive at a better one for our purposes. It is intended to 

exclude any string of words that does not have a verb in it, as well as other 

strings. The idea is best shown by examples. 
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Example: I would like a cup of coffee is a sentence. 

     Coffee, please is not a sentence. 

     In the kitchen is not a sentence. 

      Please put it in the kitchen is a sentence. 

 

Practice: Which of the following utterances are tokens of whole sentences 

(S) and which are not (NS)? 

 

(1)   “John”     S/NS 

(2)   “Who is there?   S/NS 

(3)   “Mine”     S/NS 

(4)   “It’s mine”    S/NS 

(5)   “Where shall I …?”  S/NS 

 

Utterances of non-sentences, e.g. short phrases, or single words, are used 

by people in communication all the time. people do not converse wholly in 

(tokens of) well-formed sentences. But the abstract idea of a sentence is the 

basis for understanding even those expressions which are not sentences. In 

the overwhelming majority of cases, the meanings of non-sentences can 

best be analyzed by considering them to be abbreviations, or incomplete 

versions, of whole sentences. 

       Semantics is concerned with the meanings of non-sentences, such as 

phrases and incomplete sentences, just as much as with whole sentences. 

But it is more convenient to begin our analysis with the case of whole 

sentences. The meanings of whole sentences involve propositions; the 

notion of a proposition is central to semantics. What exactly a proposition 

is, is much debated by semantics. We shall be content with a very simple 

definition. 
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5.3   A PROPOSITION   

 

A PROPOSITION is that part of the meaning of the utterance of a declarative 

sentence which describes some state of affairs. The state of  affairs typically 

involves persons or things referred to by expressions in the sentence. In 

uttering a declarative sentence a  speaker typically asserts a proposition.  

       The notion of truth can be used to decide whether two sentences 

express different proposition . thus if there is any conceivable set of 

circumstances in which one sentence is true, while the other is false, we can 

be sure that they express different propositions. 

 

Practice: Consider the following pairs of sentences. In each case, say 

whether  there are any circumstances of which one member of 

the pair  could be true and the other false (assuming in each case 

that the same name, e.g. Harry, refers to the same person). 

 

(1)   Harry took out the garbage 

       Harry took the garbage out      Yes / No 

(2)   John gave Mary a book 

       Mary was given a book by John     Yes / No 

(3)   Isobel loves Tony 

       Tony loves Isabel       Yes / No 

 

(4)   George danced with Ethel 

       George didn’t dance with Ethel     Yes / No 

(5)   Dr Findlay killed Janet 

       Dr Findlay caused Janet to die     Yes / No 

 

In our definition of proposition we explicitly mentioned declarative 

sentences, but propositions are clearly involved in the meanings of other 

types of sentences, such as interrogative and imperatives. Normally, when a 
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speaker utters a simple declarative sentence, he commits himself to the 

truth of the corresponding proposition: i.e. he asserts the proposition. By 

uttering a simple interrogative or imperative, a speaker can mention a 

particular proposition, without asserting its truth. 

       In saying “John can go” a speaker asserts the proposition that John can 

go. In saying, Can John go?”, he mentions the same proposition but merely 

questions its truth. We say that corresponding declaratives and 

interrogatives (and imperatives) have the same propositional content.  

 

Practice:    

(1)   In the following utterances, is any proposition asserted by the speaker? 

(a)   “Have you seen my toothbrush?”     Yes / No 

(b)   “Get out of here this minute!”     Yes / No 

(c)   “I’m afraid that I’ll have to ask you to leave”  Yes / No 

(2)   Would you say that the members of the following sentence pairs have 

the same propositional content? 

(a)   Go away, will you?      

       You will go away         Yes / No 

(b)   Pigs might fly 

       I’m a Dutchman         Yes / No 

(c)   I am an idiot? 

       Am I an idiot?         Yes / No 

 

We shall have a lot to say in later units about utterances, sentences and 

propositions, since these concepts are at the bottom of all talk about 

meaning. We shall see that we have to be very careful, when talking about 

meaning, to make it  clear whether we are dealing with utterances or 

sentences. To this end we shall try summarizing the relationship between 

these notions. 

       We shall use the terms ‘proposition’, ‘sentence’, and ‘utterance’ in such 

a way that anything that can be said of propositions can also be said of 
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utterances, but not necessarily vice versa, and anything that can be said of 

sentences can also be said of utterances, but not necessarily vice versa. We 

have already seen an example of this when we said it was sensible to talk of 

a sentence being in a particular language, although one cannot talk of a 

proposition being in a particular language. 

 

Practice:  

(1)   Fill in the chart below with ‘+’ or ‘—‘ as appropriate. Thus, for 

example, if it makes sense to think of a proposition being in a 

particular regional accent, put a ‘+’ in the appropriate box; if not put a 

‘—‘. 

 

 Utterances  Sentences  Propositions  

Can be loud or quiet    

Can be grammatical 

or not 

   

Can be true or false     

In a particular 

regional accent  

   

In a particular 

language  

   

 

 

(2)   Can the same proposition be expressed by different  

        sentences?      Yes / No 

(3)  Can the same sentence be realized by different Utterances  

       (i.e. have different utterances as tokens)?   Yes / No 

 

It is useful to envisage the kind of family tree relationship between these 

notions shown the diagram. For example, a single proposition could be 

expressed by using several different sentences (say The Monday Club deposed 
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Mrs Thatcher, or Mrs Thatcher was deposed by The Monday Club) and each of 

these sentences could be uttered an infinite number of times. 

