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FOREWORD 
 

 

The BS English is being offered by the Department of English of Allama Iqbal 

Open University for the students who are interested in the fields of linguistics and 

literature. This programme is exclusive in the sense that it will provide study 

guides for all the courses written especially for the students of AIOU to introduce 

the concepts in an effective and simple manner. Furthermore, it will be effective 

from the viewpoint of students and researchers in implementing their knowledge 

in the classroom setting and/or research setting. 
 

The BS English study guides aim to include all possible queries that students may 

have and gently stimulate their intellect to probe into further questions. The 

courses intend the professional development of the students in various disciplines 

of linguistics and literature using versatile methods adopted by course writers 

while writing the units. The topics and ideas presented in each unit are clear and 

relevant. Owing to the same reason, the text is comprehensive and accessible to 

students having no prior knowledge of linguistics and literature.  
 

The BS English study guides are a powerful tool even for BS English tutors 

teaching in various regions, focusing upon a uniform scheme of studies for all the 

courses. Also, these courses will help tutors by providing adequate teaching 

material for independent teaching. All study guides strictly follow the 

standardized nine-unit sub-division of the course content for optimum 

understanding. The short introduction at the beginning provides an overview of 

the units followed by achievable learning objectives. The study guides also define 

difficult terms in the text and guide the students for accessible learning. The units 

are finally summed up in summary points and the assessment questions not only 

guide students but also help to revise the content developed upon previously 

formed concepts. Moreover, they provide links and a list of the suggested 

readings for further inquiry. 
 

In the end, I am happy to extend my gratitude to the course team chairman, course 

development coordinator, unit-writers, reviewers, and editors for the development 

of the course. Any suggestions for the improvement in the programme/courses 

will be fondly welcomed by the Department of English. 
 

 

 Prof. Dr. Zia-ul-Qayyum 

   Vice-Chancellor 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This study guide is designed to provide a discussion for the BS English Students 

of Allama Iqbal Open University to understand the basics of ‘Semantics’ who 

have had no prior knowledge of the subject. The style of the book is specially 

tailored in a way that talks to the students and gently steers them in a direction 

that the students are supposed to take. Following the University format, this study 

guide comprises a total of nine units that not only discuss, but also provides 

assessment questions at the end of each unit.  
 

In this study guide, nine units have been given in such a manner that unit 

1considers different approaches to the investigation of meaning concerned with 

what knowledge individual speakers of a language have that helps them 

communicate with one another. It gives a brief consideration of what language is 

and how an individual acquires it.  
 

In unit 2, we look more at the specific features of communication, beginning with 

non-linguistic signs and how we get meanings from them. A distinction between a 

sentence, a language construction, and an utterance, a particular act of speaking or 

writing is made. An utterance is typically part of a larger discourse.  
 

In unit 3, we introduce a distinction between lexemes, which have semantic 

relations outside of language, and function words, which contribute grammatical 

meanings to utterances. A discussion on different kinds of morphemes is 

presented.  
 

Unit 4 explores the structures of propositions and the various roles that the 

referents of noun phrases can have.  
 

In unit 5 we talk about lexical relations and will focus on lexical field, 

componential analysis, the kinship system and synonyms, hyponym and 

antonyms.  
 

Unit 6 talks about what a referring expression is and distinguishes three terms: 

referring expression, referent, and way of referring. Moreover, we discuss three 

ways in which referents differ from one another: unique; concrete; and countable. 

Subsequently, we take up different ways of referring and consider such 

differences as definite and indefinite, generic and nongeneric, specific and non-

specific.  
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Unit 7 further extends the debate of referring expressions and discusses the 

various types of references found in language use. These included proper nouns, 

pronouns and noun phrases. It also provides detail of certain function words refer 

to parts of the physical-social-temporal context of the speaker or writer such as 

deixis and those used to avoid repetition such as anaphoric items. The unit also 

gives an understanding to the students about definite and indefinite references and 

specific and non-specific references. It also tells how ambiguity arises in 

communication and how it can be removed.  
 

In unit 8 the structure of sentences is discussed that may also lead to different 

possible interpretations, and such syntactic ambiguity. Moreover, embedded 

clauses have several different forms, which are discussed of the present unit.  
 

Finally, unit 9 talks about six different kinds of utterances, or speech acts, 

classified according to their general purpose. The description given will apply to 

written discourse, and therefore to writer and reader, as much as to spoken 

discourse. Nevertheless, we use the term speaker to include writer and the term 

addressee to include reader as well as hearer. In addition, although one person 

may speak or write on behalf of several people and may have a plurality of 

addressees, whether in writing or speaking, we use singular terms ‘speaker’ and 

‘addressee’ throughout. 
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MAIN COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 

 

This study guide provides a basic understanding of ‘Semantics’ to the BS English 

students of Allama Iqbal Open University and aims to achieve the following 

objectives: 

1. Understand the underlying concept of meaning making. 

2. Explain the nature of language and relation with the individual. 

3. Define the term ‘Pragmatics’ and differentiate it from semantics. 

4. Define in detail the lexical relations in text that contribute to the study of 

meaning. 

5. Be able to perform a componential analysis of lexical items. 

6. Explain the factors contributing to truth conditional semantics. 

7. Understand how language users use different ways of referring  

8. Understand what are ‘Speech Acts’ and how they are used in language. 
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Introduction 
 

In this unit we consider different approaches to the investigation of meaning. Linguistic 

semantics, the approach taken in this unit, is concerned with what knowledge individual 

speakers of a language possess which makes it possible for them to communicate with one 

another. This leads us to a brief consideration of what language is and how an individual 

acquires it. Finally, we demonstrate some of the knowledge that all speakers have about 

the nature and expression of meaning in their language. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Define what is meant by ‘Linguistic Semantics’ 

2. Understand the underlying concept of meaning making. 

3. Explain the nature of language and relation with the individual. 

4. Develop an idea of semantic knowledge. 
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1.1 The Systematic Study of Meaning  
 

We are all necessarily interested in meaning. We wonder about the meaning of a new word. 

Sometimes we are not sure about the message we should get from something we read or 

hear, and we are concerned about getting our own messages across to others. We find 

pleasure in jokes, which often depend for their humor on double meanings of words or 

ambiguities in sentences. Commercial organizations spend a lot of effort and money on 

naming products, devising slogans, and creating messages that will be meaningful to the 

buying public. Legal scholars argue about the interpretation–that is, the meaning–of a law 

or a judicial decision. Literary scholars quarrel similarly over the meaning of some poem 

or story.  

 

Three disciplines are concerned with the systematic study of ‘meaning’ in itself: 

psychology, philosophy and linguistics. Their particular interests and approaches are 

different, yet each borrows from and contributes to the others.  

 

Psychologists are interested in how individual humans learn, how they retain, recall, or 

lose information; how they classify, make judgements and solve problems–in other words, 

how the human mind seeks meanings and works with them.  

 

Philosophers of language are concerned with how we know, how any particular fact that 

we know or accept as true is related to other possible facts–what must be antecedent (a 

presupposition) to that fact and what is a likely consequence, or entailment of it; what 

statements are mutually contradictory, which sentences express the same meaning in 

different words, and which are unrelated. (There is more about presupposition and 

entailment later in this chapter.)  

 

Linguists want to understand how language works. Just what common knowledge do two 

people possess when they share a language– English, Swahili, Korean or whatever–that 

makes it possible for them to give and get information, to express their feelings and their 

intentions to one another, and to be understood with a fair degree of success? Linguistics 

is concerned with identifying the meaningful elements of specific languages, for example, 

English words like paint and happy and affixes like the -er of painter and the un- of 

unhappy. It is concerned with describing how such elements go together to express more 

complex meanings–in phrases like the unhappy painter and sentences like the painter is 

unhappy–and telling how these are related to each other. Linguistics also deals with the 

meanings expressed by modulations of a speaker’s voice and the processes by which 

hearers and readers relate new information to the information they already have.  

 

Semantics is the systematic study of meaning, and linguistic semantics is the study of how 

languages organize and express meanings. Linguistic semantics is the focus of our book, 

but we will limit ourselves to the expression of meanings in a single language, English.  
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1.2 The Nature of Language  
 

All animals have some system for communicating with other members of their species, but 

only humans have a language which allows them to produce and understand ever-new 

messages and to do so without any outside stimulus. Bees, birds, dolphins and 

chimpanzees, among other animals, transmit and interpret a fixed number of messages that 

signal friendliness or hostility, the presence of food or of danger, or have to do with mating 

and care of offspring. But human language differs from these animal communication 

systems in two crucial ways. 

 

First, animals can communicate only in response to some particular stimulus. Bees, when 

they have located a source of nectar in some group of plants, fly back to their hive and 

report this discovery by doing a dance that indicates the approximate direction and distance 

to the site, but in general non-human communication takes place on the spot, and is 

concerned with what is immediately present. No animal can tell another one about past 

experience, and still less are they able to communicate their plans for the future. Humans 

alone are able to talk about vast numbers of things which come from accumulated 

knowledge, memory and imagination. Human language is stimulus-free. Second, while 

animals have only a fixed repertoire of messages, human language is creative: we are 

always producing new utterances which others understand; we comprehend new sentences 

which others have produced (as you understand this sentence, though it is not likely you 

have read it before). 

 

The importance of stimulus-freedom and creativity is often overlooked. Throughout 

history various thinkers have tried to describe and explain language as if language is only 

related to the phenomenal world, the objects and events that we can observe through our 

senses. The simple fact is that the human mind deals easily and frequently with what does 

not exist, or what does not yet exist. Nobody can explain just how people are able to 

abstract elements from their sensory world and put these elements together in ways that are 

partly familiar, partly new. Yet that is just what happens when the architect envisions a 

building not yet erected, the composer puts together a concerto that is still to be played, a 

writer devises a story about imaginary people doing imaginary things, or when all of us 

take delight in nonsense and concoct names for things that might exist or might not. 

 

The productivity of language is due to another feature which distinguishes our 

communication from that of other animals. While some bird songs are different 

arrangements of a repertory of elements, generally each signal emitted by a dog or donkey 

or dolphin is an indivisible unit, different from any other signal that the animal may utter. 

Human utterances, on the other hand, are composed of interchangeable units on two levels. 

An utterance consists of words in a particular sequence (at least one word and usually more 

than one), and a word consists of sound-units, or phonemes, in a particular order. A fairly 

small number of phonemes, which are meaningless, combine to make a vast number of 

meaningful words; for example, the English words pat, tap and apt consist of the same 

three phonemes, differently arranged, and these three phonemes occur over and over in 
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combinations with a relatively small number of other phonemes to make up thousands of 

combinations that we call words.  

 

This freedom from context is possible only because language is conventional or has the 

feature of arbitrariness. There is no natural relation between the word goat, for instance, 

and what that word designates. Since ancient times people have been arguing about 

whether language is ‘natural’ or not. We can only conclude that it is natural for humans to 

have language–that a human child has a natural propensity to acquire the language which 

is used by the members of its family. But the ways in which meanings are communicated 

through language are not natural, nor is one language more natural than another. All human 

societies have language and–contrary to some popular but unfounded opinions–every 

known language is complex and subtle, capable of expressing whatever its speakers need 

to express and capable of changing to meet the changing needs of the speakers. 

 

1.3 Language and the Individual  
 

Every human child, with a few pathological exceptions, learns the language of the society 

in which it grows up. A child acquires the fundamentals of that language in the first five or 

six years of life – perhaps the greatest intellectual feat of its lifetime. How the child does 

this is one of the most intriguing puzzles in the study of human nature. All we know is that 

the child follows a general timetable in the process of acquisition. Just as the baby sits up, 

then crawls, stands and walks according to an innate timetable, so the child, at about the 

age of twelve months, begins to imitate its parents’ ways of naming what is in the 

environment (bed, bottle, doll, baby, mama, etc.) and of telling the characteristics and 

events in which these things can be observed (wet, empty, up, sit, all-gone). Children who 

can hear learn speech and deaf children learn sign language, provided they are exposed to 

a medium which they can perceive. By the age of eighteen months the child is likely to be 

producing two-word utterances (Baby up, Daddy byebye, Mama shoes, Dolly sit). Soon 

utterances become more and more complex, and these utterances are clearly invented, not 

just repetitions of what parents may have said. Processes like making questions and 

negative statements are acquired processes that go beyond a mere reflection of what is in 

the environment and make it possible for the child to express himself and interact with 

others. 

 

The child acquires the ability to make use, as speaker and hearer, of the most important 

communication system of the community. Through this possession the individual enjoys a 

life of being able to inform, to express feelings and thoughts, perhaps to influence others 

in smaller or larger ways, and to learn. Our ability to use language and our ability to think 

and conceptualize, develop at the same time and these abilities depend on each other. So, 

while we may retain some memory of learning to read and write, which we began around 

the age of six, we do not remember learning to understand what was spoken to us in the 

first four or five years of life and still less our struggles to speak. Thus, it happens that the 

knowledge which each of us has about our native language is partly conscious and explicit 

but to a large extent unconscious and implicit. We know the language, but we do not fully 

know what we know. We know in the sense that we successfully communicate our 



7 

 

intentions to others and we correctly interpret what others tell us–we know how to use the 

language. But we are not likely to be cognizant of the multiple meanings that common 

words can have, of the ways in which words are related to one another, of all the potential 

ambiguities that are always lurking in language.  

 

Because language is creative, our communication is not restricted to a fixed set of topics; 

we constantly produce and understand new messages in response to new situations and 

new experiences. At the same time, language use is subject to very specific rules and 

constraints. There seems to be an infinite number of things we can say, but a language does 

not have an infinite number of words nor an infinite number of ways of combining words. 

If it had, we could not learn it.  

 

What is the knowledge that a speaker of a language has about that language? Quite simply, 

a vocabulary and the ways to use it. More specifically, speakers have two vocabularies, 

one that they use in producing utterances and a somewhat larger one that is needed for 

understanding a variety of people. The vocabulary contains numerous names of people and 

places, as well as what we might think of as ordinary words. The productive vocabulary 

grows rapidly in early childhood, and for most people changes somewhat throughout life.  

 

And what knowledge does one have that makes one capable of using the vocabulary, 

productively and receptively? We have to know how to combine the vocabulary items into 

utterances that will carry meanings for others, and we have to grasp the meanings of 

complex utterances that others produce. With this goes the knowledge of how to pronounce 

words and utterances and how to recognize the pronunciation of words and utterances 

produced by others. So, for every word that speakers know, for production or recognition, 

they must know the pronunciation, how it fits into various utterances, and what it means. 

 

Because we acquire our native language so early in life, our knowledge is mostly implicit. 

The linguist’s task is to explicate this implicit knowledge. To describe a language the 

linguist writes a grammar. As Chomsky and Halle (1968:1) put it, we use the term grammar 

to mean two things: the implicit knowledge that a speaker has and the explicit description 

and explanation of it by the linguist.  

 

Whether we think of the grammar of a language as the knowledge that every speaker of the 

language has, or the explicit description made by a linguist, or both, the grammar must 

contain three parts. One part, of course, is semantics, the knowledge (from the point of 

view of the individual who speaks and hears others speaking), or the description (from a 

linguist’s point of view), of meaningful units like words and meaningful combinations of 

words like sentences. This whole book is about semantics; here it is more appropriate to 

consider the other parts of a grammar.  

 

Phonology is the knowledge, or the description, of how speech sounds are organized in a 

particular language–there are units called phonemes which combine in various possible 

ways (but not all possible ways) to express meaningful units such as words. These 

phonemes contrast with one another to make different units of meaning. Sometimes two 
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words sound the same but have different meanings (homonyms), and sometimes sequences 

of words with the same pronunciation have different interpretations (ambiguity). We 

discuss homonyms and ambiguity in the proceeding units. One part of phonology is 

prosody, the melodies with which utterances are spoken; different melodies can make 

differences of meaning. There is a section on prosody in the proceeding unit too. 

 

Syntax is the knowledge, or the description, of the classes of words, sometimes called parts 

of speech, and of how members of these classes go together to form phrases and sentences. 

Syntax deals with grammatical categories like tense, number, aspect–categories that differ 

from language to language and which yet are present somehow in all languages. Another 

part of grammar is morphology, the description or the knowledge of word formation: the 

account of different forms of the ‘same’ word (cat, cats; connect, connecting, connected) 

and the derivation of different words which share a basic meaning (connect, disconnect, 

connection). It is impossible to explore semantics without also dealing with syntax (and 

vice versa) because the two are closely interrelated: the meaning of a sentence is more than 

the meanings of the words it contains, and the meaning of a word often depends partly on 

the company it keeps–what other words occur in the same sentence. 

 

When we say that speakers of a language know the phonology of their language, we mean 

that they can accurately produce the sequences of sounds that signal different meanings 

and can recognize the sequences of sounds produced by other speakers and can connect 

these sequences to the meanings intended by those speakers. But ordinary speakers do not 

‘know’ in the sense that they can describe the complex manipulations of their vocal organs 

in pronouncing. Any native speaker of English can pronounce and recognize beat, bit, meat 

and meek, but the ability to explain how bit differs from beat in articulation, and beat from 

meat and meat from meek, is not part of native-speaker knowledge. 

 

Similarly, a speaker knows how to combine words into complex sentences and to grasp the 

meanings of complex structures that other speakers produce. Any adolescent or adult 

speaker can produce and can understand a sentence like We shouldn’t expect whoever took 

these things to be likely to want to return them, but few speakers would be able to explain 

the syntax of it. 

 

1.4 Demonstrating Semantic Knowledge  
 

How can we explain the speaker’s knowledge of meanings? Certainly, we cannot expect 

that speakers can clearly define all the words they know. If that were our criterion, we 

should also expect speakers to be able to explain the meaning of every utterance they will 

ever produce or comprehend, which is, for all practical purposes, an infinite number. But 

the obvious thing is that speakers can make their thoughts and feelings and intentions 

known to other speakers of the language and can understand what others say. This ability 

requires possession of a vocabulary and for speakers to know how to pronounce every item 

in this vocabulary and how to recognize its pronunciation by other speakers. They know 

how to use the production vocabulary in meaningful sentences and to understand the 

sentences produced by others. And of course, they know meanings–how to choose the 
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items that express what they want to express and how to find the meanings in what other 

people say. 

 

If it is hard to say what meaning is, it is fairly easy to show what knowledge speakers have 

about meanings in their language and therefore what things must be included in an account 

of semantics. The next ten paragraphs demonstrate ten aspects of any speaker’s semantic 

knowledge.  

 

1. What is Meaningful? 

Speakers know, in a general way, whether something is or is not meaningful in their 

language. For example, speakers of English can tell which of the following are meaningful 

in English. 

1a. Henry drew a picture. 

1b. Henry laughed. 

1c. The picture laughed. 

1d. Picture a Henry drew. 

 

It is certainly not too much to assume that 1a and 1b are meaningful to speakers of English, 

while 1c and 1d are anomalous (examples of anomaly). Sentence 1c has the appearance of 

being meaningful and it might attain meaning in some children’s story or the like, while 

1d is merely a sequence of words.  

 

2.  What has Similar Meaning? 

Speakers of a language generally agree as to when two sentences have essentially the same 

meaning and when they do not. 

2a. Rebecca got home before Robert. 

2b. Robert got home before Rebecca. 

2c. Robert arrived at home after Rebecca. 

2d. Rebecca got home later than Robert. 

 

Sentences that make equivalent statements about the same entities, like 2a and 2c, or 2b 

and 2d, are paraphrases (of each other). 

 

3. What has Similar Meaning in Context? 

Speakers generally agree when two words have essentially the same meaning–in a given 

context. In each sentence below one word is underlined. Following the sentence is a group 

of words, one of which can replace the underlined word without changing the meaning of 

the sentence.  

3a. Where did you purchase these tools? use buy release modify take  

3b. At the end of the street we saw two enormous statues, pink smooth nice huge original  

 

Words that have the same sense in a given context are synonyms–they are instances of 

synonymy and are synonymous with each other.  

 

 



10 

 

4. Contradictory Meaning 

Speakers recognize when the meaning of one sentence contradicts another sentence. The 

sentences below are all about the same person, but two of them are related in such a way 

that if one is true the other must be false. 

4a. Edgar is married. 

4b. Edgar is fairly rich. 

4c. Edgar is no longer young. 

4d. Edgar is a bachelor. 