 
    Proposition 

 

 

Sentence  Sentence          Sentence  

 

 

Utterance          Utterance Utterance      Utterance     Utterance Utterance 

 

A proposition is an abstraction that can be grasped by the mind of an 

individual person. In this sense, a proposition is an object of thought. Do 

not equate propositions with thoughts, because thoughts are usually held to 

be private, personal, mental process, whereas propositions are public in the 

sense that the same proposition is accessible to different persons: different 

individuals can grasp the same proposition. Furthermore a proposition is 

not a process, whereas a thought can be seen a process gong in an  

individual’s mind. Unfortunately, of course, the word thought is being used 

in a sense quite like that of the word proposition. The relationship between 

mental process (e.g. thoughts), abstract semantic entities (e.g. propositions), 

linguistic entities (e.g. sentences), and actions (e.g. utterances) is 

problematic and complicated. 
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Chapter 6 
 

Deictic expressions 
 

 

6.1   UNDERSTANDING A DEIXIS   

 

Understanding the definition of deixis, many linguists have presented the 

definition of deixis variously.  Jaszczolt (2002: 191) states that ‘deixis’ 

derives from Ancient Greek which means ‘to show’, ‘to point out. Deixis is 

the phenomenon of encoding contextual information by means of lexical 

items of grammatical distinctions that provide this information only when 

paired with this context. In other words, it means lexicalizing or 

grammaticalizing  contextual information, that is making it into obligatory 

grammatical or lexical distinctions. They give instructions to the addressee 

that context has to be consulted in order to grasp the meaning of the 

utterance. Fromkin in her book “An Introduction to Language (1998: 199) 

says that in all languages there are many words and expressions whose 

reference relies entirely on the situational context of the utterance and can 

only be understood in light of these circumstances. This aspect of 

pragmatics is called deixis. First and second person pronouns such as; my, 

mine, you, your, yours, we, ours, and us are always deictic because their reference 

is entirely dependent on context. You must know who the speaker and 

listener are in order to interpret them.  

       Meanwhile, Yule (1996:9) states that deixis is a technical term (from 

Greek) for one of the most basic things we do with utterances. It means 

‘pointing’ is called a deictic expression. Hurford (1984:63) also states that a 

deictic word is one which takes some element of its meaning from the 

situation (i.e. the speaker, the addressee, the time and the place) of the 

utterance in which it is used. Furthermore, Jack Richards, et.al (1985:75) 
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states in their book “Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics” that 

deixis is a term for a word or phrase which directly relates an utterance to a 

time, place, or person(s).  

       In pragmatics and linguistics, deixis is a process whereby words or 

expressions rely absolutely on context. A word that depends on deictic 

clues is called a deictic or a deictic word. Pro-forms are generally considered 

to be deictics, but a finer distinction is often made between personal pro-

forms such as I, you, and it (commonly referred to as personal pronouns) 

and pro-forms that refer to places and times such as now, then, here, there. In 

most texts, the word deictic implies the latter but not necessarily the former.  

       It is common for languages to show at least a two-way referential 

distinction in their deictic system: proximal, i.e. near or closer to the 

speaker, and distal, i.e. far from the speaker and/or closer to the addressee. 

English exemplifies this with such pairs as this and that, here and there, etc. 

in other languages the distinction is three-way: proximal, i.e. near the 

speaker, medial, i.e. near the addressee, and distal, i.e. far from both. 

       It is clear that the meaning of utterance in deictic expression can be 

interpreted through context and we must know who the speaker and 

listener are being interpreted by certain situation. 

 

6.2   TYPES OF DEIXIS  

 

It is intuitively obvious that some kinds of expressions of natural language 

rely heavily on context in their interpretation. Moreover, the temporal 

specification of a sentence is inherently situation-dependent. One such 

context-dependent phenomena is deixis. In sentence (1), the pronoun ‘I’, ‘it’ 

and ‘him’ are expressions that refer to some people and objects 

respectively. 

 

(1)   I gave it to him. 
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The information who and what they refer to can be retrieved only from the 

context of utterance rather than from the sentence alone. Such contextually 

bound expressions are called deictic. ‘Deixis’ derives from Ancient Greek 

which means ‘to show’, ‘to point out’. Deixis is the phenomenon of 

encoding contextual information by means of lexical items or grammatical 

distinctions that provide this information only when paired with this 

context. In other words, it means lexicalizing or grammaticalizing 

contextual information, that is making it into obligatory grammatical or 

lexical distinctions. For example, ‘he’, ‘here’, ‘now’ are such deictic 

expressions. They give instructions to the addressee that context has to be 

consulted in order to grasp the meaning of the utterance.  

       Tense is also a deictic category. In (2), the meaning of ‘then’ can only be 

retrieved from the situation. 

 

(2)   I gave it to him then. 

 

Levinson (1983:55) gives the following example to illusterate the 

importance of deictic information. Suppose you find a bottle in the sea with 

the message inside as in (3). 

 

(3)   Meet me here a week from now with a stick about this big. 

 

The message in itself, devoid of contextual background, is not very 

informative. 

       Deictic expressions are also sometimes called indexicals or indexical 

expressions but some philosophers confine the term ‘indexical’ only to 

pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ and adverbs ‘here’ and ‘now because their role in a 

sentence is constant. 

        Since deictic expressions only require meaning when interpreted by 

the hearer, they belong to the domain of pragmatics. However, since the 

resolution of their meaning is necessary in order to know the meaning of 
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the proposition and its truth conditions, then at the same time they are in 

the domain of semantics. In other words, in the case of deictic expressions, 

the pragmatic processes of reference resolution intrude into the semantics. 

Generally, deictic expressions are slots, place-holders for referring 

expressions, which in turn are provided by the context, that is by the 

situation, previous discourse, pointing and so forth. 

       According to Jaszczolt,  Deixis has been  classified in the literature as 

follows: 

 

a   Person deixis 

Person deixis encodes the role of participants in the speech event, 

such as speaker, addressee, other entities. Person deixis is encoded in 

pronouns: ‘I’ for the speaker, ‘you’ for the addressee, ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’, ‘we’, 

‘they’, for others. Pronoun system different from language to language: 

different information is grammaticalized.  Person deixis can be grasped only 

when we understand the roles of the speaker, source of the utterance, 

recipient, the target of the utterance, and hearers who are not addressees or 

targets. Only then can we successfully replace the pronoun and adjectives as 

in (4) by those in (5) or (6) in processing the utterance. 

 

(4)   Give me your hand. 

(5)   Give him your hand. 

(6)   I give him my hand. 

 

b   Time deixis  

Time deixis encodes temporal units relative to the time of the 

utterance. Here we distinguish coding time (time of utterance) and receiving 

time (time of the recovery of the information by the hearer). Tense markers 

and adverbs of time (‘now’, ‘tomorrow’, ‘next year’) also belong to this 

category. Time deixis is also oriented towards the in  discourse. ‘Now’ means 

the time at which the speaker is producing the utterance. It is the coding 
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time, different from the receiving time, although in practice the events of 

coding and receiving are , with an allowed approximation, co-temporal. The 

deictic centre can be projected on to the addressee as in (7). ‘Now’ refers to 

the time at which the addressee learns the truth, which follows the time at 

which the author of the letter coded the message. 

 

(7)   You know the whole truth now. I knew it a week ago, so I  

        wrote this letter.  

 

Another interesting point to notice is that terms such as ‘today’, ‘tomorrow’ 

and ‘yesterday’ refer either to the whole day or to a moment, an episode in 

it, as in (8) and (9) respectively. 

 

(8)   Yesterday was Sunday. 

(9)   I fell off my bike yesterday. 

 

       Tense is what makes most sentences deictic. It is necessary to 

distinguish here grammatical tenses and semantic temporality. For example, 

sentences (10) and (11) are non-deictic and atemporal, although they have 

tense in the grammatical sense. 

 

(10)   A whale is a mammal. 

(11)   Cats like warmth. 

 

c   Place deixis 

Place deixis encodes spatial locations relative to the interlocutors. 

Here we allocate demonstratives – proximal and distal in English, and 

adverbs of place: ‘here’ and ‘there’. Place deixis specifies the location relative 

to the speaker and the addressee as in ‘ten meters further’, ‘ten miles east of 

here’, ‘here’, ‘there’.  ‘Here’ as the unit of space the includes the place the 

location of the speakers at the time of the utterance or a location proximal 
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to the speaker’s location at the time of the utterance the place pointed at if 

the use of ‘here’ is gestural.  In some cultures, demonstratives can be 

distinguished on principles other than distance from the speaker, such as (i) 

close to the addressee, (ii) close to the audience, (iii) close to persons not 

participating in the event as well as (iv) on the basis of directions – above, 

below, or even (v) visible-non-visible to the speaker or (vi) upriver-

downriver from the speaker, depending on the system of conceptualizing 

space used in the particular language. Place deixis can also be used for time 

as in (12). 

 

(12)   I live ten minutes from here. 

 

Place deixis presupposes time deixis: the locations are specified with respect 

to the time of utterance. 

       It is not always easy to decide whether the use of an expression is 

deictic or non-deictic. For example, in (13), the tree can be at the back of 

the car or hidden from view by the car. 

 

(13)   The tree is behind the car. 

 

Similarly, in (14), the boy can be placed to Tom’s left or to the left of Tom 

from the speaker’s point of reference. 

 

(14)   The boy is to the left of Tom. 

 

d   Discourse deixis  

       Discourse deixis is not  one of the basic deictic categories. By means of 

this device we can refer to portions of discourse, as in ‘in the last 

paragraph’, ‘this story’, sentence-initial ‘therefore’, ‘in conclusion’, ‘anyway’, 

‘all in all’, where the reference is relative to the utterance.  There are also 
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cases of the use of pronouns such as ‘it’ in (15), which, for the lack of a 

better category, we call discourse-deictic: 

 

(15)   I keep my car in the garage but my next-door neighbour  

         keeps it in his drive. 

 

We call this usage of ‘it’ discourse-deictic. C. Lyons (1999:28) calls this an 

example of an identify of sense anaphora. Discourse deixis also encodes 

reference to portion of discourse as in (16). 

 

(16)   I am hungry – that is what I said. 

 

       Discourse deixis is deictic reference to a portion of a discourse relative 

to the speaker’s current “location” in the discourse. Example, the use of this 

to refer to a story one is about to tell in: 

 

(17)   I bet you haven’t heard this story.  (Levisnon 1983:63) 

 

e   Social deixis  

Social deixis encodes social relationships and other social distinctions. 

Social deixis concerns social relationships between participants, their status 

and relations to the topic of discourse. Relationships that are relevant in 

their type of deixis include these between the speaker and the addressee, 

between other participants, the speaker and the object spoken about and 

soon. Devices used for the purpose of this deixis include varying forms of 

address, pronouns of politeness, kinship terms and honorifics, in particular 

addressee and referent honorifics.     

Social deixis is the use of different deictics to express social 

distinctions. An example is difference between formal and polite pro-forms. 

Relational social deixis is where the form of word used indicates the relative 

social status of the addressor and the addressee. For example, one pro-form 
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might be used to address those of higher social rank, another to address 

those of lessor social rank, another to address those of the same social rank. 