 

Sentences that make opposite statements about the same subject are contradictory.  

 

5.  Opposite Meaning 

Speakers generally agree when two words have opposite meanings in a given context. For 

example, speakers are able to choose from the group of words following 5a and 5b the 

word which is contrary to the underlined word in each sentence.  

5a. Betty cut a thick slice of cake, bright new soft thin wet  

5b. The train departs at 12:25. arrives leaves waits swerves  

 

Two words that make opposite statements about the same subject are antonyms; they are 

antonymous, instances of antonymy. 

 

6.  Commonality in Synonyms and Antonyms 

Synonyms and antonyms have to have some common element of meaning in order to be, 

respectively, the same or different. Words can have some element of meaning without 

being synonymous or antonymous. For example, we should all agree that in each of the 

following groups of words, 6a and 6b, all but one of the words have something in common. 

Which is the word that doesn’t belong? 

6a. Street lane road path house avenue 

6b. Buy take use steal acquire inherit 

 

The common element of meaning, shared by all but one word in 6a and by all but one item 

in 6b, is a semantic feature.  

 

7. Double Meanings 

Some sentences have double meanings; they can be interpreted in two ways. Speakers are 

aware of this fact because they appreciate jokes which depend on two-way interpretation, 

like the following.  

7a. Marjorie doesn’t care for her parakeet. (doesn’t like it; doesn’t take care of it)  

7b. Marjorie took the sick parakeet to a small animal hospital. (small hospital for 

animals; hospital for small animals) 

 

8. Language in Interactions 

Speakers know how language is used when people interact. If one person asks a question 

or makes a remark, there are various possible answers to the question or replies one might 

make to the remark. Thus, for the question in 8a some answers are suggested, of which all 



11 

 

but one might be appropriate. Similarly, the statement in 8b is followed by several possible 

rejoinders, all but one of which could be appropriate.  

8a. When did you last see my brother? Ten minutes ago. Last Tuesday. Very nice. 

Around noon. I think it was on the first of June.  

8b. There’s a great new comedy at the Oldtown Playhouse. So I’ve heard. What’s it 

called? When did it open? So, do I. Are you sure it’s a comedy?  

 

When a question and an answer, or any two utterances, can go together in a conversation 

and the second is obviously related to the first, they constitute an adjacency pair. The ability 

to deal with adjacency pairs is part of any speaker’s implicit knowledge. 

 

9.  Inferences 

Speakers are aware that two statements may be related in such a way that if one is true, the 

other must also be true.  

9a. There are tulips in the garden.  

9b. There are flowers in the garden.  

9c. The ladder is too short to reach the roof.  

9d. The ladder isn’t long enough to reach the roof.  

 

These pairs of sentences are examples of entailment. Assuming that 9a and 9b are about 

the same garden, the truth of 9a entails the truth of 9b, that is, if 9a is true, 9b must also be 

true. Likewise, assuming the same ladder and roof, the truth of 9c entails the truth of 9d.  

 

10.  Presuppositions 

Speakers know that the message conveyed in one sentence may presuppose other pieces of 

knowledge. For instance, if 10a is accepted as true, 10b–10e must also be accepted as true.  

10a. Andy Murfee usually drives his Datsun to work.  

10b. There is a person named Andy Murfee.  

10c. Andy Murfee works.  

10d. There is a Datsun that belongs to Andy Murfee.  

10e. Andy Murfee knows how to drive an automobile.  

 

The meaning of sentence 10a presupposes what is expressed in 10b, c, d and e. The latter 

are presuppositions of 10a. Note that a presupposition does not establish the truth of 

anything. Sentence 10a is meaningful as it is, but it is true only if there is a person named 

Andy Murfee, who works and owns a Datsun, etc. The sentence is presented AS IF there 

is a person named Andy Murfee. (There probably is not since we created the sentence for 

demonstration, just as the writer of a child’s arithmetic textbook turns out problems that 

begin “Timmy Blake has four apples…”)  

 

These ten terms have been introduced to show the latent knowledge that people have about 

their language. We are not suggesting that the points illustrated make up a test that anyone 

can deal with successfully. People differ considerably, and circumstances differ 

considerably, so that the way individuals behave in a given situation is not necessarily an 

indication of what their deeper competence is. Personality factors, such as willingness to 
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cooperate, memory, attention, recent experience, can greatly affect performance. We only 

want to indicate the general implicit knowledge that speakers have about meaning in their 

language. 

 

1.5 Summary 
 

The study of meaning can be undertaken in various ways. Linguistic semantics is an 

attempt to explicate the knowledge of any speaker of a language which allows that speaker 

to communicate facts, feelings, intentions and products of the imagination to other speakers 

and to understand what they communicate to him or her. Language differs from the 

communication systems of other animals in being stimulus-free and creative. Early in life 

every human acquires the essentials of a language–a vocabulary and the pronunciation, use 

and meaning of each item in it. The speaker’s knowledge is largely implicit. The linguist 

attempts to construct a grammar, an explicit description of the language, the categories of 

the language and the rules by which they interact. Semantics is one part of the grammar; 

phonology, syntax and morphology are other parts. Speakers of a language have an implicit 

knowledge about what is meaningful in their language, and it is easy to show this. In our 

account of what that knowledge is, we introduced ten technical terms: anomaly; 

paraphrase; synonymy; semantic feature; antonymy; contradiction; ambiguity; adjacency 

pairs; entailment and presupposition. 

 

1.6 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. What is meant by Linguistic Semantics? Why is it important in the study of 

languages? 

2. Explain how is human language different from that of animals? What role does the 

nature of language play in this regard? 

3. The importance of stimulus-freedom and creativity is often overlooked. 

Throughout history various thinkers have tried to describe and explain language as 

if language is only related to the phenomenal world, the objects and events that we 

can observe through our senses. Explain. 

4. Every human child, with a few pathological exceptions, learns the language of the 

society in which it grows up. Elaborate. 

5. What is meant by semantic knowledge? How does it explain the speaker’s 

knowledge of meanings? Do all speakers have the same knowledge? Explain with 

appropriate examples. 

6. Below are ten pairs of sentences. In each pair assume that the first sentence is true. 

Then decide what we know about the second sentence, which has the same topic(s). 

If the first is true, must the second also be true (T)? Or if the first is true, must the 

second be false (F)? Or does the truth of the first tell us nothing about the truth of the 

second (X)?  

1a. Rose is married to Tom. 

1b. Rose is Tom’s wife. 

2a. David is an unmarried adult male. 
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2b. David is a bachelor. 

3a. This knife is too dull to cut the rope. 

3b. This knife isn’t sharp enough to cut the rope. 

4a. Victoria likes to sing. 

4b. Victoria doesn’t sing. 

 

1.7 Suggested Readings 
 

Allan, Keith (1986). linguistic Meaning (2 vols). 

Dillon, George (1977). Introduction to Contemporary Linguistic Semantics. 

Hofmann, Th. R. (1993). Realms of Meaning: An Introduction to Semantics. 

Hurford, J.R. and Brendan Heasley (1983). Semantics: A Coursebook. 

Leech, Geoffrey N. (1981). Semantics. 2nd edn. 

Lyons, John (1995). Linguistic Semantics: An Introduction. 

Nilsen, D.L.F. and Nilsen, A. (1975) Semantic Theory: A Linguistic Perspective. 
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Introduction 
 

The previous unit dealt with the general knowledge that people have about the language 

they speak. However, people apply this knowledge when they speak to one another and 

understand one another in specific acts of communication. In this unit, we look more at the 

specific features of communication, beginning with observations about non-linguistic signs 

and how we get meanings from them. We introduce a distinction between a sentence, a 

language construction, and an utterance, a particular act of speaking or writing. An 

utterance is typically part of a larger discourse. In spoken discourse meanings are partly 

communicated by the emphases and melodies that are called prosody. Vocal and gestural 

signs can also be the means of transmitting meanings. 

 

Objectives  
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Define the term ‘Pragmatics’ and differentiate it from semantics. 

2. Understand how the specific features of communication create meaning. 

3. Distinguish between a sentence, a language construction, and an utterance. 

4. Explain the terms intonation and prosody and their impact on meaning making. 
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2.1 Pragmatics  
 

Unit 1 discussed the general knowledge that speakers have about their language, but 

speakers also know how to use this knowledge when they listen and read, when they speak 

and write when they communicate. We need, then, to consider what kind of knowledge a 

person has to have, and use, in particular acts of communication. For a question like “When 

did you last see my brother?,” there are numerous answers that are linguistically 

appropriate “Around noon,” “Last Tuesday,” “I think it was on June first,” and so on but 

on a specific occasion only one answer (or its paraphrase) is correct. What is correct in a 

particular instance is, we may say, pragmatically appropriate.  

 

Pragmatics is another branch of linguistics that is concerned with meaning. Pragmatics and 

semantics can be viewed as different parts, or different aspects, of the same general study. 

Both are concerned with people’s ability to use language meaningfully. While semantics 

is mainly concerned with a speaker’s competence to use the language system in producing 

meaningful utterances and processing (comprehending) utterances produced by others, the 

chief focus of pragmatics is a person’s ability to derive meanings from specific kinds of 

speech situations to recognize what the speaker is referring to, to relate new information to 

what has gone before, to interpret what is said from background knowledge about the 

speaker and the topic of discourse, and to infer or ‘fill in’ information that the speaker takes 

for granted and doesn’t bother to say. Obviously, the boundary between semantics and 

pragmatics is vague, and at the present time various scholars are apt to disagree about where 

the boundary is. Some of the contents of this chapter may be considered more ‘pragmatics’ 

than ‘semantics’ by some people. 

 

2.2 Natural and Conventional Signs  
 

A language is a system of symbols through which people communicate. The symbols may be 

spoken, written, or signed with the hands. People who use a language to communicate with one 

another constitute a society, a language community the English language community, for 

instance. Within that community there are differences in the way different people use the 

language, chiefly of a geographical or social nature. When people who have the same native 

language can understand one another but still notice consistent differences in each other’s 

speech, we say they speak different dialects of that language. It is easy to illustrate dialect 

differences: vocabulary differences like petrol versus gasoline, lift versus elevator, alternative 

ways of framing certain questions: Have you a pencil? versus Do you have a pencil? versus 

Have you got a pencil?, for instance. It is extremely difficult to say how many differences there 

are between dialects or to recognize where one dialect ends, and another begins. 

 

Language is only one of the common activities of a society. The totality of common 

activities, institutions, and beliefs make up the culture of that society. Cultural groupings 

are not necessarily coterminous with language communities. In the modern world it is quite 

the opposite: cultural features are almost always more widespread than any one language. 

Native speakers of English belong to the so-called Western culture, which has developed 
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from the Hebrews, Greeks and Romans of the ancient world. If it is hard to specify just 

what consitutes a ‘dialect,’ it is equally difficult to specify what is included in one ‘culture.’ 

Our culture includes, for example, eating with a fork, wearing neckties, knowing at least 

some of the same proverbs, using at least some of the same gestures for the same purposes, 

celebrating the arrival of a new year, believing in law and democracy, and hundreds of 

other major and minor customs and beliefs. The point is that communication takes place 

against a large common background.  

 

A language is a complex system of symbols, or signs, that are shared by members of a 

community. It will be useful to consider other signs that we know and how we react to 

them. Robinson Crusoe, according to Defoe’s novel, was walking along the beach one 

morning and suddenly saw a human footprint in the sand made by the man who was later 

to be called Friday, as it turned out. This experience, after twenty-seven years of living 

alone on his island, so frightened poor Crusoe that he ran back to the cave that was his 

home and would not venture out again that day.  

 

A footprint is a natural sign. It is the natural result of a foot treading on a soft surface, and 

it can communicate a message that the owner of the foot was recently there to anyone who 

observes it. We are all familiar with other natural signs. We see smoke and know that there 

is a fire, or a fire has just gone out. A black cloud informs us of the possibility of rain. 

Treetops moving tell us that the wind is blowing. Our own bodies provide such signs as 

earaches and hunger pangs. In other people we notice and interpret shivering, perspiration, 

or a head nodding with drowsiness. All sorts of sights, sounds and smells can be natural 

signs; they communicate to someone who observes and can interpret but their messages 

are unintentional, the by-products of various events. 

 

In modern life we are likely to be less concerned with natural signs than with conventional 

signs, the auditory and visual devices that people have created to send routine messages to 

one another. Day after day we hear such signals because someone intends for us to hear 

them: horns, whistles, sirens, buzzers and bells. The pop of a gun starts competitive 

runners, swimmers and jockeys on their respective races. In various sports a whistle or 

buzzer marks the beginning and end of each period of play. Visual signs are just as 

prevalent and as varied. We have conventional ways of indicating a slippery road, a bicycle 

path, the location of a telephone, of men’s and women’s lavatories, where there is access 

for the handicapped, where smoking is prohibited, and much more.  

 

Humans produce not only single symbols but systems of symbols. Different bugle calls, 

different bell tones, different numbers of toots on a whistle or flashes of light can form a 

repertory of messages. The traffic light found at numerous city street intersections is a good 

example of a simple system. None of these communications uses language, though of 

course devising, installing and learning them could not be accomplished by people who 

had no language.  

 

Unlike natural signs, conventional signs have human senders as well as human receivers; 

each one has an intention and an interpretation. The message may be personal as when a 
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friend rings your telephone or quite impersonal and general, like the warning siren on a 

speeding ambulance. We can even use devices like smoke detectors and burglar alarms to 

send messages to ourselves at a later time, in circumstances that we really do not want to 

occur.  

 

Observing any such sign and getting information from it seems like a simple matter and 

can take place in an instant, and yet the process of getting information consists of three 

steps: 

 

2.2.1  Perception  

The sign and the observer share a context of place and time in which the sign attracts the 

observer’s attention. Robinson Crusoe, to use our first example, walked where the footprint 

was, looked in the right direction, when there was sufficient light for visibility, and before 

the print had been obliterated by rain, wind, tide, or the movement of other creatures. 

 

2.2.2 Identification  

Every perception is a unique experience. To say that we ‘recognize’ a phenomenon means 

that we match it with previous experiences stored in our memory. Almost certainly, if you 

observe a sign and derive some meaning from it, you must have seen a similar sign before. 

We identify any new thing either as a phenomenon previously observed or, more often, as 

something that is ‘identical’ with phenomena we already know, a new token of a familiar 

type. The human mind cannot deal with an infinite number of separate things; we classify 

an entity as a new instance of the class of footprints or bushes or sirens or churches. And 

to identify what something is requires us to recognize what it is not, to discriminate between 

signs.  

 

2.2.3 Interpretation  

Meanings are often personal. The meaning of any sign depends on the space-time context 

in which we observe it. Crusoe’s reaction to the footprint was due to the circumstances of 

his life, the fact that until this moment it had been impossible for him to see any human 

footprint other than his own. This is clearly an unusual case, but all the time we interpret 

differently in different contexts.  

 

Conventional signs can have different meanings in different contexts or different 

circumstances. The whistle of a policeman directing traffic, the whistle of a hotel doorman 

summoning a taxi, and the whistle of the referee in a soccer game may all sound exactly 

the same; their different meanings are due to the difference of context in which the signal 

occurs. They have different intentions and are interpreted differently 

 

2.3 Linguistic Signs  
 

Words are linguistic signs, similar in certain respects to natural and conventional signs. 

They do not ‘have meanings’ but rather are capable of conveying meanings to those who 

can perceive, identify and interpret. Words go together to form sentences which in turn are 

capable of conveying meanings the meanings of the individual words and the meaning that 
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comes from the relation of these words to one another. We can discuss individual linguistic 

signs words but since we are interested in language use, and words are not ordinarily used 

alone, we should direct our attention to whole utterances and how we perceive, identify 

and interpret them.  

 

Let’s consider the matter of perception, identification and interpretation with respect to 

language use. In order to grasp what somebody says, we must first of all perceive the 

utterance hear a spoken utterance, see a written one. A number of things can create 

difficulty in perceiving a spoken message: too much noise in the environment, too great a 

distance between speaker and hearer, insufficient volume in the speaker’s delivery, a poor 

connection if the message is conveyed by telephone, static in a radio message, or 

insufficient attention on the part of the hearer. A written message must be clear, sufficiently 

lighted and have the reader’s attention. 

 

But hearing alone is not enough, nor is seeing. We get no message from an utterance in a 

language we don’t know. Identification of the elements in an utterance requires speaker 

and hearer to share what Clark (1996:92–121) calls ‘common ground.’ By and large, 

speaker and hearer use the same vocabulary: they attach the same meanings to the same 

words and sentences; they have similar pronunciations; and they have, in general, the same 

ways of putting words together in sentences. Of course, there can be different degrees of 

commonality in the common ground. Speaker and hearer may speak different dialects of 

the same language, so that their pronunciations differ to some degree and there is some 

divergence in the ways they express themselves. One or both may be a foreigner with only 

partial mastery of the language they are using. Markedly different pronunciations, use of 

vocabulary items that the other doesn’t know, meanings not shared, syntactic constructions 

not familiar to both these disturb the process of identification.  

 

Suppose we hear an utterance, know the language, know the meanings of the words and 

the sentences formed with the words. We may still not fully comprehend what is said 

because we don’t know what the utterance is about. We don’t grasp the speaker’s intention, 

largely because we don’t know what is being referred to. On the other hand, when 

communication is successful, we, as hearers, interpret correctly because we derive some 

information from what has been said previously (the discourse context) and from 

knowledge of the speaker and from a grasp of conditions and circumstances in the 

environment (the physical-social context).  

 

When we listen to someone talking, we first take in a sequence of sounds, a phonetic event, 

but our understanding is not a matter of grasping one sound after another, nor even one 

word after another. We organize the message into sense-groups (Clark and Clark 1977:43–

57). Possibly the speaker helps by speaking in sense-groups, making the pauses that are 

needed for breathing between sense-groups; for example, at some of the places marked 

‘(pause)’ in this utterance: 

 

“I’ll let you know the answer (pause) 

as soon as I get the information (pause) 
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from a friend of mine (pause) 

who lives in Winchester.” 

 

(What we call a ‘pause’ may be an instant of silence or it may be simply the lengthening 

of a final sound, for example, informationn-n.) But conversational speech is not usually so 

neatly organized. As speakers we typically hesitate as we figure out what we intend to say; 

we put in ‘fillers’ (“Well”; “As a matter of fact…”); we repeat; we correct ourselves (“I 

mean”), we appeal to the addressee’s understanding (“you know”). So even a short 

utterance like the one above may come out this way: 

 

“Well, I’ll uh let you know (pause) the answer (pause) 

as soon—as soon as I get the information (pause) 

from a friend of mine (pause) um you know (pause) who 

lives in Winchester.” 

 

This may look strange on the printed page because in written English we are used to seeing 

the result of careful planning and polishing, but conversational speech is scarcely ever 

planned or polished. As listeners we ‘edit’ what we hear, separating the pauses, fillers and 

repetitions from the ‘gist’ of the message. Thus, although we can’t grasp a spoken message 

without hearing it (perception), our knowledge of the language enables us to distinguish 

between what communicates and what does not. Listeners and readers use their implicit 

knowledge of the language to grasp the message they are dealing with. For instance, if we 

encounter the verb put in an utterance, we are prepared to find three expressions telling us 

who puts, what is put, and where it is put. With the verb travel we unconsciously recognize 

that there will be information about the person(s) traveling and perhaps about the starting 

point, the goal, the route taken, and the duration of time. The verb buy must be 

accompanied by an expression that names the buyer and item(s) bought and there is likely 

to be information about seller and price, as well. One part of semantic analysis, therefore, 

is concerned with describing the kinds of expressions which usually accompany various 

verbs what roles these expressions play with respect to the verb and to each other the who, 

what, where and when.  

 

Although we, as listeners, begin with a phonetic message, once we have grasped the 

semantic content, we retain only the sense of the message (Clark and Clark 1977:49). 

People frequently give an accurate account of something that has been said but almost 

always they re-tell it in words that are different from the original message. The account is 

not an exact repetition of what was said unless the message is fairly short. Thus, as listeners, 

we begin by identifying the phonetic message and through the phonetic message identify 

the semantic message.  

 

Enough about perception and identification. Now consider interpretation. Comprehension 

is not just taking in words or even sense-groups. As listeners we use our background 

information to interpret the message. As Fillmore (1979:78) puts it, we need to know not 

only what the speaker says but also what he is talking about, why he bothers to say it, and 

why he says it the way he does. We have to relate what is being said to what was said 
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previously relate new information that is coming at us to the information that preceded it. 