By contrast, absolute social deixis indicates a social standing irrespective of 

the social standing of the speaker. Thus, village chiefs might always be 

addressed by a special pro-form, regardless of whether it is someone below 

them, above them or at the same level of the social hierarchy who is doing 

the addressing. 

From the five types of deixis above, some linguists (Charles Fillmore, 

Stephen Levinson), in Jaszczolt, analyze all five types of deixis as instances 

of the same phenomenon. But discourse and social deixis seem to differ from 

the three basic categories of person, place and time deixis. They grammaticalize 

or lexicalize certain distinctions relative to context, but may not need 

context for interpreting them.  

 

6.3   NON-DEICTIC USE OF PRONOUNS  

 

Deictic usage can be gestural and symbolic (as distinguished by Charles 

Fillmore). Sentences (18) and (19) are examples of gestural usage. While 

(20) is symbolic. In the symbolic usage, only the general location or time 

have to be known. 

 

(18)   This one (+ gesture) please. 

(19)  He (+ gesture) is my brother and he (+ gesture) is my father. 

(20)   We don’t celebrate Easter here. (symbolic) 

 

To compare them: 
Gestural usages require a moment by moment physical monitoring of the 

speech event for  their interpretation, while symbolic usages make reference 

only to contextual co-ordinates available to participants antecedent to the 

utterance. Levinson (1983: 65-66) 
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Most deictic expressions also have non-deictic usage. Non-deictic usages 

are exemplified in (21) – (26). 

 

(21)   You can never tell these days. 

(22)   There is this man I met in the café. 

(23)   Now, the next topic to discuss is presupposition. 

(24)   There you are. 

(25)   I was doing this and that. 

(26)  Their garage is opposite Honda’s. (vs. their garage is opposite.) 

 

Pronouns are also used on-deictically when they are anophors in the 

traditional, grammatical sense of the word. In (27), the referent is 

established in the previous text rather than provided by the situational 

context. Hence,  ‘the boy’ is the antecedent for the anaphor ‘he’. 

 

(27)   The boy fell off a tree and he was found by the gardener. 

 

For example, in (15) repeated below, the pronoun ‘it’ was used although the 

referent was a car owned by the neighbour rather than the speaker’s car. So, 

there is no identity between the antecedent and the anaphor. 

 

(15)   I keep my car in the garage but my next-door neighbour keeps it in 

his drive. 

 

We called this usage of ‘it’ discourse-deictic. C. Lyons (1999:28) calls this an 

example of an identity of sense anaphora. In (28), ‘she’ represents a bound-

variable use, it is bound by a quantifying expression ‘every girl’: 
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(28)   Every girl thinks she should learn to drive. 

 

In (29), the meaning of ‘it’ depends not on ‘a donkey’ but rather on the 

particular farmer’s own donkey. 

 

(29)   Every farmer who owns a donkey beats it. 
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Chapter 7 
 

Implicature and Explicature 
 

 

7.1   MEANING  

 

We have observed that certain aspects of meaning are not explained by 

truth-conditional semantics. For example, sentential connectives, definite 

descriptions and quantifiers seem to be used in English in a way that is not 

adequately captured by this semantic analysis. For example, in (1), speaker 

B managed to communicate more than just the content of the sentence. It 

is clearly implied in the answer that Smith may have a girlfriend in New 

York:  

 

(1)   A: Smith doesn’t seem to have a girlfriend these days. 

        B: He has been paying a lot of visits to New York lately. 

 

(from Grice 1975:32). No semantic theory would handle such a response as 

relevant and informative and no semantic theory would allow us to 

conclude that the speaker B communicated his or her knowledge (or 

suspicion) that Smith has a girlfriend in New York. So, we can conclude 

that utterances have sentence-based meaning defined by semantics, and 

some additional meaning which is rendered by pragmatics. 

       For example, in (2), the link between the type of spots and measles is 

fixed; we cannot meaningfully say (3): 

  

(2)   Those spots meant measles. 

(3)   Those spots meant measles, but he hadn’t got  measles. 
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(from Grice 1957:213). Meaning is in *2) and (3) is of little interest to 

pragmatics. On the contrary, non-natural meaning, as in (4), is interesting. 

The distinction is akin to that between natural and conventional signs, as 

the comparison between (3) and (5) demonstrates: 

 

(4)   Those three rings on the bell (of the bus) mean that the bus is full. 

(5)   Those three rings on the bell (of the bus) mean that the bus  

        is full. But it isn’t fact full – the conductor has made a  

        mistake. 

 

7.2   THE COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE  

 

The key to the analysis of examples such as (1) is in the notion of an 

implicature. Implicatures are inferences that are drawn from an utterance and 

that are perceived by the hearer as being intended by the speaker. In this 

task of the recovery of implicated information the hearer is guided by 

certain principles of conversation. Grice called them jointly the Cooperative 

Principle and formulated it as follows: 

 

Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the 

stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the 

talk exchange in which you are engaged. Grice (1975:26) 

 

The principle breaks down into particular maxims that summarize 

particular assumptions about conversation. Different pragmatics propose 

different numbers of these maxims but as originally proposed by Grice 

(1975: 26-27), the Principle contained four sets of maxims: 

 

The maxims of quantity 

1   Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current 

purposes of the exchange). 
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2.  Do not make your contribution more informative than is required. 

 

The maxims of quality 

Try to make your contribution one that is true: 

1   Do not say what you believe to be false. 

2   Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 

 

The maxim of relation 

Be relevant. 

 

The maxims of manner 

Be perspicuous: 

1   Avoid obscurity of expression. 

2   Avoid ambiguity. 

3   Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 

4   Be orderly. 

 

Grice does not claim that these maxims cover all the conversational 

assumptions. He admits that we may  need others. Moreover, in addition to 

these conversational maxims, there are also social, aesthetic and other 

principles that explain, for example, polite behaviour. The maxims seem to 

be tacitly presumed by the interlocutors. 

 

7.3   IMPLICATURE 

 

       Implicature, can arise out of the observance, non-observance or blatant 

breaching of the maxims. For example, in (1), B is taken by A to observe 

the Cooperative Principle. The assumption of the maxim of relation makes 

the addressee (A) search for a relevant interpretation of what may seem like 

an irrelevant piece of information of what may seem like an irrelevant piece 

of information. In (6), B violates the maxim of quantity by providing less 
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information than is required. This violation is explained by the adherence to 

the maxim of quality: the speaker B cannot truthfully provide more detailed 

information. Alternatively, in some contexts, it can be explained as carrying 

an implicature that the  speaker does not, for some reason or other, want to 

reveal C’s precise location: 

 

(6)   A: Where does C live? 

        B: Somewhere in the South of France. 

 

(from Grice. 1975: 32). If the maxims are breached, or ostentatiously 

flouted, the hearer infers that the speaker must have meant something else, 

that is that  the speaker must have had some special reason for not 

observing the maxims. In examples (7) and (8), flouting the maxims also 

leads to implicatures. 

 

(7)   If he comes, he comes. 

(8)   Tom has wooden ears. 

 

Sentence (7) is a tautology. Its logical form is p  q. the sentence is 

uninformative by virtue of its semantic content. In uttering it the speaker 

flouts the first  maxim of quantity: the contribution to conversation is not 

sufficiently informative. Assuming that the maxim of quantity is preserved 

after all, the hearer infers that the speaker meant something more 

informative, for example (9). 

 

(9)   You never know if he is going to turn up so there is no point worrying 

about it. 

 

Sentence (8) is obviously false (in most natural contexts) and the speaker in 

uttering it flouts the first maxims of quality. Hence, the hearer infers that 

the speaker meant something informative instead, for example (10). 
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Metaphor and irony are standard examples of the flouting of the maxim of 

quality. 

 

(10)   Tom does not appreciate classical music so we should not  

          invite him to the concert. 

 

This pattern if conversational inferences works  only on the assumption 

that the interlocutors share some background knowledge that allows the 

speaker to produce adequate utterances and the hearer to infer what was 

assumed by the speaker. 

 

7.4   EXPLICATURE  

 

Carston suggests the following criterion to distinguish explicature from 

implicatures. Implicatures are said to be functionally independent from the 

explicature, they have their own logical form and they function as 

independent premises in reasoning. The independence means that the truth 

conditions of the proposition expressed (explicature) and the truth 

conditions of the propositions that form implicatures are independent of 

each other. In (11), the implicated premise and the implicated conclusion 

have different truth conditions from (12).  

 

(11)   A: Have you read Susan’s book? 

         B: I don’t read autobiographies. 

 

Pragmatic inference: 

Implicated premise:  Susan’s book is an autobiography. 

Implicated conclusion:  B hasn’t read Susan’s book. 

 

(12)   B doesn’t read autobiographies. 
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Carston suggests that there need not be slots for adding information to the 

logical form. The logical form may be complete and fully truth-evaluable 

and yet in need of some improvement. The proposition expressed is likely 

to be  more precise than what the grammar of the sentence suggests, so the 

for requires further enrichment as in (13) and (14):  

 

(13)   The park is some distance from where I live. 

(14)   It will take us some time to get there. 

 

The explicature intuitively requires an extra specification of distance or 

time, otherwise the speaker would not  be cooperative, that is relevant and 

informative. 

       Carston evokes another standard test to support the truth-conditional 

relevance of pragmatic enrichment, namely falling within the scope of 

logical operators such as negation, disjunction and conditional. Embedding 

p & q and q & p in the if … then construction reveals the truth-conditional 

relevance of the ordering of the conjuncts, and hence, for Carston, the 

truth-conditional relevance of the temporal meaning of ‘and’. Let us take 

the sentence (15). 

        

(15)  The old king died of a heart attack and a republic was declared. 

                             p                           &                   q 

p & q should be equal in meaning to q & p. it can be demonstrated that it is 

not so by putting them in the scope of implication as in (16): 

 

(16)   if the old king died of a heart attack and a republic was declared Sam 

will be happy, but if a republic was declared and the old king died of a 

heart attack Sam will be unhappy.  
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Chapter 8 
 

Sense, Reference and Logic 
 

 

8.1   SENSE  

 

In fact, there is very little constancy of reference in language. In everyday 

discourse almost all of the fixing of reference comes from the text in which 

expressions are used. Two different expressions can have the same referent. 

The classic example is the Morning Star and the Evening Star, both of which 

normally refer to the planet Venus. 

       To turn from reference to sense, the SENSE of an expression is its 

place in a system of semantic relationships with other expressions in the 

language. The first of these semantic relationships that we will mention is 

sameness of meaning, an intuitive concept which we will illustrate by 

example. We will deal first with the senses of words in context. 

Example: (The three pairs of the following sentences have the same 

meaning). 

 

     a.   I almost fell over 

 I nearly fell over 

     b.   It is likely that Raymond will be here tomorrow. 

 It is probably Raymond will be here tomorrow.  

     c.   Your gatepost doesn’t seem to be quite vertical. 

 Your gatepost doesn’t seem to be quite upright. 

 

We can talk about the sense, not only of words, but also of longer 

expressions such as phrases and sentences. 
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Practice: Intuitively, do the following pairs mean the same thing? 

 

(1)   Rupert took off his jacket.     