The utterance in our illustration, above, must be part of a larger discourse, and the listener 

grasps the meaning of ‘the answer (to what?)’ and ‘the information (about what?)’ by 

relating these to what has been said before. The listener has to decide, from the 

conversation or from knowledge of the speaker, whether the place of residence of the 

speaker’s friend is relevant. The listener has to decide if the speaker is joking, being 

sarcastic, or is entirely serious, and such judgements and interpretations have to be made 

within a brief span of time. When we are reading, our interpretation of what the author 

wants to tell us depends on our background knowledge of the topic, and we probably will 

be more successful in comprehending if we find the author’s style somewhat familiar and 

to our liking. From the other side, speakers who make themselves understood have to have 

some notion of what their addressees already know and what the addressees can infer and 

fill in. Writers have to decide for what potential audience they are writing and how much 

these potential readers can contribute to the process of comprehending. 

 

Activity 1 

Sometimes we can interpret what the speaker intends from clues in the physical context 

even though we don’t understand completely what he or she has said (interpretation without 

identification) and even without having heard everything said (interpretation without 

perception).  

 

Can you recall an instance in which you did not fully understand what someone said but 

figured out from the context what he or she meant—what the speaker was trying to do, 

what the circumstances seemed to require, etc.? If you can’t remember such an event, 

perhaps you can imagine one. 

 

Can you recall an instance in which you understood quite well what somebody said but 

still could not interpret it, because you did not have background information, didn’t grasp 

what the message was about? If not, maybe you can invent a possible situation. 

 

2.4 Utterance and Sentence  
 

Just as conventional signals like the blowing of a whistle can have different meanings in 

different situations, so different pieces of language can have different meanings in different 

contexts. Let’s illustrate with three fictitious events: A beggar who has not eaten all day 

says “I’m hungry”; a child who hopes to put off going to bed announces “I’m hungry”; a 

young man who hopes to get better acquainted with one of his co-workers and intends to 

ask her to have dinner with him begins with the statement “I’m hungry.”  

 

The three events obviously have something in common and yet, just as obviously, they are 

different: they indicate different intentions and are liable to be interpreted differently 

because the situations and the participants are different. Each of the three speech events 

illustrated above is a different utterance, and we write an utterance with quotation marks: 

“I’m hungry.” Each utterance contains the same sentence, which we write with italics: I’m 

hungry. An utterance is an act of speech or writing; it is a specific event, at a particular 
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time and place and involving at least one person, the one who produces the utterance, but 

usually more than one person. An utterance happens just once; a spoken utterance happens 

and then, unless it is recorded electronically, it ceases to exist; a written utterance is 

intended to last for a short time in the case of a shopping list, for instance, or much longer, 

as in the case of a book. 

 

A sentence, on the other hand, is not an event; it is a construction of words (in English or 

whatever language) in a particular sequence which is meaningful (in that language). In our 

illustration each of the three utterances contains the meaning of the sentence, and each 

utterance has an extra meaning or meanings because of the circumstances in which it 

occurs. The meaning of a sentence is determined by the language, something known to all 

people who have learned to use that language. It is the meanings of the individual words 

and the meaning of the syntactic construction in which they occur. 

 

The meaning of an utterance is the meaning of the sentence plus the meanings of the 

circumstances: the time and place, the people involved, their backgrounds, their 

relationship to one another, and what they know about one another. All these circumstances 

we can call the physical-social context of an utterance.  

 

Why distinguish between sentence and utterance? Because it is important to recognize what 

meanings are communicated to us in language and which meanings, we derive from the 

contexts in which language is used. Because it is important to distinguish between 

linguistic meaning, what is communicated by particular pieces of language, and utterance 

meaning, what a certain individual meant by saying such-and-such in a particular place, at 

a particular time, and to certain other individuals. The utterance “Our visit to the factory 

was a wonderful experience” may be spoken as a joke, or sarcastically, or as a 

straightforward report, among other possibilities. The sentence Our visit to the factory was 

a wonderful experience has none of these meanings in itself—or, to put it differently, it has 

potentially any of these meanings. 

 

An utterance is often part of a larger discourse a conversation, a formal lecture, a poem, a 

short story, a business letter, or a love letter, among other possibilities. A spoken discourse 

is any act of speech that occurs in a given place and during a given period of time. A written 

discourse may be the record of something that has been spoken, or it may originate for the 

purpose of being performed aloud, like a play or speech, or it may exist without ever having 

been spoken or intended to be spoken, like most articles and books. The linguistic context 

of an utterance can make a difference of meaning, as well as the social context. 
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Activity 2 

The meaning of any language symbol depends to an extent on the context in which it 

occurs. Here are two ‘narratives’ that are rather vague because a lot of details are missing, 

but in each group the mere collocation of the words that are here tells a sort of story.  

 

(a) …pain…clinic…doctor…examine…surgery… 

hospital…nurses…preparation…surgeon…successful operation…quick recovery  

 

(b) …rocket…preparation…countdown…blastoff…orbit…splashdown…quick 

recovery…successful operation  

 

The term successful operation occurs in both stories. Does it seem to have the same 

meaning in both of them?  

 

The phrase quick recovery also occurs in both stories. Does it have the same meaning in 

both? 

 

Listeners and to a lesser extent readers often have to fill in information that the speaker or 

writer takes for granted. For example, suppose that A and B are standing somewhere, and 

A says to B, “This was the site of the old Stanwick Theater. The stage was over here on 

the right and the lobby over there on the left.” B will probably understand well enough, but 

his understanding is due to the fact that he inserts, between the two utterances, the 

information that the Stanwick Theater had a stage and a lobby–A has not told him so, or 

has not exactly told him so. The English definite article the is used in some proper names 

like ‘the Stanwick Theater’, ‘the Hudson River’, ‘the Alps’ and it is used with ordinary 

nouns like stage and lobby when these have already been introduced into the discourse.  

 

Since they are just now entering the discourse, B must relate the new information to what 

has been said, and he will probably do so without even recognizing that his comprehension 

is due to his own contribution. A bit of information inserted in such a context is called an 

implicature a conversational implicature, to be precise. An implicature is a bridge 

constructed by the hearer (or reader) to relate one utterance to some previous utterance, 

and often the hearer or reader makes this connection unconsciously. In this case the bridge 

is easy to construct; our knowledge of the world lets us take for granted the fact that a 

theater has a stage and a lobby. If the speaker were to say “This was the site of the old 

Stanwick Theater. It had a stage and a lobby. The stage was over here…,” he would seem 

quite pedantic. 

 

Activity 3 

In the following short discourses what is the implicature that connects the second utterance 

to the first? 

(a)  Is there a garage near here? Our engine is making strange noises. 

(b)  Barbara: How did you do on the examination? 

       Barry: I think I’ll just drop this course. 

(c)  Jim: Would you like to go dancing tomorrow night? 
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      Laura: We have guests coming from out of town. 

Has Laura answered Jim’s question? If so, what is her answer? Has she answered a question 

that he didn’t ask? If so, what is the question? 

 

Going back to A’s first utterances to B near the site of the Stanwick Theater, what, 

precisely, are the meanings of ‘over here on the right’ and ‘over there on the left’? Without 

being present at the scene we don’t know the places that these terms designate, but since 

we know the English language we know that their meanings are contrary to each other and 

that the speaker is closer to whatever is ‘on the right.’ 

 

2.5 Prosody 
 

We enclose spoken utterances in double quotation marks to distinguish them from 

sentences, which we print in italics. However, a spoken utterance consists of more than 

words. In speech meanings are communicated not merely by what is said but also by the 

way it is said. Read these four brief dialogues. 

 

1 A: Has the Winston Street bus come yet? 

   B: Sorry. I didn’t understand. What did you say? 

2 C: I’m afraid Fred didn’t like the remark I made. 

   D: Oh? What did you say? 

3 E: Some of my partners said they wouldn’t accept these terms. 

   F: And you? What did you say? 

4 G: You’re misquoting me. I didn’t say anything like that. 

   H: Oh? What did you say? 

 

The sequence of words “What did you say?” occurs in all four dialogues but it is 

pronounced differently in each. Individual speakers may vary somewhat in just what they 

pronounce, but the four renditions can be represented as follows, where the most prominent 

syllable is indicated with capital letters and the rising or falling of the voice is indicated by 

letters going up or down. 
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We produce all our spoken utterances with a melody, or intonation: by changing the speed 

with which the vocal bands in the throat vibrate we produce rising or falling pitch or 

combinations of rise and fall. By making one syllable in a sense-group especially loud and 

long, usually where the change of pitch occurs, we endow that word with a special 

prominence called accent. Intonation and accent together constitute prosody, the 

meaningful elements of speech apart from the words that are uttered.  

 

Within each sense-group one word (more accurately, the stressed syllable of one word) is 

more prominent than the rest of the group, giving special attention or focus to that word. 

Thus, the more numerous the divisions made, the more points of emphasis there are. 

Compare “I’d never say THAT” with one focus and “I/would NEVer/say THAT” with 

three.  

 

Typically, when speech is represented in print, italics are sometimes used to indicate the 

accent, but this is done only sporadically and unevenly; our writing system largely neglects 

this important element of spoken communication. A written transcript of a speech can be 

highly misleading because it is only a partial rendition of that speech. In speech there is 

always an accent in some part of an utterance, and placement of accent in different parts of 

an utterance creates differences of meaning.  

 

In the English language accent is mobile, enabling us to communicate different meanings 

by putting the emphasis in different places. The usual place is on the last important word, 

for instance: 

 

My cousin is an ARchitect.  

 

If the utterance is broken into two or more sense groups, each group has its own accent. 

The last accent is ordinarily the most prominent of all because the pitch changes on that 

syllable.  

My COUsin is an ARchitect.  

My cousin EDWard, who lives in FULton, is an ARchitect. 

Thus, the speaker can highlight one word or several words in an utterance and give special 

focus to that word or those words. The placement of accent on different words ties the 

utterance to what has been said previously. For example, in reply to the question “What 

does your cousin do?,” one might say: 

 

My cousin 

Edward         ‘s an ARchitect 

He 

 

Here the word architect is new information, something not previously mentioned, and 

Edward or my cousin is old, or given information, reference to what was already in the 

discourse. Suppose, instead, that nothing had been said about anybody’s cousin, but the 

discussion had somehow turned to architects. One might then volunteer this information:  
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My cousin EDward’s an architect.  

 

Here my cousin Edward is new information and the stressed syllable of the name Edward 

is accented. The phrase an architect now represents given information and is de-accented.  

 

Accent, by giving special focus to one word, can create contrast with other words that 

might have been used in the same place. Moving the accent to different words creates 

different meanings in what would otherwise be a single utterance. 

 

Activity 4 

The utterance “Alex phoned Louise last SUNday” may not have any special emphasis, or 

it may emphasize Sunday as opposed to any other day. Each of the following utterances 

has an emphasis that makes a contrast. What is the contrast, in each case?  

Alex phoned Edna LAST Sunday.  

Alex phoned Edna last Sunday.  

Alex PHONED Edna last Sunday.  

Alex phoned Edna last Sunday 

 

2.6 Intonation 
 

Now let’s turn back to intonation, the set of tunes that can differentiate meanings of 

utterances with the same verbal content. In a tone language such as Chinese or Thai 

differences of relative pitch or differences in the change of pitch have a lexical function; 

words with different meanings are distinguished only by the difference of pitch. Intonation 

does not have the function of differentiating lexical meanings. Intonation applies to a whole 

utterance or at least to a whole tone unit, though of course a tone unit or an utterance can 

consist of a single word. Intonation is achieved by different vibrations of the vocal cords. 

Greater frequency of vibration results in what we call higher pitch. Intonational changes of 

pitch may occur at various places in an utterance, but observation shows that changes at or 

near the end of the utterance have more prominence and are more likely to be meaningful 

than utterance-internal changes. Physiologically, it is natural that vocal cord vibration 

should slow to a halt as the speaker reaches the end of an utterance in other words, that a 

falling pitch is more ‘normal’ and, correspondingly, a rising pitch at the end of an utterance 

is the indication of something special. A falling tune suggests that the speaker is confident 

of what he or she is saying and the utterance is delivered with finality; it shows speaker 

dominance. A rising tune is more oriented toward the addressee. Naturally, individual 

speakers differ: some are more assertive in their speech, others more attuned to the feelings 

of the addressee. And there are dialect differences; it is a common observation that some 

speakers have a rise where others would end an utterance with a falling tune. 
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2.7 Summary  
 

While linguistic semantics is concerned with the language system that people have in 

common that makes them able to communicate with one another, pragmatics is the study 

(and description) of how people actually use language in communicating. The elements of 

language are similar to natural signs and, more especially, to conventional signals. A sign 

is meaningful to us only if we perceive it, identify it and interpret it. 

 

Speakers do not merely have certain abstract knowledge; they use that knowledge in 

various social contexts. Pieces of language, like other signs, depend on context for what 

they signify. We recognize social context and linguistic context. We distinguish between 

sentence, a language formation and utterance, what is produced in a particular social 

context. The meaning that speakers extract from an utterance is often more than the 

linguistic message itself; knowledge of reality, the situation, and the participants in the 

communication event enables the individual to fill in. A conversational implicature is the 

information that is not spoken but is understood in tying one utterance meaningfully to a 

previous utterance. Prosody is an important carrier of meaning in spoken utterances and 

consists of two parts, accent and intonation. Accent is the comparatively greater force and 

higher pitch that makes one part of the utterance more prominent than other parts. It has a 

syntagmatic function, giving focus to the accented word and indicating that other parts of 

the utterance, especially those that follow, are given information. Paradigmatic focus is an 

emphasis on one word as opposed to other words that might have been used. Intonation is 

the set of tunes that can differentiate meanings of utterances with the same verbal content. 

Intonation patterns are falls and rises in pitch and combinations of falls and rises. 

Generally, a fall indicates speaker dominance or termination. A rise is hearer oriented and 

suggests continuance. 
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2.8 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Define the term ‘Pragmatics’ and differentiate it from semantics with the help of 

appropriate examples. 

2. How do the specific features of communication create meaning? 

3. A language is a complex system of symbols, or signs, that are shared by members of 

a community. Elaborate how it is done? 

4. Distinguish between a sentence, a language construction, and an utterance with the 

help of appropriate examples. 

5. Explain the following terms in the process of meaning creation:  

a) intonation  

b) prosody  

6. Conventional signs have human senders as well as human receivers; each one has an 

intention and an interpretation. What are the three steps that comprise the process of 

observing any such sign and getting information from it? 

 

2.9 Suggested Readings 
 

Clark (1996, Chapters 1–4:3–121), develops the notion of language use as joint action and 

joint activity by people who possess a common ground. 

For more discussion of discourse see Schiffrin (1994, Chapter 2:20–43). 

For a more extensive, but relatively brief, account of intonation in English see Kreidler 

(1997, Chapter 11:180–94).  
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Introduction 
 

Anything meaningful in a language is a linguistic expression. Linguistic expressions may 

be of various length. We recognize three units of meaning: morphemes (which may be less 

than a word), lexemes (roughly, words and idioms) and sentences. In this unit we introduce 

a distinction between lexemes, which have semantic relations outside of language, and 

function words, which contribute grammatical meanings to utterances. A lexeme may 

consist of one or more meaningful units, called morphemes, and we discuss different kinds 

of morphemes. Every lexeme is a combination of form and meaning. Generally, we can 

recognize three aspects of meaning in lexemes: the relation to phenomena outside 

language, the relation to people’s attitudes and feelings and the relation to other lexemes. 

Two lexemes that have the same form (pronunciation, spelling) are homonyms; a single 

lexeme with a wide range of meanings is polysemous; but it is not always easy to decide if 

apparently different meanings for one form represent a range of meanings belonging to a 

single lexeme or meanings of different lexemes, which are homonyms. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. DEFINE in detail the phenomena of the following: 

• reference  

• denotation 

• connotation 

• sense 

2. IDENTIFY the three fundamental units of meaning in a language including: 

• morphemes  

• lexemes  

• sentences  
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3.1 Reference and Denotation  
 

In every language there are words like tree and run and red which seem to have an obvious 

relation to objects and events and descriptions of things in the world around us. Children 

learning their native language first learn words in association with observable items and 

situations and events. This simple fact can give rise to an overly simple idea about what 

‘meaning’ is. We are likely to think that a language consists of a large number of words 

and each of these words has a direct correlation with something outside of language, which 

is its meaning. And since, if we communicate with one another through language, it must 

be that we all have the same ‘idea’ or ‘concept’ associated with each word. The best-known 

elaboration of this view was made by Ogden and Richards (1923), who developed a 

mentalistic theory about meaning, an attempt to explain meaning in terms of what is in 

people’s minds. Their explanation centers around this scheme: 

 

Concept 

Word Object 

 

Ogden and Richards called the bond between word and concept an ‘association,’ the bond 

between concept and object ‘reference,’ and the bond between object and word ‘meaning.’  

 

When we hear or read a word, we often form a mental picture of what the word represents, 

and so we are apt to equate ‘concept’ with a mental picture. To be sure, it is easier to form 

a mental picture for some words DOOR and DOG, for example than for others such as 

ORDINARY or PROBLEM or PRETEND. But the idea of a mental picture is misleading. 

What mental image do you form for DOOR? A revolving door? A folding door? A sliding 

door, moving horizontally? An overhead door which moves vertically? A door turning on 

hinges? Is it in a wall, or on a cabinet, or part of a car? Is your image associated with DOG 

that of a St Bernard or a Pekingese, a mongrel or an Irish Setter? You can picture all of 

these in sequence but not simultaneously. Clearly the meaning of door or dog is more than 

what is included in a single image, and your knowledge of these words is much more than 

the ability to relate them to single objects. You can use these words successfully in a large 

number of situations because you have the knowledge that makes this possible.  

 

Just as we distinguished between ‘utterance’ and ‘sentence,’ we need to draw a distinction 

between reference and denotation. Reference is the relation between a language expression 

such as this door, both doors, the dog, another dog and whatever the expression pertains to 

in a particular situation of language use, including what a speaker may imagine. Denotation 

is the potential of a word like door or dog to enter into such language expressions. 
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Reference is the way speakers and hearers use an expression successfully; denotation is the 

knowledge they have that makes their use successful. 

 

The trouble with a mentalistic theory of meaning is, first, that not all words can be 

associated with mental images and some words have a range of meaning greater than any 

single association. The bigger problem with a mentalistic theory is that we have no access 

to other people’s minds. How can we ever know that we all have the same mental images? 

If semantics is a science, it cannot operate scientifically by starting with things that are not 

observable and not comparable. 

 

Furthermore, words are not the only semantic units. Meanings are expressed by units that 

may be smaller than words morphemes and meanings are expressed in units’ sentences that 

are larger than words. The sentences ‘The dog bit a man’ and ‘The man bit a dog’, contain 

the same words but they don’t express the same meanings. 

 

Furthermore, meaning is more than denotation. People not only talk and write to describe 

things and events and characteristics; they also express their opinions, favorable and 

unfavorable. Language furnishes the means for expressing a wide range of attitudes; this 

aspect of meaning is called connotation. Another aspect is sense relations: the meaning of 

any expression varies with context, what other expressions it occurs with and what 

expressions it contrasts with. 

 

3.2 Connotation 
 

The word dog has a certain denotation, the possibility of entering into numerous referring 

expressions such as the underlined expressions in the following. 

1. This dog is a Dalmatian. 

2. My children have just acquired a dog. 

3. Several dogs were fighting over a bone. 

 

But how do you feel about dogs? How does a particular society value dogs? Among the 

Eskimos a dog is an animal that is used for pulling a sled, the Parsees regard dogs as nearly 

sacred, Hindus consider them a great pest and in Western Europe and America some 

members of the species still perform the original chores of hunting and guarding while 

others are merely ‘pets.’ moreover, in certain societies the flesh of dogs is part of the human 

diet and in other societies it is not. The meaning of dog includes the attitudes of a society 

and of individuals, the pragmatic aspect. It would be wrong to think that a purely biological 

definition of the lexeme dog is a sufficient account of its meaning. Part of its meaning is 

its connotation, the affective or emotional associations it elicits, which clearly need not be 

the same for all people who know and use the word. 

 

A denotation identifies the central aspect of word meaning, which everybody generally 

agrees about. Connotation refers to the personal aspect of meaning, the emotional 

associations that the word arouses. Connotations vary according to the experience of 
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individuals but, because people do have common experiences, some words have shared 

connotations 

 

Languages provide means of expressing different attitudes. The referring expressions that 

violin and that fiddle can have the same referent can refer to the same object on a particular 

occasion, but they do not have the same meaning. They differ in connotation. Violin is the 

usual term, the neutral one; fiddle-is used for humor or to express affection or lack of 

esteem. Somewhat similar relations are seen with automobile and car, building and edifice, 

fire and conflagration and other sets, the members of which have, or can have, the same 

denotation but differ in the situations in which they are used and therefore have differences 

in the degree of formality, the style or ‘flavor’ the connotation. (We also need to note here 

that car, building, and fire have larger denotations than automobile, edifice and 

conflagration respectively.) 

 

The expression of attitudes can be quite subtle. We choose to use one word rather than 

another. We might, for example, say that Linda is thin, or slender, or svelte, or skinny. 

 

Activity 1 

1. How do the following words in each pair differ in connotation? 

 politician, statesman cautious, timid 

 lawyer, shyster inquisitive, nosey 

 bargain, haggle sensitive, touchy 

2. It might seem that any name would be appropriate as a label for a commercial product 

as long as it is easy to remember. 

 

However, companies with products to sell make great expenditures of time, talent and 

money to select brand names which will project the preferred ‘image’ for cars, cosmetics, 

detergents et al., but names are often chosen for their connotation rather than for what they 

denote. Why is Caterpillar a good name for an earth-moving tractor but not for a sports 

car? How would you rank the following as possible names for a sports car?  

• Butterfly  

• Cheetah  

• Dolphin  

• Owl  

• Rattler  

• XL4  

 

Would you care to suggest others? Give an example of a possible name for a men’s cologne 

(which of course is never called perfume) and an example of a name which is very unlikely 
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3.3 Sense Relations  
 

Meaning is more than denotation and connotation. What a word means depends in part on 

its associations with other words, the relational aspect. Lexemes do not merely ‘have’ 

meanings; they contribute meanings to the utterances in which they occur, and what 

meanings they contribute depends on what other lexemes they are associated with in these 

utterances.  

 

The meaning that a lexeme has because of these relationships is the sense of that lexeme. 

Part of this relationship is seen in the way words do, or do not, go together meaningfully. 

It makes sense to say John walked and it makes sense to say  

An hour elapsed. 

 

It doesn’t make sense to say John elapsed or An hour walked. Part of the meaning of elapse 

is that it goes with hour, second, minute, day but not with John, and part of the meaning of 

hour, second and so forth is that these words can co-occur with elapse. Part of the 

relationship is seen in the way word meanings vary with context. A library is a collection 

of books (Professor Jones has a rather large library) and is also a building that houses a 

collection of books (The library is at the corner of Wilson and Adams Streets).  

 

A number of English verbs can be used in two different ways different grammatical 

association and then have slightly different meanings. We can say: 

4. A window broke. 

5. Tom broke a window. 

 

Here what happened to the window is the same, but in the first sentence broke is equivalent 

to ‘became broken’ and in the second it is equivalent to ‘caused to be broken.’ (More about 

this in the next chapter.) Adjectives, too, can have different senses. If you come across 

some object which you have never seen before, and you wonder about its origin and its 

purpose, we can say that you are curious about it. But we can also call the object a curious 

kind of thing. The same term is used for your subjective feelings and for the supposedly 

objective properties of this item a curious person, a curious object. A judge makes 

decisions; if he is guided by personal whim or choice, the judge is arbitrary (dictionary 

definition: ‘inclined to make decisions based on personal whim’) but we also say that the 

decision is arbitrary (dictionary definition: ‘based on personal choice rather than reason’). 

A lexeme does not merely ‘have’ meaning; it contributes to the meaning of a larger unit, a 

phrase or sentence. Take these phrases with the adjective happy. 

 

a happy child, a happy family 

a happy accident, a happy experience 

a happy story, a happy report 

 

When happy combines with a word that has the feature [human], like child and family in 

the first line, it is roughly equivalent to ‘who enjoy(s) happiness’ a happy child is a child 

who has or enjoys happiness. In combination with words that have the feature [event] such 
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as accident and experience, its contribution is roughly ‘that produces happiness.’ In 

combination with words that have the feature [discourse] story, report its meaning is 

roughly ‘containing a happy event or events.’ Each of these words has a range of meanings; 

each meaning is determined by its linguistic context, just as the meaning of door on any 

specific occasion is determined by the physical context in which it occurs. 

 

The meaning of a lexeme is, in part, its relation to other lexemes of the language. Each 

lexeme is linked in some way to numerous other lexemes of the language. We can notice 

two kinds of linkage, especially. First, there is the relation of the lexeme with other lexemes 

with which it occurs in the same phrases or sentences, in the way that arbitrary can co-

occur with judge, happy with child or with accident, sit with chair, read with book or 

newspaper. These are syntagmatic relations, the mutual association of two or more words 

in a sequence (not necessarily right next to one another) so that the meaning of each is 

affected by the other(s) and together their meanings contribute to the meaning of the larger 

unit, the phrase or sentence.  

 

Another kind of relation is contrastive. Instead of saying The judge was arbitrary, for 

instance, we can say The judge was cautious or careless, or busy or irritable, and so on 

with numerous other possible descriptors. This is a paradigmatic relation, a relation of 

choice. We choose from among a number of possible words that can fill the same blank: 

the words may be similar in meaning or have little in common but each is different from 

the others.  

 

Since we are used to a writing system that goes from left to right, we may think of 

syntagmatic relations as horizontal and paradigmatic relations as vertical. A compound 

expression, such as book and newspaper, cautious but arbitrary, read or write puts two 

lexemes that are paradigmatically related into a syntagmatic relationship.  

 

As children, we learn vocabulary first through specific associations with specific things, 

actions, and characteristics (reference) and as we learn to recognize different instances of 

the ‘same’ thing, the ‘same’ event, and so on, we generalize (denotation). Slowly we learn 

from other members of our speech community and from our personal experiences what 

associations are favorable and which are not (connotation). And we acquire an implicit 

knowledge of how lexemes are associated with other lexemes (sense relations).  

 

Our implicit knowledge of syntagmatic relations facilitates our perception and 

identification of what we hear and read, enabling us to correct automatically what we hear 

and see, or what we think we hear and see, when correction is needed: we must have heard 

five o’clock because fine o’clock is not a familiar collocation. (An asterisk inserted before 

a phrase or sentence in the text indicates that that this is not an acceptable English 

construction.) 
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Activity 2 

The verb bake is typically followed by a noun phrase that refers to some item of food 

(bread, beans, ham, etc.) or of clay (bricks, pottery, etc.). Each verb below is fairly limited 

as to the kind of referring expression that can occur as object. Name one or two nouns that 

can occur in the object. 

• bounce ..............................  

• brandish ............................  

• brew ..................................  

• coil ....................................  

• flash ..................................  

• furl ....................................  

• shrug .................................  

• untangle ............................  

 

Activity 3 

What a lexeme means depends on what it occurs with and also what it contrasts with. What 

colors does red contrast within these collocations? 

a red apple 

red hair 

a red traffic light 

red Indian 

3.4 Lexical and Grammatical Meanings  
 

A dog barked.  

The above is a meaningful sentence which is composed of smaller meaningful parts. One 

of the smaller parts is the phrase a dog which refers to a certain animal. We call this phrase 

a referring expression. A referring expression is a piece of language that is used AS IF it is 

linked to something outside language, some living or dead entity or concept or group of 

entities or concepts. Most of the next chapter is about referring expressions. The entity to 

which the referring expression is linked is its referent. A 

 

Another meaningful part is the verb bark, which is also linked to something outside of 

language, an activity associated, here, with the referring expression a dog. We call this 

meaningful part a predicate. The use of language generally involves naming or referring to 

some entity and saying, or predicating, something about that entity.  

 

The sentence also has several kinds of grammatical meanings. Every language has a 

grammatical system and different languages have somewhat different grammatical 

systems. We can best explain what grammatical meanings are by showing how the sentence 

A dog barked differs from other sentences that have the same, or a similar, referring 

expression and the same predicate. The grammatical system of English makes possible the 

expression of meanings like these: 
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statement vs question: 

A dog barked. Did a dog bark? 

 

affirmative vs negative: 

A dog barked.  A dog did not bark. No dog barked. 

 

past vs present: 

A dog barked.  A dog barked. A dog barks. 

 

 

singular vs plural: 

A dog barked.  Some dogs barked. 

 

indefinite vs definite: 

A dog barked.  The dog barked. 

 

Grammatical meanings, then, are expressed in various ways: the arrangement of words 

(referring expression before the predicate, for instance), by grammatical affixes like the -s 

attached to the noun dog and the ed attached to the verb bark, and by grammatical words, 

or function words, like the ones illustrated in these sentences: do (in the form did), not, a, 

some, and the.  

 

Now let’s return to dog and bark. Their meanings are not grammatical but lexical, with 

associations outside language. They are lexemes. A lexeme is a minimal unit that can take 

part in referring or predicating. All the lexemes of a language constitute the lexicon of the 

language, and all the lexemes that you know make up your personal lexicon.  

 

The term ‘lexeme’ was proposed by Lyons (1977:18–25) to avoid complexities associated 

with the vague word ‘word.’ Consider these forms: 

a) go, going, went, gone 

b) put up with, kick the bucket, dog in the manger 

 

How many words are there in group (a)? Four or one? There are four forms and the forms 

have four different meanings, but they have a shared meaning, which is lexical, and other 

meanings of a grammatical nature added to the lexical meaning. We say that these four 

forms constitute one lexeme which, for convenience we designate as go.  

 

Group (b) presents a different sort of problem. The expression put up with combines the 

forms of put and up and with, but its meaning is not the combination of their separate 

meanings. Therefore, put up with, in the sense of ‘endure,’ ‘tolerate,’ is a single lexeme. 

The same must be true of kick the bucket meaning ‘die’ and dog in the manger when it 

refers to a person who will not let others share what he has, even though he does not use it 

himself. 
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3.5 Morphemes  
 

A lexeme may consist of just one meaningful part like these: 

➢ arm chair happy guitar lemon shoe 

 or of more than one meaningful part like these 

➢ armchair unhappy guitarist lemonade shoehorn 

 

The technical term for a minimal meaningful part is morpheme. Arm, chair, happy, guitar, 

lemon, shoe and horn are all morphemes; none of them can be divided into something 

smaller that is meaningful. They are free morphemes because they occur by themselves. 

The elements un-, -ist and -ade in unhappy, guitarist and lemonade respectively, are also 

morphemes; they are bound morphemes which are always attached to something else, as 

in these examples. 

 

3.6 Homonymy and Polysemy  
 

A lexeme is a conjunction of form and meaning. The form is fairly easy to determine: in 

writing it is a sequence of letters, in speech a sequence of phonemes. But meaning is more 

difficult to determine. In homonyms, such as bank ‘a financial institution’ and bank ‘the 

edge of a stream,’ pronunciation and spelling are identical but meanings are unrelated. In 

other pairs, numerous in English, such as steak and stake, pronunciation is identical but 

spelling is different, reflecting the fact that the words were once different in their 

phonological form. English also has pairs of homographs, two words that have different 

pronunciations but the same spelling; for example, bow, rhyming with go and referring to 

an instrument for shooting arrows, and bow, rhyming with cow and indicating a bending 

of the body as a form of respectful greeting.  

 

Lexicographers and semanticists sometimes have to decide whether a form with a wide 

range of meanings is an instance of polysemy or of homonymy. A polysemous lexeme has 

several (apparently) related meanings. The noun head, for instance, seems to have related 

meanings when we speak of the head of a person, the head of a company, head of a table 

or bed, a head of lettuce or cabbage. If we take the anatomical referent as the basic one, the 

other meanings can be seen as derived from the basic one, either reflecting the general 

shape of the human head or, more abstractly, the relation of the head to the rest of the body.  

 

Dictionaries recognize the distinction between polysemy and homonymy by making a 

polysemous item a single dictionary entry and making homophonous lexemes two or more 

separate entries. Thus, head is one entry and bank is entered twice. Producers of 

dictionaries often make a decision in this regard on the basis of etymology, which is not 

necessarily relevant, and in fact separate entries are necessary in some instances when two 

lexemes have a common origin. The form pupil, for example, has two different senses, 

‘part of the eye’ and ‘school child.’ Historically these have a common origin but at present 

they are semantically unrelated. Similarly, flower and flour were originally ‘the same 

word,’ and so were the verbs to poach (a way of cooking in water) and to poach (‘to hunt 
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[animals] on another person’s land’), but the meanings are now far apart and all dictionaries 

treat them as homonyms, with separate listing. The distinction between homonymy and 

polysemy is not an easy one to make. Two lexemes are either identical in form or not, but 

relatedness of meaning is not a matter of yes or no; it is a matter of more or less.  

 

Examine the different occurrences of the verb ask in the following sentences: 

6. Fred asked Betty where his golf clubs were. 

7. Fred asked Donna if she had seen his clubs. 

8. Fred asked Charles to help him find his clubs. 

 

Sentences 6 and 7 are about questions, requests for information. The utterances behind 

sentences 6 and 7 would be something like  

“Where are my golf clubs, Betty?” and 

“Have you seen my clubs, Donna?” 

 

respectively. Sentence 8 is not a request for information but a request for a kind of action. 

The utterance behind sentence 8 might be something like  

 

Help me to find my clubs, Charles.” 

 

3.7 Lexical Ambiguity  
 

When homonyms can occur in the same position in utterances, the result is lexical 

ambiguity, as in, for example, “I was on my way to the bank.” Of course, the ambiguity is 

not likely to be sustained in a longer discourse. A following utterance, for example, is likely 

to carry information about depositing or withdrawing money, on the one hand, or, on the 

other hand, fishing or boating. Quite often homonyms belong to different lexical categories 

and therefore do not give rise to ambiguity. For instance, seen is a form of the verb see 

while scene is an unrelated noun; feet is a plural noun with concrete reference, feat is a 

singular noun, rather abstract in nature; and so on.  

 

Ambiguity occurs also because a longer linguistic form has a literal sense and a figurative 

sense.  

 

There’s a skeleton in our closet.  

 

Skeleton in the closet can mean ‘an unfortunate event that is kept a family secret.’ With 

this meaning skeleton in the closet is a single lexeme; with its ‘literal’ meaning it is a phrase 

composed of several lexemes. 
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3.8 Sentence Meaning  
 

We communicate with utterances, and each utterance is an instance of a sentence. But how 

can we explain what ‘sentence meaning’ is? Two points are obvious. First, the meaning of 

a sentence derives from the meanings of its constituent lexemes and from the grammatical 

meanings it contains. So, if you know all the lexical and grammatical meanings expressed 

in a sentence, you know the meaning of the sentence, and vice versa. Second, at least if the 

sentence is a statement, if you know the meaning of the sentence, you know what 

conditions are necessary in the world for that sentence to be true.  

 

10 Albert Thompson opened the first flour mill in Waterton. 

 

You don’t know whether this sentence is true or not, but you know that if it is true, there 

must exist (at some time) a person named Albert Thompson and a place called Waterton 

(presuppositions), that Albert Thompson opened a flour mill, and that there was no flour 

mill in Waterton before Albert Thompson opened his mill (entailments). You know that if 

this sentence is true, the sentence Albert Thompson did not open the first flour mill in 

Waterton is false (a contradiction). Truth-conditional semantics is based on the notion that 

the core meaning of any sentence (any statement) is its truth conditions. Any speaker of 

the language knows these conditions. If a sentence is true (or false), what other sentences, 

expressing partly the same, partly different conditions, can be judged by this sentence? If 

a given sentence is true, does this make another sentence also true, or does it falsify the 

other sentence, or is there no truth relation? Matters of truth and logic are of more 

importance in truth-conditional semantics than meanings of lexemes per se. 

 

We are not yet finished with the dimensions of meaning. Often, we derive more meaning 

from what we hear or read than what is actually in the message. Perhaps this is due to an 

intuition we have or to the fact that the speaker or writer infers something–hints at some 

further meaning. In semantics we are not interested in intuitions or hints but we are 

interested in the instances when the language of the message implicates some additional 

meaning that accounts for our inference. Let’s look at an example.  

 

11 One team consisted of six students from Felman College.  

 

Let’s say that this sentence represents an utterance that is part of a larger discourse. We 

understand what it means even though we are unfamiliar with Felman College (if such an 

entity exists) because we know the lexical and grammatical meanings of the components 

and we can deduce that Felman College names an entity similar to some that we do know. 

And we can infer more than this. From the phrase one team we infer that the larger 

discourse contains information about at least one other team. Is this in the meaning of the 

lexeme team? Is a team composed of people necessarily in competition with another team 

or other teams? Does our inference come from the fact that one team is paradigmatically 

related to a second team, another team, and so on? 
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3.9 Summary 
 

The notion that every word has a single meaning and every meaning is expressed by just 

one word is utterly wrong and an obstacle to recognizing the complexities in meaningful 

expressions and in the meanings expressed.  

 

We recognize several kinds of meaning. Some pieces of language refer to something, real 

or fictitious, outside of language. Any such linguistic form is a referring expression and 

what it refers to is its referent. Some linguistic forms make comments about referents; these 

are predicates. In addition, there are grammatical meanings, expressed by bound 

morphemes (affixes), by function words, and by arrangement of forms in a sentence. 

Referring expressions and predicates have lexical meaning while grammatical morphemes 

and function words express grammatical meanings. The totality of lexemes in the language 

constitute the lexicon of the language, and all the lexemes that one individual knows are 

his or her personal lexicon.  

 

Any meaningful piece of language is a linguistic form. A minimal linguistic form is a 

morpheme, which may be a free form or a bound form (an affix). In a sentence certain 

forms have reference and other forms make predictions about them. The minimal form that 

can have reference or can predicate is a lexeme. A set of forms with grammatical affixes is 

a single lexeme. A non-minimal form with a single meaning is a single lexeme, an idiom.  

 

In general, we can note three ‘sides’ or aspects in the meaning of a lexicon. The denotation 

is the relation to phenomena outside of language, including imaginary phenomena; the 

connotation is the cluster of attitudes that the lexeme may evoke; the sense is its various 

potential relations to other lexemes with which it occurs in utterances.  

 

Two or more forms that are identical in speech but have different meanings are homonyms, 

different lexemes; forms identical in writing but not in speech nor in meaning are 

homographs, also different lexemes. Since a lexeme may have a range of meanings, it is 

not always easy to decide whether two (or more) meanings attached to a single form 

constitute two (or more) homonyms or a single polysemous lexeme. If two homonyms can 

occur in the same place in an utterance, the result is lexical ambiguity. 

 

Truth-conditional semantics is the study of meaning through a consideration of the 

conditions that must exist for a sentence to be true, and how the truth of one sentence relates 

to the truth or falsity of other sentences. 
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3.10 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Define in detail the following with regard to meaning making: 

a) reference  

b) denotation 

c) connotation 

d) sense 

2. What are paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations between lexemes in a text? 

Elaborate with examples. 

3. Explain Ogden and Richards (1923) mentalistic theory pertaining to meaning in 

terms of what is in people’s minds. 

4. What is lexical ambiguity? How does it alter meaning of a spoken discourse? 

5. What is a lexeme? How does it help determine meaning in a text? 

6. We communicate with utterances, and each utterance is an instance of a sentence. 

But how can we explain what ‘sentence meaning’ is? Elaborate with examples. 

 

3.11 Suggested Reading 
 

Bolinger (1980), Language, The Loaded Weapon. Chapters 7 and 8 (58–88) 
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Introduction 
 

A sentence contains certain information, but the same information can be presented in 

different sentences and in parts of sentences; the information presented, apart from the way 

it is presented, is called a proposition. A proposition can be seen as consisting of a predicate 

and various noun phrases (referring expressions), each of which has a different role. This 

unit explores the structures of propositions and the various roles that the referents of noun 

phrases can have. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Define in detail the phenomena of ‘semantic roles’. 