       Rupert took his jacket off      Yes / No 

(2)   Harriet wrote the answer down 

       Harriet wrote down the answer     Yes / No 

(3)   Bachelors prefer redheads 

       Girls with red hair are preferred  

       by unmarried men       Yes / No 

 

In some cases, the same word can have more than one sense. For the 

following sentences, the word ‘bank’ has a number of different senses (at 

least 4) 

 

     a.   I have an accountant at the Bank of Scotland  

     b.   We steered the raft to the other bank of the river 

     c.   The DC-10 banked sharply to avoid a crash 

     d.   I banked the furnace up with coke last night.    

 

We use term ‘word’ here in the sense of ‘word-form’. That is, we find it 

convenient to treat anything spelled with the same sequence of letters and 

pronounced with the same sequence of phonemes in a standard dialect as 

being the same word. Thus, for example, we treat bank in the example 

above as a single word with many senses. This is the way most non-

semanticists, including almost all compilers of dictionaries, would regard 

bank, for example, as several different words.  

 

8.2   REFERENCE  

 

On the relationship between sense and reference: the referent of an 

expression is often a thing or a person in the world; whereas the sense of an 
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expression is not a thing at all. In fact, it is difficult to say what sort of 

entity the sense of an expression is. It is much easier to say whether or not 

two expressions have the same sense. (Like being able to say that two 

people are in the same place without being able to say where they are.) the 

sense of an expression is an abstraction, but it is helpful to note that it is an 

abstraction that can be entertained in  the mind of a language user. When a 

person understands fully what is said to him, it is reasonable to say that he 

grasps the sense of the expressions he hears. Every expression that has 

meaning has sense, but not every expression has reference. 

       The relationship between reference and utterance is not so direct as 

that between sense and proposition, but there is a similarity worth pointing 

out. Both referring and uttering are acts performed by particular speakers 

on particular  occasions. 

 

Practice: Imagine that a friend of yours says to say to you, “John is putting 

on weight these days”, and imagine that a friend of ours (i.e. the 

authors of this book) happens to utter the same sentence to us 

one day. 

 

(1)   Would this be a case of one utterance or two? 

       _______________________________________ 

(2)   Would the John referred to be the same John or two different 

Johns? 

       _______________________________________ 

 

In the two separate utterances above, there are two separate acts of 

referring. In fact, most utterances contain, or are accompanied by, one or 

more acts of referring. An act of referring is the picking out of a particular 

referent by a speaker in the course of a particular utterance. Although the 

concept of reference is fundamentally related to utterances, in that acts of 

reference only actually happen in the course of utterances, we will find it 
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useful to stretch a point and talk about reference in connection with 

sentences, or parts of sentences. What we are really doing in cases like this 

imagining a potential utterance of the sentence or expression in question.  

       In everyday conversation the words meaning, means, mean, meant, etc. 

are sometimes used to indicate reference and sometimes to indicate sense. 

 

Practice: What is intended by the word mean, meaning, etc. in the 

following example, reference (R) or sense (S)? 

 

(1)   When Helen mentioned “the fruit cake”,  she meant  

        that rock hard object in the  middle  of the table.   R / S 

(2)   When Albert talks about “his former friend”  he means me. R / S 

(3)   Daddy, what does unique mean?       R / S 

(4)   Purchase has the same meaning as buy.      R / S 

(5)   Look up the meaning of apoplexy in your  dictionary.  R / S 

(7) If you look out the window now, you’ll  see who I mean. R / S 

 

 

8.3   LOGIC 

 

Logic is a word that means many things to different people. Many everyday 

uses of the words logic and logical could be replaced by expressions such as 

reasonable behaviour and reasonable. You may say, for instance, “Sue acted quite 

logically in locking her door”, meaning that Sue had food, well thought-out 

reasons for doing what she did. We shall use the words logic and logical in a 

narrower sense, familiar to semanticist. We give a partial definition of our 

sense of logic below. 

       LOGIC deals with meanings in a language system, not with actual 

behaviour of any sort. Logic deals most centrally with PROPOSITIONS. The 

terms ‘logic’ and ‘logical’ do not apply directly to UTTERANCES (which are 

instances of behaviour). 
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Practice: Using this partial definition, do the following statements use the 

words logic, logical, logically, and illogical in our narrow sense, or 

not? 

 

(1)   It’s not logical to want to kill oneself.     Yes / No 

(2)   Harry is so illogical: first he says he doesn’t  want to  

        come, and then he changes his mind.     Yes / No 

(3)   The truth of the proposition that Socrates is mortal 

       follows logically from the fact that Socrates is a man  

       and the fact that all men are mortal.     Yes / No 

(4)   Max is not coming is, logically, the negation  of Max is  

       coming.           Yes / No 

(5)   The logic of Churchill’s tactics in the Eastern  

       Mediterranean was quite baffling.      Yes / No 

 

There is an important connection between logic (even in our narrow sense) 

and rational action, but it is wrong to equate the two. Logic is just one 

contributing actor in rational behaviour. Rational behaviour involves: 

 

(a)   goals 

(b)   assumptions and knowledge about existing states of affairs 

(c) calculations, based on these assumptions and knowledge, leading to 

ways of achieving the goals.  

 

Example ( of rational behaviour) 

 

Goal:  

     to alleviate my hunger 

 

 Assumptions and knowledge: 
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     Hunger is alleviated by eating food. 

     Cheese is food. 

     There is a piece of cheese in front of me. 

     I am able to eat this piece of cheese. 

 

 

Calculations: 

     If hunger is alleviated by eating food and cheese is food, then hunger is 

alleviated by eating cheese. 

     If hunger is alleviated by eating cheese, then my own hunger would be 

alleviated by eating this piece of cheese in front of me, and 

     Eating  this piece of cheese would alleviate my hunger, and my goal is to 

alleviate my hunger, so therefore eating this piece of cheese would 

achieve my goal. 

(Rational) action: eating the cheese. 

 

Eating the piece of cheese in such circumstances is an example of entirely 

rational behaviour. But the use of the word logic here restricts the logic to 

the ‘calculation’ aspect of this behaviour. The goals, assumptions, 

knowledge, and final action are in no way logical or illogical, in our sense. 

       Logic, then, tells us nothing about goals, or assumptions, or actions in 

themselves. It simply provides rules for calculation which may be used to 

get a rational being from goals and assumptions to action. There is a close 

analogy between logic and arithmetic (which is why we have used the word 

calculation). 

       ‘Arithmetical fact’ does not mean just fact involving numbers in some 

way, but rather fact arising from the system of rules defining addition, 

substraction, multiplication, and division. A similarity between arithmetic 

and logic is the unthinkability of alternatives. For example, ‘2 + 2 = 5’ id 

unthinkable. We can say the words easily enough, but there is no way that 
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we can put together the concepts behind ‘2’, ‘+’, ‘=’, and ‘5’ so that they fit 

what ‘2 + 2 = 5’ seems to mean. This is an arithmetical construction. 

       All men are mortal and some men are not mortal is unthinkable in the same 

way. This is a logical contradiction.  
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Chapter 9 
 

Speech Act 
 

 

‘Actions speak louder than words’ is a well-known proverb. But we will 

show in this unit that the alleged distinction between acts and speech is a 

misleading oversimplification. We will show how, to a large extent, speech 

is action, and that language can actually be used to do things. 

       When a speaker, in appropriate circumstances, makes an utterance 

containing a referring expression, he carries out a certain act, an act of 

referring. Referring is typically a linguistic act, but we shall see that it is 

possible to carry out all sorts of other acts using language. We will start with 

another obviously linguistic act, that of stating or asserting. 

       An ACT of ASSERTION is carried out when a speaker utters a 

declarative sentence (which can be either true or false), and undertakes a 

certain responsibility, or commitment, to the hearer, that a particular state 

of affairs, or situation, exists in the world.  There was once a strong 

tendency among semanticists  to assume that there was not much more to 

the meanings of sentences (and utterances) than this kind of 

correspondence between sentences (and utterances) and the world. This 

view has been called the Descriptive Fallacy. We give a simple version of 

this below. 

        The DESCRIPTIVE FALLACY is the  view that the sole purpose of 

making assertions is to describe some state of affairs. According to the 

Descriptive Fallacy view, my only purpose in uttering “Simon is in the 

kitchen” would be to describe a particular state of affairs, and nothing 

more. The Descriptive Fallacy is not wholly wrong. An element of 

description is involved in many utterances. But description is not indulged 
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in only for its own sake. There is usually a more basic purpose behind an 

utterance. 

 

A PERFORMATIVE utterance is  one that actually describes the act that it 

performs, i.e. it performs  some act and simultaneously describes that act. 

For example, “I promise to repay you tomorrow” is performative because 

in saying it the speaker actually does what the utterance describes, i.e. he 

promises to repay the hearer the next day. That is, the utterance both 

describes and is a promise. By contrast, the utterance “John promised to 

repay me tomorrow” although it describes a promise is not itself a promise. 

So this utterances does not simultaneously do what it describes, and is 

therefore not a performative. 

       By saying I warn you that there is a sheepdog in the closet, you not 

only say something, you warn someone. Verbs like bet, promise, warn, and 

so on are performative verbs. Using them in a sentence does something 

extra over and above the statement. 

       There are hundreds of perfomative verbs in every language. The 

following sentences illustrate their usage: 

 

I bet you five dollars the Yankees win. 

I challenge you to a match. 

I dare you to step over this line. 

I move that we adjourn. 

I nominate Batman for mayor of Gotham City. 

I promise to improve. 

I resign! 

I pronounce you husband and wife. 

 

In all these sentences, the speaker is the subject (that is, the sentences are in 

first person) who by uttering  the sentence is accomplishing some 

additional action, such as daring, nominating,, or resigning. in addition, all 
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these sentences are affirmative, declarative, and in the present tense. They 

are typical performative sentences. 

 

 

Practice: 

(1)   If I say to you, “I warn you not to come any closer”, do I,  

        by so saying, actually perform the act of warning you not 

        to come any closer?         Yes / No 

(2)   Does the utterance “I warn you not to come any closer”  

       describe an act of warning by the speaker?    Yes / No 

(3)   Is the utterance “I warn you not to come any closer”  

       a performative utterance?        Yes / No 

(4)   If Sam says to Rachel, “I admit that I took 50p from the  

        coffee  money” does he, by so saying, actually perform  

        the act of admitting that he took the money?    Yes / No 

(5)   And does Sam’s utterance describe  an act of admission? Yes / No 

(6)   Is “I admit that I took 50p from the coffee money”  

       performative?           Yes / No 

(7)   If someone says, “I’m trying to get this box open  with a  

       screwdriver”, does that utterance itself constitute an act  

       of trying to open a box with a screwdriver?    Yes / No 

(8)   Is “I’m trying to get this box open with a screwdriver”   

        performative?          Yes / No 

 

Opposed to performative utterances are constative utterances. These can be 

defined very simply. A CONSTATIVE utterance is one which makes an 

ASSERTION  (i.e. it is often the utterance of a declarative sentence) but is 

NOT performative. For example: “I’m trying to get this box open with a 

screwdriver” is a constative utterance, because it makes an assertion about a 

particular state of affairs, but is not performative, i.e. the utterance does not 

simultaneously describe and perform the same act.  
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Practice: Are the following utterances performative (P) or constative (C)? 