2. Identify the structures of propositions. 

3. Recognize the various types of valencies. 
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4.1 Sentence and Proposition  
 

A traditional way of defining a sentence is ‘something that expresses a complete thought.’ 

This definition is a rather strange way of explaining since it assumes that we know what a 

complete thought is and with this knowledge can determine whether something is or is not 

a sentence. But surely the procedure must be the reverse. Sentences are more knowable 

than thoughts. In spite of individual differences speakers of a language generally agree 

about what is or is not a sentence in their language. Who can say what a complete thought 

is? 

 

Compare these language expressions: 

1a.  We walk in the park. 

1b.  our walk in the park 

1c.  for us to walk in the park 

 

We call the first a complete sentence, and in writing we begin with a capital letter and end 

with a period. We say the other two are not complete sentences. But all three expressions 

have the same semantic content, the same relation to an action or possible action performed 

in a certain place by two or more people, one of whom is the speaker or writer. The 

difference is grammatical. The first expression asserts something, makes a statement. The 

other two expressions can be parts of statements, as for instance: 

➢ We enjoyed our walk in the park.  

➢ It’s not too late for us to walk in the park.  

but they do not make assertions by themselves. The formal differences among these three 

expressions we, our and us, for example are a matter of grammar, not semantics. The 

semantic content shared by the three expressions is a proposition. A simple statement like 

We walk in the park expresses a single proposition, something presented as a fact and 

therefore subject to verification; generally speaking, one can find out if the proposition is 

true or false. We don’t walk in the park is the negation of this proposition, and Do we walk 

in the park? is a question about it. A proposition can be expressed in different sentences. 

2a. Helen put on a sweater. 

2b. Helen put a sweater on. 

 

These are different English sentences, but they convey the same message—they express 

the same proposition. 

3a. Richard wrote the report. 

3b. Richard is the one who wrote the report. 

3c. The report was written by Richard. 

3d. The report is what Richard wrote. 

 

We may say that these four sentences also express a single proposition, but they differ in 

focus: 3b and 3c give a special emphasis to Richard, 3d emphasizes the report, and 3a has 

no particular focus. In the approach taken here, a proposition does not have a focus; a 

sentence may add a focus and may add the focus in different places and in different ways. 
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The four sentences about Richard embody the same proposition. A proposition, then, can 

be realized as several different sentences.  

 

Now consider this sentence:  

4 Richard wrote a report and Helen did, too.  

 

Anyone who knows English recognizes that this sentence tells us two things, that Richard 

wrote a report and that Helen wrote a report. The sentence does not say this in so many 

words, but any speaker of English implicitly knows this. Sentence 4 contains two 

propositions, the first expressed in a straightforward way, the second Helen wrote a report 

through the function words did and too. 

 

A proposition is something abstract but meaningful. It can be expressed in different 

sentences and in parts of sentences, perhaps with differences of focus but always with the 

same basic meaning. And, as you recall, any sentence can be expressed in different 

utterances, produced by different people at different times and in different places. 

Schematically: 

 

Proposition 

 

 

Sentence                               Sentence                             Sentence Part 

 

 

Utterance Utterance             Utterance  Utterance                  Utterance … 

 

4.2 Inflections 
 

Consider these ways of modifying our original sentence: 

 

 
 

An English sentence has certain kinds of modification that, together, we call inflection. 

Inflection includes tense (the distinction between present walk and past walked, for 

instance); aspect (are walking, have walked), and modality (may walk, could walk, should 

walk, among other possibilities). Tense, aspect and modality can be combined, as in were 

walking, should be walking, would have walked. These are important semantic elements, 

but we consider Inflection separately from the Proposition. A general scheme for a simple 

sentence, then, has these parts:  
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Inflection +Proposition (+ Focus) 

 

  

 Tense 

 Aspect 

 Modality 

 The description of  

 

The description of a sentence is a syntactic analysis. The description of a proposition is a 

semantic analysis. A syntactic analysis is an account of the lexemes and function words in 

a sentence, describing how these combine into phrases, and showing the functions that 

these lexemes and phrases have in the sentence. There are somewhat different ways of 

doing syntactic analysis, but generally these sentence functions are recognized: subject, 

predicate, object, complement and adverbial. Table 4A illustrates some traditional ways of 

analyzing nine exemplary sentences. 

 

 
Figure 1 Syntactic Analysis of a Sentence 

 

Note that every lexeme and function word is assigned to one of the syntactic functions, 

subject, predicate, etc., and these functions are listed in the order they have in the sentence. 

Thus, a window is subject of the predicate broke in the first sentence and object of the same 

predicate in the second sentence. Note also that the predicate is always a verb. If we change 

Albert sends his friends e-mail to Albert sent his friends e-mail, the predicate changes from 

sends to sent. The semantic analysis deals with meaning, the proposition expressed in the 

sentence, not necessarily with all the function words in the sentence. In semantic analysis 

we first separate Inflection from Proposition. Then Albert sends his friends e-mail and 

Albert sent his friends email have the same proposition, {Albert, send, Albert’s friends, 

email}. The first sentence adds Present Tense to that proposition and the second sentence 

adds Past Tense. 

 

When Inflection including Tense is separated from Proposition, we see that the forms of 

the verb be (am, is, are, was, were) have no meaning. They are clearly part of the syntactic 

structure of sentences but not of the semantic structure. In semantic analysis every 
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proposition contains one predicate and a varying number of referring expressions (noun 

phrases) called arguments, like a window, Albert, marmalade, the house. The predicate 

may be a verb, an adjective, a preposition, or a noun phrase. Here are the propositions 

expressed in the sentences above, with the predicate underlined:  

 {break, a window}  

 {break, Tom, a window}  

 {under, our dog, the house}  

 {put-on, Denise, marmalade, Denise’s toast}  

 {send, Albert, e-mail, Albert’s friends}  

 {thirsty, I}  

 {afraid-of, Hector, the dark}  

 {a banker, Mr Whipple}  

 

The arguments that accompany the predicate have different semantic functions, or roles, in 

the proposition. What roles they have depends partly on the nature of the predicate and 

partly on their own meanings. The semantic structure of a proposition can be represented 

this way: 

 

         Predicate 

 

                          

 
 

Argument                      Argument               Argument 

 

 

4.3 Semantic Roles  
 

5. A window broke.  

6. Tom broke a window.  

 

Every simple sentence every proposition has one predicate and a varying number of 

referring expressions, or arguments. The meaning of a predicate is determined in part by 

how many arguments it may have and what role those arguments have. For example, the 

sentences A window broke, A rope broke, A plate broke all contain the verb break and a 

single argument. The breaking of a window, the breaking of a rope and the breaking of a 

plate are not identical events, of course, and a language might possibly have different verbs 

to express the coming apart of windows, ropes, plates and sticks and pieces of ice and other 

fragile objects. But English break can be used with the names of all these things. That is 

part of its meaning, the scope of its application. What a particular lexeme, such as break, 

can mean depends in part on what lexemes it may co-occur with and what relation it may 

have with them. 

 

In the sentences A window broke, etc. the referring expressions a window, a rope, a plate 

have the same role, the same relation to the verb break. Syntactically this function can be 

called the subject, but that term is too general for semantic analysis. We call this role the 
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affected. A referring expression in the role of affected tells what undergoes the action 

indicated by the verb, what is changed or affected by this action. 

 

Consider next: Tom broke a window, Dick broke a rope, Harry broke a plate. These 

sentences communicate the same fate for window, rope and plate as the previous sentences. 

The noun phrases a window, a rope, a plate are now syntactically the objects of the verb 

but in the semantic analysis they still have the role of affected. The referring expressions 

Tom, Dick and Harry have the role of agent. The agent role in any sentence is the part 

played by a referring expression that tells who or what instigates the action of the verb, 

causes the affect of this action on some other entity, the affected. 

 

4.4 Valency 
 

Different predicates verbs, adjectives, prepositions can be described according to the 

number of referring expressions, or arguments, that can occur with them and the roles these 

arguments have. An account of the number of arguments that a predicate has is called the 

valency of that predicate. Valency theory is a description of the semantic potential of 

predicates in terms of the number and types of arguments which may co-occur with them. 

Some predicates, such as break, have variable valency: a valency of one in A window broke 

and a valency of two in Tom broke a window.  

 

Let’s consider the following sentences:  

7. It is snowing.  

8. My brother snores.  

9. Chris is making an omelet.  

10. Agnes is writing her mother a letter. 

 

Each of these four sentences is longer than the one before it because it has more arguments. 

The verbs snow, sleep, make and write have different valencies respectively, valencies of 

zero, one, two and three and each of them is typical of a whole group of predicates. 

 

4.4.1 Valency Zero  

7. It is snowing.  

(a) The first sentence in the group above has the verb snow, and the subject is it, but it 

doesn’t name anything. The sentence has a subject because English requires a subject, but 

this subject does not correspond to anything in the underlying proposition. We say that 

snow is a zero-argument verb. Other zero-argument verbs are seen in the following:  

11. It’s raining.  

12. It sleeted (yesterday).  

13. It has been thundering (in the west). 

 

English requires the presence of it with weather verbs like rain, snow, sleet, thunder, but it 

does not refer to anything. These verbs are among the few in the language that do not 

require some referent to be named in the sentence. Tense and aspect must be expressed 

(rains, rained; is snowing, has been snowing) and indications of time and place can be 
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added (yesterday, in the west, etc.) but a sentence is complete without anything being 

named. 

 

Here are similar sentences with weather adjectives as predicates:  

14. It’s windy (today).  

15. It was rainy (all last month). 

 

There are not many such adjectives. We might represent the propositions underlying 

sentences 7 and 14 this way, keeping in mind that inflection is not part of a proposition: 

 

Weather Event                    Weather Condition 

                                  

                                                 

 

Snow                                     Windy 

 

4.4.2 Valency one  

8. My brother snores.  

 

Sentence 8 has the verb snore and a subject my brother. A lot of verbs are like snore: they 

have a subject but no object. They are intransitive verbs or, in our terminology, one-

argument predicates. Other one-argument verbs appear in the sentences below. 

16. The dog is sleeping. 

17. Larry laughed. 

18. The earth rotates (on its axis). 

19. Grandfather died (last week). 

20. A volcano erupted. 

21. The cake fell. 

 

Now let’s consider the role or roles that the arguments have. In the first group, 16–18, the 

predicates sleep, laugh and rotate express actions; they tell what the dog, Larry and the 

earth do, respectively. Consequently, each of these arguments names an actor that carries 

out the action. 

 

Turning to the second group, 19–21, it would be possible to say that Grandfather and a 

volcano and the cake did something, and the respective predicates tell what they did, but 

these predicates are not like those of the first group. The predicates die, erupt, fall tell of 

an event, a change in the condition of the entity named by the argument, and the entity 

named in the argument undergoes this change, is affected by it. 
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The table below gives definitions and illustrations for all the semantic roles introduced in 

this unit. 

 
Activity 1 

For each sentence here decide if it has the semantic structure 

Actor+Action or Affected+Event. Does the subject name something that is acting or 

something that is affected? 

(a)  My head aches. 

(b)  All animals breathe. 

(c)  Denis is (always) complaining. 

(d)  Fanny fainted. 

(e)  The pond froze (last night). 

(f)  The woman frowned. 

(g)  They gossip (a lot). 

(h)  Arnold hurried. 

(i)  The lock has rusted. 

(j)  You were snoring. 

 

4.4.3 Valency two  

9. Chris is making an omelet.  

 

Most verbs take a subject and an object; they are two-argument predicates. One of them is 

make, illustrated in sentence 9 above. Other examples are need and use. We can’t simply 

say *Chris is making or *I need or *Sue used. A statement with make must contain a 

mention of who makes and what is made, and likewise with need and use. 

31. The cat killed a rat. 

32. I broke the window. 

33. Bert hit Harry. 

34. The cat dug a hole. 
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35. Chris is making an omelet. 

36. Picasso created a masterpiece. 

37. Jennie crossed the street. 

38. Fiona entered the room. 

39. Simon climbed a tree. 

 

The first group of sentences, 31–3, express some action by one entity which affects another 

entity. The first argument denotes an agent and the second argument names the entity 

affected. An agent is involved in an action that has some effect on another entity or entities; 

an actor, on the other hand, is involved in some action (e.g. running) that has no necessary 

effect on others. In sentences 34–6 there is a difference. The cat doesn’t just affect a hole 

nor Chris an omelet nor Picasso a masterpiece. The hole, omelet and masterpiece are the 

result or effect of the action. They come into existence because of the action. 

 

The predicates of the third group of sentences, 37–9, also express some action performed 

by an actor and the action involves movement with respect to a place. To enter, leave, cross 

or climb entails some location (though the place does not always have to be mentioned). 

The second argument in each of these sentences has the role of place. 

 

4.5 Summary 
 

A sentence is defined as a composite of inflection and proposition, and a proposition 

consists of a subject and a predicate. Inflection includes agreement and tense; agreement is 

the formal bond between subject and predicate, a bond that varies considerably from one 

language to another. Tense is a system of contrasts that locates the general meaning of the 

proposition in the past, present or future, from the time-perspective of the speaker; and 

different languages have quite different tense systems. 

 

A proposition consists of a predicate and varying numbers of arguments or referring 

expressions. The number of arguments that accompany a particular predicate is called its 

valency. We have examined valencies of zero, one and two. The meaning of a predicate is 

partly determined by the valency and by the semantic roles that these arguments have. 
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4.6 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. What is the difference between Sentence and Proposition? Explain with help of 

appropriate examples. 

2. Define in detail what are ‘semantic roles’. How are they useful in understanding the 

meaning of an utterance? Explain with help of appropriate examples. 

3. What are the various types of valencies? How do they determine meaning in text?  

4. A sentence has certain kinds of modification that we call inflection that includes 

tense; aspect; and modality. Elaborate with examples. 

 

4.7 Suggested Reading 
 
Silvia Luraghi, Heiko Narrog · 2014 Perspectives on Semantic Roles. 

Ina Bornkessel, Matthias Schlesewsky, Bernard Comrie, Angela D. Friederici (2009) 

Semantic Role Universals and Argument Linking: Theoretical, Typological, and 

Psychological Perspectives. 

 

 

https://books.google.com/books?id=YbxABAAAQBAJ&dq=SEMANTIC+ROLES&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwihu57xua3xAhWSnVwKHYMRDE0Q6AEwAnoECAcQAg
https://books.google.com/books?id=YbxABAAAQBAJ&dq=SEMANTIC+ROLES&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwihu57xua3xAhWSnVwKHYMRDE0Q6AEwAnoECAcQAg
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Introduction 
 

This unit talks about lexical relations. These lexical relations focus on how one lexical item 

is interpreted in association with other lexical items (or words) that are present in a sentence 

or a larger text. The study of these relations is important in the study of meaning as they 

alter or enrich the original meaning of the lexical item. This unit, therefore, will focus on 

lexical field, componential analysis, the kinship system and synonyms, hyponym and 

antonyms.   

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Define in detail the lexical relations in text that contribute to the study of meaning. 

2. Understand what is ‘lexical field’ and its significance in language use. 

3. Be able to perform a componential analysis of lexical items to differentiate their 

meanings. 

4. Understand what kinship lexicons are based on gender differentiation. 

5. Explain the factors contributing to truth conditional semantics. 
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5.1 Lexical Fields  
 

To some extent we can ‘define’ a lexeme by telling what ‘set’ it belongs to and how it 

differs from other members of the same set. Some obvious sets of this sort are sports 

(tennis, badminton, golf, soccer, basketball…), creative writings (poem, novel, short story, 

biography, essay…), manual occupations (electrician, plumber, welder, carpenter, 

painter…), colors (red, blue, black, green, yellow …). It is not difficult to say what the 

members of each set have in common. It may be more troublesome to say just how much 

is included in the set and to find the truly essential characteristics that differentiate each 

lexeme in a set from all the others in the same set, to establish the most economical system 

of features that explains how the members of the set are related to one another. Some lexical 

sets involve part-whole relationships (arm includes hand, which includes finger and 

thumb). The set second-minute hour-day is a part-whole relationship that is also 

hierarchical.  

 

Some sets are sequential (numbers one, two, three etc.) or cyclical (January, February, etc.; 

Sunday, Monday, etc.; spring, summer, autumn, winter). 

 

Some sets, mostly small ones, form paradigms. The words man, woman, boy and girl, all 

denoting humans, are interrelated this way: 

 

 Male Female 

Adult Man Woman 

Child Boy Girl 

 

[Human] is the semantic feature shared by all members of the set and through which tiger, 

tree and numerous other lexemes are excluded from the set. Using square brackets to 

indicate such semantic features, [male/female], and [adult/child] are the features, or 

components, that differentiate the members of the set from one another. The determination 

of such features has been called componential analysis.  

 

5.2 Componential Analysis 
 

The paradigm provides definitions (man=[adult male human], and so on) and analogies 

(man is to woman as boy is to girl, boy is to man as girl is to woman); in other words, a 

paradigm shows that lexemes are systematically related. Definitions can be made 

somewhat more sophisticated through binary features; instead of [male] and [female] the 

labels can be [+male] and [-male] (or [-female] and [+female]), and instead of [adult] and 

[child] we may have [+adult] and [-adult] (or [-child] and [+child]). But the notion of 

binarity raises problems: can all contrasts be expressed as pairs, Yes versus No? In this 

case we may accept that humans are either male or female; sex is a biological distinction 

and clearly binary. Age, however, is a continuum, and the distinctions we recognize are 

partly biological and partly social. Being social, they are arbitrary. Note that English has a 
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lexeme adolescent, which is [-adult] and [-child], but there are no English terms for male 

adolescent and female adolescent except boy and girl.  

 

For a much-used illustration of componential analysis let’s consider these nouns:  

➢ stool  

➢ chair  

➢ bench  

➢ sofa 

 

These have in common a component [piece of furniture] that is also shared by, for example, 

table, but not by door. They also share a component [furniture for sitting], which table does 

not share. How do the four items differ from one another? Clearly, stool and chair differ 

from the other two in being [for one person]. Let’s say that chair differs from stool in the 

feature [having a back]; all chairs have backs while stools do not but see below. As for the 

differentiating feature for bench and sofa, we might be inclined to consider that also to be 

[having a back]: a sofa must have a back, while a bench may or may not. A better candidate 

for a differentiating feature is [having upholstery]; a sofa must be [+upholstery] and a 

bench is [- upholstery]. Upholstery is not a necessary element, a defining feature, of a chair, 

nor are arms nor rockers. The important point here is the recognition of two kinds of 

features, distinctive and non-distinctive. All features that can be recognized in an entity are 

part of its description, but the definition of a lexeme within a set or field requires us to note 

what feature or features distinguish it from other members of the set or field and what 

features are just ‘there,’ not distinctive. (There is a problem, however, about the lexeme 

stool. A so-called ‘bar stool,’ with longer legs than most stools, may have a back. Is it then 

not a stool, or might we say that the distinctive feature for stool is [no back unless long 

legs]?)  

 

The advantage of componential analysis is that it reflects the system through which 

lexemes have their respective senses. To tell what something is requires us to tell what it 

is not, what it contrasts with and what feature or features make the contrast possible. A 

possible disadvantage of componential analysis, though not a necessary one, is that we may 

find ourselves unduly concerned with classification of the phenomena represented in 

language, forgetting that our concern is language itself. 

 

5.3 Kinship  
 

Kinship systems make an interesting area for componential analysis. Kinship is universal 

since all humans are related to other humans through blood ties and through marriage, but 

kinship systems differ from society to society. A relationship is a kind of predicate. 

Sentences such as Harold is Alice’s father and Rose is Jerry’s sister have a propositional 

content that we represent this way:  

   Theme            Predicate                 Associate  

   Harold             father-of                   Alice  

   Rose                sister-of                    Jerry 
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Some of the predicate relations in all kinship systems can be described with four primitive 

features: [parent], [offspring], [sibling] and [spouse]. We also need the components [male] 

and [female], of course, which we will indicate as M and F, respectively. Combining M 

and F with the four basic features gives definitions of eight predicates: father=M parent, 

mother=F parent, brother=M sibling, sister=F sibling, son=M offspring, daughter=F 

offspring, husband =M spouse, wife=F spouse.  

 

Other relations are defined by combinations of features: grandmother=parent’s F parent, 

grandfather=parent’s M parent, granddaughter=offspring’s F offspring, 

grandson=offspring’s M offspring.  