(1)   “I name this ship Hibernia”       P / C 

(2)   “I believe in the dictatorship of the Proletariat”  P / C 

(3)   “I admit I was hasty”        P / C 

(4)   “I think I was wrong”        P / C 

(5)   “I hereby inform you that you are sacked”   P / C 

(6)   “I give you supper every night”      P / C 
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Chapter 10 
 

Perlocutions and Illocutions 
 

 

In the previous unit we made the point that a part of the meaning of an 

utterance is what that utterance does. This kind of meaning is essentially 

different from, and adds a new dimension to, the kind of meaning 

associated with declarative sentences by semantic theories of sense relations 

and logic. The view of meaning as acts also leads away from the emphasis 

placed by theories of sense relations and logic on truth. In this unit we shall 

begin to explore these consequences of the speech act view of meaning. 

       The study of sense relations and logic has concentrated almost 

exclusively on the meaning of only one type of sentence, i.e. declaratives. 

Actually, attempts have been made recently to extend logic to cover 

imperatives and interrogatives, but these suggestions have not been 

generally accepted as identifying the correct way to analyze non-

declaratives. In this unit we will begin to show how the notion of speech  

acts could provide a link between the senses of declarative and non-

declarative sentences. 

       To start with, imperative and interrogative sentences, when uttered, 

clearly perform acts, just as declaratives do. 

 

Practice: 

(1)   could the utterance “Don’t come a step nearer!” be an act of warning? 

(2)   Could the utterance “Get lost” be an act of dismissing? 

(3) Could the utterance “Why don’t you try looking in Woolvorths?” be an 

act of making a suggestion? 

(4)   Could the utterance “Do you think I’m an idiot?” be an act of rejecting 

a suggestion? 
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(5)   Just as the linguistic act of asserting can be seen as typifying utterances, 

i.e. what act is typically performed by uttering an interrogative 

sentence? ______________________________________________ 

(6)   And, similarly, what act is most typically carried out by an imperative 

utterance?  

______________________________________________ 

 

Obviously the simple matching of acts with sentence types has plenty of 

exceptions, and we need to develop a more subtle theory than that given in 

the table. So far, we have been rather crude in our  labeling of acts, as 

assertions, warnings, threats, etc. more careful distinctions need to be made 

between various different types of speech act, in order to begin to make 

sense of this area of meaning. We now introduce the technical distinction 

between perlocutionary act and illocutionary act.  

 

 

10.1   PERLOCUTIONARY ACT  

 

The perlocuationary act (or just simply the perlocution) carried out by a 

speaker making an utterance is the act of causing a certain effect on the 

hearer and others. For example, if I say “There’s a hornet in your left ear”, 

it may well cause you to panic, scream and scratch wildly at your ear. 

Causing these emotions and actions of yours is the perlocution of any 

utterance, or the perlocutionary act I perform by making at utterance.  

       The perlocution of an utterance is the causing of a change to be 

brought about, perhaps unintentionally, through, or by means of, the 

utterance (Latin per ‘through, by means of’). The point carefully 

distinguishing the perlocutions can often be accidental, and thus bear a 

relatively unsystematic relationship to any classification of sentence types. 

       It is important to remember that the perlocutionay acts involved in 

examples such as these are not the effects of the original utterances. Rather, 
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the perlocutionary act involved in making an utterance is that part  of the 

total act which causes such effects. We will return to this point later. 

Meanwhile, we move to the notion of illocutionary act. 

 

10.2   ILLOCUTIONARY ACT  

 

The illocutionary Act (or simply the Illocution) carried out by a speaker 

making an utterance is the act viewed in terms of the utterance’s 

significance within a conventional system of social interaction. Illocutions 

are acts defined by social conventions, acts such as accosting, accusing, 

admitting, apologizing, challenging, complaining, condoling, congratulating, 

declining, deploring, giving permission, giving way, greeting, leavetaking, 

mocking, naming, offering, praising, promising, proposing marriage, 

protesting, recommending, surrendering, thanking, toasting.  

 

Example:   Saying: “I’m very grateful to you for all you have done for me” 

performs the illocutionary act of thanking. 

 

Practice: Selecting your answers from the list of illocutions given in the 

above definition, say what illocutionary acts are performed by the 

following utterances, assuming normal circumstances. 

 

(1)   “Would you like a cup of coffee?” 

        ---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(2)   “After you” (said to someone wishing to go through the same door as 

the speaker) 

        ---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(3)   “I’m awfully sorry I wasn’t at the meeting this morning” 

       ------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

(4)   “You can play outside for half an hour” 

       ----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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(5)   Good evening” 

       ---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(6)   “Good night” 

       _________________________________________- 

 

As a further indication of the notion of illocutionary act, we contrast it with 

that of perlocutionary act. The perlocution of un utterance is often quite 

different from its illocution. We can see this using the last two sets of 

examples again. 

 

 
10.3   PHONIC ACT  

 

The Phonic Act involved in an utterance is the physical act of making 

certain vocal sounds. 

       The propositional act involved in an utterance consists in the mental 

acts of referring (to certain objects or people in the world) and of 

predicating, i.e. coupling predicates to referring expressions. 

 

Practice:  A parrot says “Fire” 

 (1)   Is a phonic act involved?    Yes / No 

 (2)   Is a propositional act involved?   Yes / No 

 (3)   Is an illocutionary act involved?   Yes / No 

 (4)   Is a perlocutionary act involved?   Yes / No 
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