 

Note that in English, and in European languages generally, the difference between male 

and female is marked only with regard to the person indicated: both males and females call 

their female sibling ‘sister,’ a male sibling ‘brother.’ In contrast, some kinship systems 

have ‘cross-siblings.’ Tok Pisin, the national language of Papua New Guinea, began as a 

creole form of English and has acquired a substantial part of its vocabulary from English, 

but the way the vocabulary is used often reflects a different cultural outlook. In Tok Pisin 

the word borata, from English ‘brother,’ means sibling of the same sex as oneself, and 

sesta, from ‘sister,’ is a sibling of the opposite sex (Hall 1949:74). Thus: 

 

    male sibling   female sibling 

    male speaker   borata    sesta 

    female speaker   sesta    borata 

 

In English grandmother names the mother of one’s mother and the mother of one’s father, 

and grandfather is similarly the father of either parent; the sex of the person named is 

distinguished but not the sex of the intermediate relative.  

 

Similarly, the words used in English for siblings of one’s parents and offspring of one’s 

siblings have rather wide application. An aunt, in English, is the sister of either parent—or 

the wife of a brother of either parent—and uncle is the brother of either parent or the 

husband of the sister of either. A nephew and a niece are, respectively, the son and daughter 

of one’s brother or sister, and also, respectively, the husband and wife of a sibling’s 

offspring.  

 

That is,  

✓ uncle =parent’s M sibling; parent’s sibling’s M spouse  

✓ aunt =parent’s F sibling; parent’s sibling’s F spouse  

✓ nephew =sibling’s M offspring; spouse’s sibling’s M offspring  

✓ niece =sibling’s F offspring; spouse’s sibling’s F offspring  

 

We can condense the four previous definitions this way:  

✓ uncle/aunt=parent’s sibling (‘s spouse)  

✓ nephew/niece=(spouse’s) sibling’s offspring 
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The lexeme cousin is the only English kinship term that does not distinguish male from 

female (though it was borrowed from French, in which the distinction is made-cousin, 

cousine). We restrict the lexeme here to ‘first cousin.’  

 

cousin=parent’s sibling’s offspring  

 

Relations that exist from birth are consanguineal relations. Relationships that are 

established through marriage are called affinities. These are expressed in English with the 

suffix -in-law. 

 

5.4 Truth Conditional Semantics 
 

Turning now to truth conditional semantics, let’s consider these pairs of sentences:  

1a. Rover is a collie.  

1b. Rover is a dog.  

2a. There are tulips in the vase.  

2b. There are flowers in the vase. 

 

5.4.1 Hyponymy  

Here we see a kind of relation that is an example of entailment. If we know that sentence 

1a is true, we know that 1b must also be true; but if we know that 1a is not true, we cannot 

say anything about the truth of 1b; if we know that 1b is true, we do not know if 1a is true 

or not; if we know that 1b is not true, we know that 1a is not true. The relationship between 

2a and 2b is analogous.  

 

The term collie is a hyponym of dog and tulip is a hyponym of flower; dog and flower are, 

respectively, the superordinates of collie and tulip. (Some semanticists use the term 

‘hyperonym’ instead of ‘superordinate.’) We can also say ‘A collie is a dog’ and ‘A tulip 

is a flower.’ Any lexeme that can be substituted for a hyponym is also a hyponym. 

Chihuahua, Dalmatian and Irish setter are other hyponyms of dog, and they are co-

hyponyms of collie. Daffodil and rose are two cohyponyms of tulip.  

 

Note that the denotation of the hyponym is included in the denotation of the superordinate 

(the set of all collies is included in the set of all dogs), but the meaning of the superordinate 

is included in the meaning of the hyponym (the characteristic of being a dog is part of the 

characteristic of being a collie). A sentence with a hyponym (e.g. There’s a Palomino in 

that field) is more informative than a sentence with the corresponding superordinate 

(There’s a horse in that field).  

 

The relationship between two sentences [a] and [b] that differ only in that [a] contains a 

hyponym and [b] contains a superordinate. 

 

The truth of [a] entails the truth of [b], and the falsity of [b] entails the falsity of [a]; but 

neither the falsity of [a] nor the truth of [b] can lead to any certain conclusion about the 

other. 
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If we join two of these sentences with and,  

 

 a Rover is a collie and (Rover is) a dog  

 

we create a redundant sentence called a tautology. A tautology is a sentence with two 

predications, such that one entails the other. If we combine two of these sentences but have 

them differ in polarity, Rover is a collie but (Rover is) not a dog the result is a contradiction, 

a sentence with two predications such that one denies the other.  

 

Hyponym and superordinate may be nouns, as in the examples above. The same relation is 

found also in adjectives and in verbs. 

 

4a. My necktie is maroon. 

4b. My necktie is red. 

5a. The weary soldiers trudged forward. 

5b. The weary soldiers moved forward. 

 

5.4.2 Synonymy  

6a. Jack is a seaman.  

6b. Jack is a sailor.  

 

Assuming that Jack refers to the same person in the two sentences, then if 6a is true, 6b is 

true; if 6b is true, 6a is true; and if either is false, the other is false. This is our basis for 

establishing that seaman and sailor are synonyms: when used in predications with the same 

referring expression, the predications have the same truth value. The lexemes seaman and 

sailor are synonyms; sentences 6a and 6b are paraphrases of each other. 

 

Synonyms can be nouns, as in 6a and 6b, or adjectives, adverbs, or verbs. 

7a. The rock is large. 

7b. The rock is big. 

8a. The train traveled fast. 

8b. The train traveled rapidly. 

9a. The bus left promptly at 10. 

9b. The bus departed promptly at 10. 

 

Thus, for any two sentences [a] and [b] that differ only in the presence of synonymous 

terms we can express their truth relationship this way:  

 

a →b & b → a                                   (The truth of [a] entails the truth of [b], and vice versa.)  

~a → ~b & ~b →                    ~a (The falsity of [a] entails the falsity of [b], and vice versa.) 

 

Thus, synonymy is an instance of mutual entailment, and synonyms are instances of mutual 

hyponymy. Large is a hyponym of big, for example, and big is a hyponym of large.  

 

If we join two of these sentences with and, 
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10a. The rock is large and (it is) big.  

 

we create a tautology. If we combine two of them but have them differ in polarity,  

10b. The train traveled fast but (it did) not (travel) rapidly. 

the result is a contradiction. Two sentences which are paraphrases may differ this way:  

11a. Mr Jenkins is our postman.  

11b. Mr Jenkins is the person who delivers our mail. 

 

Here the complex term person who delivers (our) mail is a paraphrase of the simpler term 

(our) postman, but we do not call it a synonym. Synonyms are typically single lexemes of 

the same weight. The longer term explains the simpler term, but not the other way around. 

As we learn a language, we often acquire simple terms like postman through some sort of 

paraphrase.  

 

Dictionaries typically provide a number of synonyms for at least some of the lexemes they 

define, and in fact there are whole dictionaries of synonyms. But synonymy is not a simple 

matter, for two lexemes never have the same range of syntactic occurrences, and even 

where they share occurrences and make predications about the same class of referring 

expressions, they are likely to differ in what they suggest. It would be wasteful for a 

language to have two terms that occur in exactly the same contexts and with exactly the 

same sense. 

 

12a. Mr. Jenkins is our postman. 

12b. Mr. Jenkins is our mailman. 

13a. Alice is skinny. 

13b. Alice is thin. 

13c. Alice is slender. 

14a. We hid our valuables in the attic. 

14b. We concealed our valuables in the attic. 

15a. Integral calculus is a hard subject. 

15b. Integral calculus is a difficult subject. 

 

While postman and mailman make equivalent predications, as in 12a and 12b, we consider 

this a dialect difference rather than an instance of synonymy. Some speakers of English 

know only one of these terms, but which term it is depends on where the speaker lives, or 

where the speaker grew up. Some speakers know both lexemes but use one more than the 

other or use one exclusively but recognize the other. 

 

Activity 1 

In the phrase a funny story we can replace funny with the synonymous adjective humorous. 

In a funny feeling a better synonym for funny is peculiar, but humorous and peculiar are 

not synonymous with each other. Each predicate below is illustrated in several contexts. 

Give a synonym for each context and test to see whether a single term can be synonymous 

in more than one of the contexts.  
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✓ a clear sky  

✓ a clear stream  

✓ a clear speech  

✓ a wild party 

✓ wild geese  

✓ wild rice 

 

5.4.3 Antonymy  

16a. Alvin is watching television now.  

16b. Alvin isn’t watching television now.  

 

Two sentences that differ in polarity like these are mutually contradictory. If one is true, 

the other must be false. Two sentences that have the same subject and have predicates 

which are antonyms are also mutually contradictory 

17a. The television is on now. 

17b. The television is off now. 

18a. Mr Adams is an old man. 

18b. Mr Adams is a young man. 

19a. The road is wide here. 

19b. The road is narrow here. 

 

Lexemes like on and off, old and young, wide and narrow are pairs of antonyms. Antonyms 

are opposite in meaning, and when they occur as predicates of the same subject the 

predications are contradictory. Antonyms may be nouns like Communist and non-

Communist or verbs such as advance and retreat, but antonymous pairs of adjectives are 

especially numerous.  

 

5.4.4 Measure Adjectives 

English has various pairs of measure adjectives: 

➢ long short, tall short 

➢ high low, wide narrow 

➢ old young, deep shallow 

➢ old new, thick thin 

 

They are measure adjectives because they can be combined with expressions of 

measurement: four feet long, two meters high, nineteen years old, etc. We note, first, that 

these adjectives, like others relating to size (e.g. big/little, large/small, heavy/light) are 

antonymous, and, second, that their meanings are very much dependent on the topics they 

are associated with; a big rat is not as big as a small elephant, for instance.  

 

In each of the pairs of measure adjectives above, one member is marked and one unmarked. 

The unmarked member is also the global member of the opposition. For example, in the 

pair old and young, old is the global, unmarked adjective. It is used with units of time to 

express age. When we say: The baby is four days old, we are not saying that the baby is 

old, and in saying: The box is three inches deep, we are not saying that the box is deep. 



69 

 

(Which is the global member of the pair long/short? wide/narrow?) We sometimes say 

things like “She is 40 years young” but this is precisely a marked expression. Presumably, 

She is 40 years young is equivalent in truth value to She is 40 years old. 

 

5.4.5 Binary and non-binary antonyms  

There are different kinds of antonymous relationships. On and off are binary antonyms: an 

electric light or a radio or a television set is either on or off; there is no middle ground. 

Other binary pairs are open/shut, dead/alive, asleep/awake. The terms old and young are 

non-binary antonyms and so are wide and narrow. They are opposite ends of a scale that 

includes various intermediate terms: Mr Adams may be neither old nor young, the road 

may be something between wide and narrow. (Non-binary antonyms are also called polar 

antonyms; like the North and South Poles, they are at opposite ends with territory between 

them. Analogously, binary antonyms might be called hemispheric antonyms; as with the 

Northern and Southern hemispheres [or the Eastern and Western hemispheres], there is no 

space in between, only a line of demarcation. Some semanticists use the term 

‘complementary antonyms’ in place of ‘binary antonyms’ and ‘contrary’ instead of ‘non-

binary.’) The difference between binary and non-binary antonyms can be shown this way: 

 

 
 

Adjectives that are non-binary antonyms can easily be modified:  

✓ very old,  

✓ rather young,  

✓ quite wide,  

✓ extremely narrow,  

 

and the like. Logically it would seem that binary antonyms do not accept modifiers— an 

organism is either dead or alive, a door is either open or shut, a floor is either clean or dirty, 

one is either asleep or awake. But language is not logic.  

✓ quite dead,  

✓ very much alive,  

✓ wide open,  

✓ slightly dirty,  

 

are meaningful expressions. Speakers cannot agree as to whether a door which is ‘ajar’ is 

open or shut, nor on the precise location of the distinction between clean and dirty. In 
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previous chapters we have noted that language is fluid-flexible. The other side of this 

flexibility is that language is, in some respects, necessarily vague. 

 

Activity 2 

Among the following pairs of antonyms, which are binary and which are non-binary? What 

problems do you find in making this decision? 

✓ true, false 

✓ tall, short 

✓ expensive, cheap 

✓ beautiful, ugly 

✓ happy, unhappy 

✓ pass, fail 

✓ hot, cold 

✓ deep, shallow 

✓ legal, illegal 

✓ rich, poor 

✓ fast, slow 

✓ rude, polite 

 

Activity 3 

Give an antonym for the adjective in each of the following 

collocations: 

✓ a light package 

✓ a light color 

✓ a tall building 

✓ low prices 

✓ low heels 

✓ a hard problem 

✓ a hard chair 

✓ a soft voice 

✓ a narrow road 

✓ a narrow mind 

✓ a thick board 

✓ thick soup 

✓ a sweet apple 

✓ sweet tea 

✓ a strong body 

✓ strong feelings 

 

Activity 4 

What is the antonym of raw in the following? 

✓ raw fruit 

✓ raw materials 

✓ raw weather 
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5.5 Summary 
 

Lexemes are related to other lexemes on various semantic criteria. Field theory tries to 

discover sets of lexemes such that members of a set share some semantic feature(s) and are 

differentiated from one another by other systematically distributed features. Sets may be 

hierarchical, part-whole, sequential, cyclical, and may form structural paradigms.  

 

All societies have kinship systems, which can be analyzed in terms of a few semantic 

features that co-occur. The features parent, offspring, sibling and spouse are universal. 

Older and younger siblings are named differently in some cultures. Gender figures 

differently in different systems, so that relations on the mother’s side may have different 

names than those on the father’s side, and similarly for the bride’s family as distinct from 

the bridegroom’s family. Logical entailments, paraphrases, and contradictions derive from 

conjunctions, negative ‘not,’ and quantifier pronouns like ‘no one’ and ‘someone.’ 

Meaning relations of this sort are used to make inferences.  

 

Truth conditional semantics investigates the relations among lexemes that can be predicates 

for the same referring expression. Two such predicates may be related to each other as 

synonyms, as hyponym and superordinate, or as antonyms. Among antonyms we 

distinguish binary and non-binary antonyms; non-binary antonyms are opposite ends of a 

scale along which intermediate degrees exist; for binary antonyms there are no intermediate 

degrees. 
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5.6 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Define in detail the lexical relations in text that contribute to the study of meaning. 

2. The advantage of componential analysis is that it reflects the system through which 

lexemes have their respective senses. Elaborate with examples. 

3. Explain with examples what is ‘lexical field’ and its significance in language use? 

Also, how important are semantic features in ascertaining the lexical field? 

4. Keeping in mind that kinship lexicons are based on gender differentiation explain 

the use of kinship terminology in the English language. 

5. Kinship systems make an interesting area for componential analysis. Do you think 

so? Give an example from the Urdu language to validate your claim. 

6. Define the term truth conditional semantics. Explain the different types of lexical 

relationships in the English language contributing to truth conditional semantics. 

 

5.7 Suggested Reading 
 

Martin Payrhuber and Herbert Reichl  (2006) Lexical Relations. 

John R. Taylor (2015) The Oxford Handbook of the Word. 

Petra Storjohann · (2010) Lexical-semantic Relations: Theoretical and Practical 

Perspectives. 

https://books.google.com.pk/books?id=2s2uCQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=LEXICAL+RELATIONS&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi--eLXqK3xAhWEUcAKHRZBDCUQ6AEwBHoECAoQAg
https://books.google.com.pk/books?id=2s2uCQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=LEXICAL+RELATIONS&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi--eLXqK3xAhWEUcAKHRZBDCUQ6AEwBHoECAoQAg
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Introduction 
 

A referring expression is a piece of language, a noun phrase, that is used in an utterance 

and is linked to something outside language, some living or dead or imaginary entity or 

concept or group of entities or concepts. That ‘something’ is the referent, not necessarily 

physical nor necessarily ‘real.’ We need to distinguish three terms: referring expression, 

referent, and way of referring. In the sections that follow we discuss three ways in which 

referents differ from one another: unique; concrete; and countable. Subsequently, we take 

up different ways of referring and consider such differences as definite and indefinite, 

generic and nongeneric, specific and non-specific.  

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Define in detail what is a referring expression  

2. Identify the following types of referring expressions: 

a) concrete and abstract;  

b) unique and non-unique;  

c) countable and non-countable. 
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6.1 Referents and Referring Expressions  
 

We begin with an attempt to clear up some possible sources of confusion:  

1a. Howard is your cousin, isn’t he?  

1b. Howard is your cousin’s name, isn’t it?  

 

1.  A referring expression is not a referent; the phrase a carrot can be a referring 

expression, but it is not a carrot. This may seem obvious, but throughout history people 

have failed to distinguish between lexemes and what lexemes denote. They have treated 

words as sacred, beautiful, ugly or horrid depending on how they regard the referent 

(“Syphilis is an ugly word”). Some jokes and riddles achieve their effect by ignoring the 

distinction between a lexeme and what it represents (“Where can you always find 

sympathy?” Answer: “In a dictionary”.) 

 

Every lexeme is its own name. When we fail to make the distinction between a lexeme 

used to name itself and a lexeme used with reference outside language, we can create 

absurdities like this: “Washington has three syllables and 600,000 inhabitants.” If this sort 

of thing is meant in fun, there is no harm, but it can lead to sloppy thinking. In writing we 

can distinguish between metalinguistic reference–reference to a lexeme or other language 

expression and extralinguistic reference–reference to something outside language by 

italicizing or underlining a word when it refers to that expression, as with the name Howard 

in Sentence 1b, above. Similarly, “Where can you always find sympathy?” “Washington 

has three syllables”; “Washington has 600,000 inhabitants.” Of course, italics and 

underlining have no effect in speech. 

 

2. There is no natural connection between referring expression and referent. Some 

ancient philosophers and ancient and medieval etymologists held the opinion that there is 

or once was a natural relation between symbol and what is symbolized. But this is simply 

not so.  

 

3.  The existence of a referring expression does not guarantee the existence of a referent 

in the physical-social world that we inhabit. We can easily use language to create 

expressions with fictitious referents such as the skyscrapers of Antarctica, the present 

Emperor of Texas, the pain-reliever recommended by 91 percent of all doctors. In fact, we 

need such expressions in order to deny the existence of any physical referent.  

 

4. Two or more referring expressions may have the same referent, but they do not 

necessarily have the same meaning. 

Robert Blair 

the husband of Mildred Stone Blair 

the father of Patrick and Robin Blair 

the city editor of the Morgantown Daily Enquirer, etc. 

 

All these and no doubt other referring expressions may identify the same individual, but 

they do not mean the same. Two terms may name the same thing but differ in connotation, 
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like fiddle and violin, or simply differ in the way they refer. The following example 

provided by Frege (1980), who first called attention to this fact, is famous among 

semanticists. In the Northern Hemisphere the planet Venus is visible to the naked eye just 

before sunrise at certain times of the year and just after sunset at other times. Consequently, 

it is known sometimes as the Morning Star, and sometimes as the Evening Star. These two 

terms and also the planet Venus name the same entity, but they do not have the same 

meaning.  

 

A referring expression is used to identify, but the identification may be valid only 

temporarily (the girl in the purple sweater) and it need not be true: you may know who I 

mean when I refer to that stupid clown but your ability to identify doesn’t depend on your 

agreeing with my way of referring. We often use metonymy in referring, identifying some 

entity, especially a person, by some characteristic associated with the entity, as when we 

refer to someone as ‘the horn rimmed glasses’ or when a waitress asks a group of people 

seated at one table, “Which of you is the tuna salad?” 

 

6.2 Extension and Intension  
 

The extension of a lexeme is the set of entities which it denotes. The extension of dog 

includes all collies, dalmatians, dachshunds, mongrels, etc., etc. that have ever lived or will 

ever live and every fictitious creature that is accepted as being a dog. All the things that 

can be denoted by the noun lake are the extension of that lexeme. The lexeme Lake Ontario 

has a single item in its extension, and the Dead Sea Scrolls has a single collection of items 

as its extension. 

 

The intension of any lexeme is the set of properties shared by all members of the extension. 

Thus, everything that is denoted by lake must be a body of water of a certain size 

surrounded by land, and everything denoted by island is a body of land surrounded by 

water but see below for discussion of some difficulties in applying these definitions. 

Extension has to do with reference, but reference, as we know, is not all of meaning: the 

lexemes violin and fiddle have the same extension. Extension can change while intension 

remains the same.  

 

The extension of the referring expression the capital of Australia is a single item, the city 

of Canberra. The intension of the same term is ‘city in which the national government of 

Australia is located.’ If the capital should be moved at some future time to another city, the 

extension changes but the intension remains the same. The Mayor of Chicago or the Prime 

Minister of Great Britain always has the same intension but the extension of each of these 

changes from time to time.  

 

In the discussion of hyponymy in the previous unit we noted that the denotation of a 

hyponym like collie is included in the denotation of its superordinate, dog, but the meaning 

of the superordinate is included in the meaning of the hyponym. We can now restate this 

with the terms ‘intension’ and ‘extension’: the extension of the hyponym is included in the 

extension of the superordinate (all collies are dogs) but the intension of the superordinate 
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is included in the intension of the hyponym (the characteristic of being a dog is part of the 

characteristic of being a collie). 

 

Language is a way in which people classify the phenomena in their world, their lives. The 

English language leads us to believe that there is a clear difference between lake and pond, 

between bush and tree, hill and mountain, between greenish-blue and bluish-green. 

Actually, extensions have fuzzy boundaries because nature does not consist of items 

discretely separated and clearly differentiated from one another. Sometimes it is the edges 

that are fuzzy while from center to center the difference is clear enough.  

 

A prototype is an object or referent that is considered typical of the whole set. Thus, if you 

encounter the lexeme door in isolation and immediately think of a door swinging on hinges 

rather than one that slides or rotates, that kind of door is, for you, the prototype of all doors. 

But not everybody is likely to have the same prototype for a particular set. People in Belize 

probably do not have the same prototype for tree as people in Scotland. 

 

Activity 1 

The extension of bird includes robins, eagles, hawks, parrots, ducks, geese, ostriches and 

penguins.  

 

What is the intension? What do all the referents of bird have in common and which is not 

shared by non-birds? Which of these robins, eagles, etc. seem to you to be closer to a 

prototype and which farther away? Will all speakers of English agree about this? 

 

Activity 2 

How do the lexemes in these pairs differ in their intension (or extension)? 

✓ shoe, slipper  

✓ cup, mug 

✓ fruit, vegetable  

✓ door, gate 

 

6.3 Some Different Kinds of Referents  
 

The entities that we refer to are of different kinds and a language may have ways of 

recognizing different kinds of referents, different reference classes. Three kinds of 

differences in referents are:  

➢ concrete and abstract;  

➢ unique and non-unique;  

➢ countable and non-countable. 

 

To some extent the differences are in the referents and to some extent in the way English, 

or any language, treats the referents. 
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6.3.1 Unique and Non-Unique Referents 

2a.  We swam in Lake Ontario. 

2b.  We swam in a lake. 

 

Both of the underlined noun phrases are referring expressions. They might have the same 

referent, but a lake can refer to various bodies of water whereas Lake Ontario always refers 

to the same body of water. A referring expression has fixed reference when the referent is 

a unique entity or unique set of entities, like Lake Ontario, Japan, Boris Yeltsin, the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, the Philippine Islands. A referring expression has variable reference if its 

referent may be different every time it is used: that dog, my uncle, several people, a lake, 

the results. When a referring expression has fixed reference, knowledge of it is part of one’s 

general knowledge; we either know what the Dead Sea Scrolls are or we don’t know 

(though of course we may learn what they are from the context in which the Dead Sea 

Scrolls occurs). Recognizing the referent when the expression has variable reference is a 

matter of specific knowledge; one has to identify that dog, my uncle or the results from the 

physical or linguistic context, including knowledge of the speaker, perhaps.  

 

Again, let’s note the fluidity of language. Nouns with fixed reference can be used with 

variable reference: “Every city has a Greenwich Village”; “This fellow is an Einstein”; 

“We need a new Magna Carta.” The name of a person, for example Shakespeare, which 

necessarily has concrete, fixed reference, acquires variable reference when applied to other 

people (“No Shakespeare wrote this play”) and abstract reference for the works produced 

by that person (“We’re reading Shakespeare”). 

 

6.3.2 Concrete and Abstract Referents  

Lexemes such as dog, door, leaf, stone denote concrete objects, which can be seen or 

touched; the objects denoted by lexemes like idea, problem, reason, knowledge are 

abstract; they cannot be perceived directly through the senses. This is not a linguistic 

difference in itself; there is nothing in the pronunciation of raisin and reason, for instance, 

that indicates which lexeme has an abstract denotation and which has a concrete one. But 

lexemes with different kinds of denotation generally occur in different kinds of utterances 

and then may have different effects on other lexemes. Consider these contrasts: 

 

  the key to the front door   the key to success 

  a bright light    a bright future 

 

Here the lexemes key and bright have literal meanings when they occur in concrete contexts 

and figurative meanings in abstract contexts.  

 

Language is fluid, so lexemes which typically have concrete denotations can be given 

abstract ones, and vice versa. A character is, first, a kind of mark or sign, something that 

appears on paper or other surfaces, and is therefore concrete; character is also the totality 

of qualities that define a person or thing, in other words something abstract. Likeness is 

similarity, the quality of being like something (abstract), such as a picture or other 

representation a likeness of someone (concrete). 
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6.3.3 Countable and Non-Countable Referents  

Noun phrases in English, as in other European languages, are either countable or non-

countable. Both countable and non-countable noun phrases may be concrete or abstract. 

Concrete countable expressions refer to items that are separate from one another, like 

apples, coins, pens and toothbrushes, which can ordinarily be counted one by one. Abstract 

countable phrases have such nouns as idea, problem, suggestion. Non-countable phrases, 

if their references are concrete, have three kinds of reference. Some refer to continuous 

substances, such as apple sauce, ink, mud and toothpaste, which do not consist of natural 

discrete parts. Others name substances that consist of numerous particles not worth 

counting, like sand and rice. A few non-countables are like furniture, jewelry, luggage, 

collections whose parts have quite different names. Then there are abstract non-countables 

such as advice, information, beauty, which are treated, in the English language, as 

indivisible. 

 

Countable noun phrases show a distinction between singular and plural while non-

countable noun phrases do not: 

 

 an apple, a coin, a pen, a toothbrush 

 some apples, some coins, some pens, some toothbrushes 

 some apple sauce, some mud, some ink, some toothpaste 

 

The singular countable noun phrase must have an overt specifier; the plural countable and 

non-countable may have a zero specifier; the specifier some can be replaced by zero in the 

last two lines above. We do not say that there are countable and non-countable nouns 

because, as Allan (1986) has shown, nouns display a range of ‘countability.’ At one 

extreme there are nouns that occur almost exclusively in countable expressions: coin, pen 

and toothbrush are good examples. Then there are nouns which in countable phrases 

indicate (what are linguistically treated as) items and in non-countable phrases denote 

(what are treated as) substances. 

 

 an apple, some eggs   some apple, some egg on the plate 

 a hair, a piece of string,   hair, string, fire, light 

 a fire, some lights 

 

Certain animals are named in countable phrases but when considered as food the names 

appear in non-countable phrases. 

 

(a) chicken, (a) lobster, (a) turkey 

 

In contrast, there are animal names of Anglo-Saxon origin such as cow, calf, pig, sheep, 

deer all countable nouns matched by food names of Norman-French origin: beef, veal, 

pork, mutton, venison, which are non-countable.  

 

Some nouns name substances when they occur in non-countable phrases and in countable 

phrases designate items originally made from those substances.  
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glass, iron, paper, straw a glass, an iron, a paper, a straw 

 

What is regarded as a substance, and therefore generally treated as non-countable, may 

appear in a countable phrase to indicate a certain quantity or type of the substance.  

 

a coffee a good wine several cheeses various soups 

 

At the non-countable end of the continuum are nouns that name collections of items—

furniture, jewelry, luggage—which are always non-countable. The specific items included 

in these collections are indicated by countable nouns—chair, bed; necklace, ring; trunk, 

suitcase. In other instances, there are matching nouns: shrubbery and shrub, rain and 

raindrop, snow and snowflake, including some that have no formal relationship: foliage 

and leaf.  

 

There are a few nouns which occur only as plurals:  

 

scissors, pliers, tweezers; trousers, shorts, jeans, etc.; shavings, filings, earnings, savings.  

 

This language distinction seems to mirror a distinction found in nature: apples, babies, 

coins, leaves and pebbles are isolable, while dirt, sand, milk, rice and water appear to be 

continuous entities or composed of such small particles that we don’t consider the particles 

worth counting. However, note the inconsistency of suds, a plural countable, and foam, a 

non-countable; of the plural countable oats. and the non-countable wheat, rye, barley, corn.  

 

These distinctions concrete/abstract, unique/non-unique, countable/ non-countable seem to 

reflect differences that exist in nature, but only partly so. All languages have reference 

classes which may be ‘natural’ to some degree. We take it for granted that countable nouns 

should be singular or plural, but nature does not have two categories, a category consisting 

of one single item and another category that consists of all numbers from two to infinity 

 

Activity 3 

The following occur in expressions with concrete reference and in expressions that have 

abstract reference. For each noun give an example of each kind of reference. Is there also 

a difference of countability? 

beauty  

curiosity  

kindness 

novelty  

personality  

representation 
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Activity 4 

Which of the following are countable nouns and which are noncountable? Do any belong 

to both categories? 

beer  

glue 

copper  

livestock 

dust  

piano 

equipment  

wire 

 

6.4 Summary  
 

A referring expression is, first of all, a noun phrase that is linked to something outside language, 

its referent. We recognize different kinds of referents and different ways of referring.  

 

Referents may be concrete or abstract, unique or non-unique, countable or non-countable 

items. To some extent these differences reflect distinctions in the phenomenal world, but 

linguistic reflections are no more ‘natural’ than anything else in language, and a given 

referring expression may sometimes have one kind of referent and sometimes another kind.  

 

A noun phrase has a noun head, a determiner, and perhaps a complement and/or modifier. 

The determiner determines the way of referring that a particular referring expression has, 

though there is no simple correlation between determiner and way of referring. A referring 

expression with a proper noun as head is definite and specific. A noun phrase with a 

common noun as head may be generic or not, specific or not, definite or not. Two 

determiners are demonstrative; others indicate quantity; and others show possession. 

Quantity may be specific or general and if it is total, it may be collective or distributed.  

 

6.5 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. What is the difference between referring expression and a referent? does one always 

necessitate the other? How can a referring expression be extended? 

2. Define the following referring expressions: 

a) concrete and abstract;  

b) unique and non-unique;  

c) countable and non-countable. 

 

6.6 Suggested Reading 
 

James R. Hurford, Brendan Heasley, Michael B. Smith · (2007) Semantics: A Coursebook. 

William P. Kabasenche, Michael O'Rourke, Matthew H. Slater · (2012) Reference and 

Referring. 
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Introduction 
 

This unit further extends the debate of referring expressions and discusses the various types 

of references found in language use. These included proper nouns, pronouns and noun 

phrases. It also provides detail of certain function words refer to parts of the physical-

social-temporal context of the speaker or writer such as deixis and those used to avoid 

repetition such as anaphoric items. The unit also gives an understanding to the students 

about definite and indefinite references and specific and non-specific references. It also 

tells how ambiguity arises in communication and how it can be removed. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Understand how language users use different ways of referring including: 

a) Proper nouns 

b) Pronouns 

c) Noun phrases 

2. To identify the difference between the following: 

a) Definite and indefinite references  

b) Specific and non-specific references  

3. Understand ‘Deixis’ as referring through context. 

4. Explain how deixis can be extended to give rise to ‘Anaphoric’ references. 

5. Understand how referential ambiguity may create miscommunication. 
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7.1 Different Ways of Referring  
 

There are three kinds of referring expressions: proper names, which have unique reference 

like Lake Ontario or Barbara Collins; pronouns such as she, he, they; and noun phrases that 

have nouns with variable reference as the head, preceded by a determiner and possibly 

followed by one or more complements: 

 

determiner head complement complement 

a cat   

that broom in the corner  

your home   

some questions to be answered  

the plate that is broken that you mentioned 

 

Some complements can be reduced and become modifiers in prehead position. 

 

determiner modifier head complement 

the broken plate that you mentioned 

 

Complements and modifiers, if present, provide part of the identity of the referent they 

answer the question ‘which?,’ which broom, which plate. Determiners have a more 

complex role in identifying referents. In a discussion of reference, complements and 

modifiers are of little importance, but determiners are all important. Referring expressions 

with fixed reference, like Lake Ontario, do not require complements, modifiers or 

determiners since their uniqueness makes the question ‘which?’ superfluous.  

 

There are various determiners, including zero that is, no overt determiner, as in We’re 

counting money; We’re counting coins. We can recognize several kinds of determiners, to 

be discussed below. Demonstrative and possessive determiners are different ways of 

identifying answering the question ‘which?’. Quantifying determiners answer the question 

‘how much?’ or ‘how many?’. Indefinite determiners (a/an, some, any and zero) do not 

identify. The definite determiner the is used when identity can be taken for granted. 

 

The demonstrative determiners this and that (plural these and those) indicate, respectively, 

that the referent is near or not near the speaker’s location. 

3. We’ll use this table and those chairs (over there). 

 

They also identify present or future events versus past events. 

4a. We’re going to see ‘Madame Butterfly’ tonight. We’ve been waiting for this 

performance for a long time. 

4b. We saw ‘Rigoletto’ last month. That was a great performance. 

 

(During the twentieth century this has acquired a use, among some speakers of English, 

which is not demonstrative but essentially equivalent to the indefinite a/an, as in I was 
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driving down the street when suddenly this big, black car pulled out in front of me. The 

usage began, no doubt, as an attempt to make the narration more dramatic by putting the 

referent here, the car ‘right on the scene.’ But extensive use weakens whatever dramatic 

effects there may have been.)  

 

So-called possessive determiners refer to an entity in its relation to another referent, but 

‘possession’ is a term for various kinds of relation: my necktie expresses ownership; my 

brother, kinship; my friend and my employer, other associations; Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ 

expresses authorship; Donna’s picture may refer to a picture of Donna or to one drawn or 

photographed by Donna.  

 

Some determiners, quantifiers, express the amount or quantity of the entity denoted by the 

noun. Cardinal numbers are specific quantifiers: one day, five people, 76 trombones. 

General quantifiers are the ones discussed in Section 5.10: some eggs, a little milk, a few 

problems, much traffic, several accidents. If a countable noun phrase expresses a total, it 

may be collective (all donkeys) or distributive (every donkey).  

 

Demonstrative, possessive and quantifying determiners can be combined, in which case 

the possessive word follows the noun: these four books, that idea of yours, several friends 

of mine.  

 

Demonstrative, possessive and quantifying reference intersects with three other kinds of 

reference, generic, specific and definite. These last three require more extensive discussion 

and illustration. 

 

Generic and non-generic reference  

 

What seems to be the same referring expression may have quite different kinds of 

reference, as in the following sentences.  

5a. A dog makes a fine pet.  

5b. Dogs make fine pets.  

6a. A dog is lying in the middle of the street.  

6b. Dogs are lying in the middle of the street. 

 

In sentence 5a a dog has generic reference; the sentence is not about a particular dog but 

about the class of dogs as a whole, dogs in general. We can express the same meaning with 

sentence 5b, which is also a generalization. You may agree with these sentences without 

committing yourself to the belief that all dogs make fine pets. Neither sentence is an answer 

to a question ‘Which dog(s)?’, for the question is not relevant. A dog in sentence 6a does 

not have generic reference; it clearly does not refer to the whole class of dogs, and a change 

to Dogs are lying in the middle of the street (6b) produces quite a different message. 

Sentences 5a and 5b are equivalent; 6a and 6b are not. Sentences 6a and 6b do not answer 

the question ‘Which dog(s)?’ but the question is relevant. (Some semanticists would prefer 

to say that reference can only be specific. Then, rather than ‘generic reference,’ they would 

prefer the term ‘generic use of referring expressions.’) 
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Generic reference in English can be expressed in several ways which are more or less 

interchangeable. 

7a. The dog was man’s first domestic animal. 

7b. Dogs were man’s first domestic animal. 

 

We know that these have generic reference because the change from singular to plural, or 

vice versa, does not make a difference. (Note that man also has generic reference here; it 

is equivalent to ‘humans,’ a general class.) 

 

7.1.1 Specific and Non-Specific Reference  

8a. We have a dog.  

8b. We’d like to have a dog.  

9a. I’m sure there are answers to all your questions.  

9b. I trust we can find answers to all your questions. In sentence 8a, above, a dog refers 

to a specific dog. The reference is to some particular animal, and we could insert the 

word certain before dog without changing the meaning. In sentence 8b a dog would 

ordinarily be interpreted as non-specific in reference ‘some dog, not any particular 

one’ though of course it could mean ‘a certain, particular dog.’ Similarly, answers 

has specific reference in 9a but not in 9b. Whether a referring expression has a 

specific referent or not cannot be determined from the expression itself; it is 

determined by the larger context. 

 

Activity 1 

Which of the underlined expressions have specific reference and which do not? 

1. Somebody telephoned and left a message for you. 

2. I hope somebody will tidy up this file cabinet. 

3. The last person to leave the office should lock the door. 

4. A stitch in time saves nine. 

5. Evans sometimes forgets to keep his eye on the ball 

 

7.1.2 Definite and Indefinite Reference  

Demonstrative, possessive, and quantitative determiners identify a referent in a fairly 

precise way. The definite determiner the occurs in a referring expression when the speaker 

assumes that the hearer can identity the referent (I’ve got the tickets) or when identification 

is made part of the referring expression (I’ve got the tickets that you wanted). Indefinite 

determiners, a(n), some and zero, indicate that the referent is part of a larger entity.  

 

When the referring expression is definite, the speaker assumes that the referent can be 

identified by the addressee for one of four reasons. If none of these reasons applies, the 

speaker provides the identification. 

 

1. The speaker assumes that the hearer can identify the referent from the physical-social 

context a form of deixis (Section 7.5).  

 

 10. Take the cups off the table and put them in the cabinet.  
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2. The speaker assumes that the addressee can make the necessary implicature to relate 

a new reference to a previous one. 

 

 11.  This was the site of the old Stanwick Theater. The stage was over here and the 

lobby was over there.  

 

3. The reference is fixed and therefore presumably part of the addressee’s general 

knowledge, like Lake Ontario. A referring expression with fixed reference is always 

definite. (A referring expression with variable reference may be definite or 

indefinite.) Some fixed-reference expressions contain the determiner the, others do 

not. In a few instances’ expressions with and without the word they are equivalent: 

the Argentine=Argentina, the Ukraine has become Ukraine. More frequently, 

presence and absence of the with a name yields two different referring expressions: 

the Mississippi is not the same as Mississippi. Family names used in the plural occur 

with the Johnsons; other personal names do not.  

4. The referent, while not unique in the way that Lake Ontario is unique, has a unique 

or nearly unique position in the more limited world of the speaker and addressee. 

 

 12. Careful! You might wake the baby.  

 13. Have you received the reports from the doctor?  

 

Referring expressions like these are much the same as names. Names like Richard and 

Barbara are definite and specific as referring expressions even though there are numerous 

people so named, just as there are numerous babies, reports and doctors. Expressions like 

the baby and Richard have unique status within a certain group of people during a particular 

period of time. The Mayor has unique status for a larger group of people, presumably, than 

the baby, and the President has this status for a still larger group. The uniqueness of these 

expressions may be temporary: the baby grows older, we change doctors, Richard moves 

out of our lives.  

 

If none of these conditions obtains, the referent is specified by the speaker through some 

complement or modifier in the referring expression with the presumption that the 

complement or modifier makes the referent clear to the addressee. 

 

14a. The salesman who came here yesterday was back again today.  

14b. I’d like to look at the gold ring with a small ruby on the top shelf of that display case.  

 

When the referring expression is indefinite, the hearer has to make a choice from the 

extension of the noun that is, has to decide which of all possible referents what part of the 

extension is intended. Frequently in a discourse a topic is introduced as an indefinite 

referring expression (new information) and subsequent mention of the topic is made with 

one or more definite referring expressions (given information).  
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A definite noun phrase presupposes the existence of its referent and an indefinite noun 

phrase presupposes the existence of more than its referent, a class of referents to which this 

one belongs. 

 

7.1.3 Deixis  

The most primitive way of referring to something is to point to it. Of course, this kind of 

reference can only be accomplished with people and concrete things in one’s immediate 

environment. On a less primitive level, every language has deictic words which ‘point’ to 

‘things’ in the physical-social context of the speaker and addressee(s) and whose referents 

can only be determined by knowing the context in which they are used. For example, if we 

should encounter a message like the following, on paper or on an electronic recording  

 

15. I was disappointed that you didn’t come this afternoon.  

 

 I hope you’ll join us tomorrow.  

 

We wouldn’t be able to identify the referents of I, you, us, this afternoon or tomorrow 

though we understand how the first three and the last two are related to one another; 

because we know English, we know, for example, that the referent of I is part of the referent 

of us and we know the time sequence of this afternoon and tomorrow. The meaning of any 

lexeme depends to some extent on the context in which it occurs, but deictic elements can 

only be interpreted through their contexts.  

 

English examples of deictic words include (1) pronouns I, you and we, which ‘point’ to the 

participants in any speech act; he, she, it and they, when they are used to refer to others in 

the environment; (2) locative expressions here and there, which designate space close to 

the speaker or farther away; this/these and that/those, which respectively indicate entities 

close to or removed from the speaker; and (3) temporal expressions: now, then, yesterday, 

today, tomorrow, last week, next month and so on. These last are all relative to the time 

when they are used.  

 

Words which can be deictic are not always so. Today and tomorrow are deictic in “We 

can’t go today, but tomorrow will be fine.” They are not deictic in “Today’s costly 

apartment buildings may be tomorrow’s slums.” Yet the relation between the two words is 

analogous. Similarly, here and there are deictic in “James hasn’t been here yet. Is he there 

with you?” They are not deictic in “The children were running here and there.” The 

pronoun you is not deictic when used with the meaning ‘one; any person or persons,’ as in 

“You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink.” Similarly, they has a 

generalized, non-deictic reference to people in general, especially those in charge of some 

endeavor or other, as in “They say that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,” 

“They don’t make good cider the way they used to.” 
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7.1.4 Anaphora  

Some deictic words can also be used as anaphoric items. Anaphora is a kind of secondary 

reference in which a previous reference is recalled by use of special function words or 

equivalent lexemes. For example, in 16a Jack and Jill tried to lift the box and push it onto 

the top shelf. 

 

16b. However, he         slipped and fell to the floor.              

                            she 

                             it  

                           they 

 

The choice of he, she, it or they serves as a link to some referring expression that has 

occurred recently in the discourse in this illustration to a referring expression in the 

previous sentence. Every language has special function words which repeat a reference 

without actually repeating the referring expression or any part of it. Each of the four 

pronouns illustrated here has a particular scope of reference: they is tied to the last plural 

referring expression, it to the last singular non-personal expression, she to the last singular 

feminine expression, and he to the last singular masculine expression.  

 

Most speakers of English would assume, in this example, that he refers to the same person 

as Jack that he has the same referent as Jack (or is co-referential with Jack) and that she is 

co-referential with Jill and it is co-referential with the box (linguistically, it might be co-

referential with the top shelf but in practical terms that seems unlikely). As for they, it can 

be co-referential with Jack and Jill or with Jack and Jill and the box as the primary referring 

expressions, a difference that could be clarified with the choice of they both versus they 

all; but it cannot be co-referential with Jack and the box alone or with Jill and the box alone.  

 

The difference between deixis and anaphora is fairly plain, even though some function 

words can be used in both functions. If someone says, for example, “She wants to leave 

now” and nods in Lucy’s direction and/or Lucy is the only person present to whom she can 

refer, she is used deictically. On the other hand, in the utterance “Lucy has been here for 

over an hour and she wants to leave now,” the word is used anaphorically.  

 

It is important to see that an anaphoric word refers to the referent of the primary referring 

expression, not to that expression itself. 

 

17a. I asked the secretary to telephone Mr Letterman. 

17b. _____ had Mr Letterman on the line in a few minutes. 

18a. We watched the sheep moving slowly across the pasture. 

18b. _____ seemed to be in no hurry at all. 

 

Should the blank in 17b be filled with he or she? We have to know the referent of the 

secretary in order to decide; that information is not in the referring expression itself. 

Occupational nouns such as secretary, teacher, cashier, doctor, which don’t indicate 
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gender, are more common in modern English than pairs like actor/actress, waiter/ waitress, 

which make a gender distinction.  

 

What pronoun fills the blank in 18b? Sentence 18a doesn’t tell us whether it was one sheep 

or more than one, but the pronoun that fills the following blank has to give this information, 

so if the sheep has plural reference, the anaphoric word is they. And if there is only one 

animal in question, the blank may be filled with it or he or she depending on the sex of the 

sheep and its importance to the person speaking or writing. Of course, countable nouns like 

sheep which can be singular or plural with no overt indication of number are rather 

uncommon in English, but the choice among he, she, and it referring to a sheep reflects a 

common fact of English usage: the pronoun for referring to an animal is the same as the 

pronoun for referring to a lifeless object, it, except that a pet-owner or a farmer, who cares 

about the animal, can refer to a pet or farm animal with the same distinction as is made in 

referring to people (Halliday and Hasan 1976:47). Thus, the grammatical system of English 

makes distinctions that the lexicon often ignores. 

 

English is said to have ‘natural’ gender, which means principally that we use he, she or it 

in secondary reference, he referring to males, she to females and it for inanimate entities. 

But this distinction is not upheld rigidly; she can refer to an inanimate object, it to a baby 

or an animal, regardless of sex. In other words, it is the referent and, to some extent, the 

speaker’s attitude toward the referent that determines the choice of pronoun, not the noun 

that would be used in a referring expression.  

 

On the other hand, numerous languages have ‘grammatical gender’ so that all nouns belong 

to one gender class or another and other parts of a noun phrase must ‘agree’ with the noun. 

In Spanish, for example, we have 

 

 esta pared blanca  this white wall 

 esta camisa blanca  this white shirt 

 este papel blanco  this white paper 

 este sombrero blanco  this white hat 

 

Pared and camisa belong to the ‘feminine’ gender, a class that contains some nouns that 

denote females; papel and sombrero belong to the ‘masculine’ gender, a class which has 

some nouns that denote males. 

 

The words for ‘this’ (esta or este) and ‘white’ (blanca or blanco) must show gender 

agreement with the noun that heads the phrase in which they occur. An anaphoric phrase 

can be created by omitting the noun; thus, esta blanca and este blanco both correspond to 

English ‘this white one’ but they are not equivalent. The choice of esta blanca or este blanco 

depends, not on the referent itself but on the noun that occurs in the referring expression.  

 

Somewhat similar, in other languages, is the use of classifiers. Nouns in Japanese, for 

instance, belong to different classes. When a noun is modified by a number, a classifier is 
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required with the number, and different noun classes require different classifiers. 

Examples: 

 

 kippu san-mai  three stamps 

 tegami san-mai  three letters 

 enpitsu san-bon  three pencils 

 sereri san-bon  three stalks of celery 

 

Mai is the classifier that accompanies certain nouns, some of which denote flat, thin objects 

like stamps and letters. Hon (or bon) is the classifier for another group of nouns, some of 

which denote cylindrical objects like pencils and stalks of celery. The sentences San-mai 

ga arimasu and San-bon ga arimasu can both be translated “There are three”; the classifier 

is determined by the noun, even when the noun is not there. 

 

19a. There was a strange painting on the wall. 

 

19b. I wondered where    the painting           had come from 

       the picture 

       the work of art 

       it 

 

The four underlined expressions in 19b are co-referential with the underlined expression 

in 19a. These four are different kinds of anaphoric expressions. As frequently happens in 

a discourse, the first referring expression, a strange painting, is indefinite and each of the 

anaphoric expressions is definite. The first three of these are examples of lexical anaphora, 

achieved by repeating the same noun head (painting), or by using a noun which, in the 

context, is equivalent in reference, a synonym (picture), or by using a term which has a 

more inclusive reference, a superordinate (work of art) (Halliday and Hasan 1976:278). 

Grammatical anaphora is achieved with a pronoun; the definite anaphoric pronouns are he, 

she, they and, in this case, it. 

 

20. There was     a picture             had come from 

 and               a picture over the desk 

                     one 

 

 

21. We need    (some) balloons       now and we need 

            (some) balloons tomorrow 

                           some 

 

 

22. There’s  (some) food      on the table and 

            (some) food      in the fridge 

                            some 
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In sentence 20 the two occurrences of the indefinite (but specific) noun phrase, a picture, 

constitute two different referring expressions since they have different referents. The same 

is true for the indefinite noun phrases, (some) balloons and (some) food, in the next 

sentences. The substitute for an indefinite referring expression is one for a singular 

countable noun phrase and some for a plural countable or non-countable phrase. These 

substitutes are anaphoric, not because they are coreferential with the earlier noun phrases 

but because their interpretation depends on the earlier noun phrases with which they are 

linked. 

 

23. Are you wearing your blue suit or your brown (suit/one)? 

24. Are you wearing your brown shoes or your black (shoes/one)? 

25. Do you prefer warm milk or cold (milk/0)? 

 

When adjacent noun phrases have the same head and different determiners or modifiers, 

the anaphoric substitute for the head of the second phrase is one for a singular countable 

noun, ones for a plural countable noun, and zero for a non-countable noun. There and then 

replace place phrases and time phrases, respectively.  

 

26. I expected to meet our guests at the airport at three o’clock, but they weren’t there 

then. 

 

There are also anaphoric items that substitute for verb phrases and for clauses, but such 

anaphora does not have anything to do with reference.  

 

27. I wanted to ride on the carousel but was unable to do so.  

28. Diane feels she has done enough now, and I think so too. 

 

7.2 Shifts in Ways of Referring  
 

Sentences 19a and 19b were partly like this: 

 

 There was a strange painting on the wall. 

 

 I wondered where (the painting/it) came from. 

 

Here the first referring expression is indefinite but specific. In the next sentence the co-

referential expression is definite. If the first referring expression is indefinite and not 

specific, a following coreferential expression may be definite or indefinite. 

 

29a. If we were going to buy a car, we would buy it at Hudson’s. 

29b. If we were going to buy a car, we would buy one at Hudson’s. 

 

A speaker may shift from specific reference to generic reference. 

 

30a. We didn’t buy a new car because they cost too much now. 
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Note the vagueness here. Does they mean ‘cars’ or ‘new cars’? Prosody could make one 

meaning clear. 

 

30b. We didn’t buy a NEW car because they cost too much. 

 

Here they must be equivalent to ‘new cars.’ 

 

31. Every woman who has a husband should treat him with respect. 

 

Does him have definite reference here? That depends on how we define ‘definite.’ The 

expression every woman who has a husband has distributed reference and him, we may 

say, acquires distributed reference by association. Thus, it is equivalent to ‘the husband 

that every woman who has a husband has,’ which is called an ‘identity of sense. 

 

Activity 2 

What do the underlined words refer to? 

1. Pete promised me a souvenir from Paris, but I never got it. 

2. Pete promised me a souvenir from Paris, but I never got one. 

3. Frances asked Shirley to lend her some money. 

4. Frances promised Shirley to lend her some money. 

5. The police arrested several demonstrators because they were destroying property. 

6. The police arrested several demonstrators because they felt the demonstration was 

getting violent. 

 

7.3 Referential Ambiguity  
 

Misunderstandings occur when a speaker has one referent in mind for a definite expression 

like George or the papers, and the addressee is thinking of a different George or some other 

papers. No doubt we have all experienced, and been troubled by, this kind of problem in 

reference. We can see other instances of referential ambiguity that are due to the nature of 

referring expressions, the vagueness that pieces of language necessarily have. Referential 

ambiguity occurs when: 

 

1. an indefinite referring expression may be specific or not;  

 

32. I wanted to buy a newspaper.  

 

Here a newspaper may refer to a specific newspaper or some newspaper, any newspaper. 

The ambiguity disappears if we add, on the one hand, but I couldn’t find it or, on the other 

hand, but I couldn’t find one.  

 

2. Anaphora is unclear because a personal pronoun, he, she, it or they, can be linked to 

either of two referring expressions:  

 

33. Jack told Ralph that a visitor was waiting for him.  
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3. The pronoun you is used generically or specifically:  

 

34. If you want to get ahead, you have to work hard. 

 

(Is you the addressee or is this sentence a general platitude?) 

 

4. A noun phrase with every can have distributed reference or collected reference: 

 

35. I’m buying a drink for everybody here. 

 (One drink for all or one drink for each?) 

 

7.4 Summary  
 

Certain function words refer to parts of the physical-social-temporal context of the speaker 

or writer and their referents can only be known to one who knows that context. These are 

deictic elements.  

 

Certain function words and lexemes are used to avoid repetition of referring expressions 

that have occurred previously in the discourse less commonly, referring expressions that 

will follow. These are anaphoric items. English anaphoric items show the same distinctions 

found in primary referring expressions and in fact make distinctions that are not made 

lexically. 

 

Any noun with a unique referent has fixed reference. A noun whose reference is non-unique 

occurs in numerous referring expressions associated with various referents. These 

associations, whether unique or numerous, are the extension of that noun. The 

characteristics that the referents supposedly share are the intension of the noun. Language 

imposes a classification on nature, but the classes are not neatly separated in nature, so that 

the boundaries of extensions may be fuzzy. Any referent that seems to be a typical member 

of the extension is a prototype. 

 

Referential ambiguity occurs when the context does not make clear whether a referring 

expression is being used specifically or not; when the interpretation of a referring 

expression can be collective or distributed; and when it is not clear to which of two or more 

referring expressions an anaphoric item is linked. 
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7.5 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. Anaphora is a kind of secondary reference in which a previous reference is recalled 

by use of special function words or equivalent lexemes. Elaborate with examples. 

2. Every language has deictic words which ‘point’ to ‘things’ in the physical-social 

context of the speaker and addressee(s) and whose referents can only be determined 

by knowing the context in which they are used. Elaborate with examples. 

3. Define the following: 

a. Definite and indefinite reference 

b. Specific and non-specific reference 

4. How does referential ambiguity arise during communication? How can it be reduced 

by language users? Elaborate with examples. 

 

7.6 Suggested Readings 
 

James R. Hurford, Brendan Heasley, Michael B. Smith · (2007) Semantics: A Coursebook. 

William P. Kabasenche, Michael O'Rourke, Matthew H. Slater · (2012) Reference and 

Referring. 

H.K. von Heusinger, U. Egli (2012) Reference and Anaphoric Relations. 

 

  

https://books.google.com.pk/books?id=E2VsCQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=types+of+references+in+semantics&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjL4bGJ963xAhXIPsAKHcCZCzcQ6AEwB3oECAkQAg
https://books.google.com.pk/books?id=E2VsCQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=types+of+references+in+semantics&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjL4bGJ963xAhXIPsAKHcCZCzcQ6AEwB3oECAkQAg
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Introduction 
 

The arguments are referring expressions, names for real or potential entities. An argument 

can also be a predication, a real or potential fact, and such an argument is expressed as a 

clause that is, a sentence that is embedded in another sentence. In other words, we can 

make statements and ask questions about facts. There are several different kinds of clauses 

that are examined further in this unit. To a large extent the form of the clause depends on 

the predicate (verb or adjective) that it accompanies. Previous units have included 

something about lexical ambiguity and referential ambiguity, different possible 

interpretations of lexemes. The structure of sentences may also lead to different possible 

interpretations, and such syntactic ambiguity is studied in this unit.  

 

Moreover, embedded clauses have several different forms, which are the topic of the 

present unit. Much of this unit is about the syntactic forms in which embedded propositions 

are expressed. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Understand the sentence as a clause embedded in the larger sentence. 

2. Be able to identify following variety of clauses: 

a) Full statement clauses 

b) Question clauses  

c) Infinitive clauses  

d) Gerund clauses  

e) Non-factual clauses 
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8.1 Full Statement Clauses 
 

Compare the following pairs: 

1a. Ivan knows the answer. 

1b. Ivan knows (that) we are here. 

2a. Sally forgot her appointment. 

2b. Sally forgot (that) Sara was waiting for her. 

3a. The judges announced their decision to the eager contestants. 

3b. The judges announced to the eager contestants that they had reached a decision.  

 

In 1a, 2a and 3a a noun phrase is object of the verb. In 1b, 2b and 3b a clause occurs in the 

same place and with the same role. In 3b the direct object and indirect object have been 

rearranged, the shorter element placed before the longer one.  

 

If sentence 1a has this structure: 

 

 
 

sentence 1b has the same structure except that the theme is a sentence, symbolized as S-

theme: 

 
 

Sentence 2b has an analogous relation to 2a and 3b to 3a.  

 

The S-theme, or clause, is introduced by the meaningless word that, which may or may not 

be present. The rest of the clause, following that, is identical with a sentence standing alone: 

We are here, Sara was waiting for her, They had reached a decision. All of these embedded 

sentences, or clauses, are statements in which propositions are presented as facts. Note that 

the subject of the clause, if a personal pronoun, must be a subject form, one of the group I-

he-she-we-they, not me-him-her-us-them, and the verb of the clause can have all the 

modifications of the main verb; for example: 
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A clause that has these characteristics, subject pronoun as subject and full possibility of 

verb modifications, is a full clause. Reduced clauses, which we examine below, have 

neither of these characteristics.  

 

Similarly, a combination of adjective and preposition may be followed by an abstract 

complement: aware of the problem, disappointed in the results, sorry for the trouble. The 

same adjectives may have a clause as complement, in which case the preposition 

disappears. 

 

4. We weren’t aware (that) the meeting had been canceled. 

5. Jean is disappointed (that) you can’t join us. 

6. I’m sorry (that) the election involved so few real issues. 

 

Here are some other adjectives that can be followed by a clause (with the preposition 

dropping out): 

 

 afraid-of aware-of (un)certain-about confident-of 

 disappointed-in doubtful-of/about sure-of 

 

 
 

Clauses can also occur in subject position. Let’s start again with noun phrases that can be 

replaced by clauses. 

 

7a. That Jean came to the party surprised everybody. 

7b. It surprised everybody that Jean came to the party. 

8a. That Mr Goodson remembers so many things is unbelievable. 

8b. It is unbelievable that Mr Goodson remembers so many things. 

 

Subject clauses at the beginning of a sentence are unusual. Instead of this order, we more 

often introduce an empty word it and postpone the clause to the end of the sentence (7b, 

8b. The predicate of 7a, b has this thematic structure: 
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and the predicate of 8a, b has this structure: 

 

unbelievable 

 

S-theme 

 

8.2 Question Clauses  
 

Questions, as well as statements, are embedded in other sentences. They may be 

information questions, as in the following examples:  

 

9. I wonder when the concert was. (When was the concert?)  

10. Robert doesn’t know what time it is. (What time is it?)  

11. Do you remember where you put the tickets? (Where did you put the tickets?) 

 

 
 

The embedded sentence may be a yes-no question. The word that introduces the embedded 

clause is if, which, unlike that, is not deletable.  

 

12. I doubt if George knows the answer. (Does George know the answer?)  

13. Please tell us if you feel ill. (Do you feel ill?) 

 
A yes-no question may present two or more alternatives, e.g. Will your friends stay or 

leave? When such an alternative question is embedded, it is introduced with the word 

whether.  

 

14. I wonder whether your friends will stay or leave.  

 The second alternative need not appear in a sentence.  

15. Have you heard whether we get a holiday (or not)? (Do we get a holiday or not?) 
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8.3 Infinitive Clauses  
 

Let’s compare the following:  

 

16a. I know (that) Sara waits for Sally.  

16b. I expect Sara to wait for Sally.  

 

The sentence with expect contains one kind of reduced clause, an infinitive clause. The 

personal pronoun that replaces Sara is her, not she; and the verb wait can be expanded only 

a little; it can be perfect (I expect Sara to have waited) or progressive (I expect Sara to be 

waiting), or both (I expect Sara to have been waiting); but to wait does not distinguish 

present and past, and it cannot be preceded by a modal verb like can, should, must or will.  

 

17a. The Eagles expect the Hawks to win the game.  

17b. The Eagles expect to win the game.  

 

The infinitive clause in 17a reflects a sentence or proposition {the Hawks win the game}. 

What is the embedded proposition of 17b? Obviously, {the Eagles win the game}. We do 

not say The Eagles expect the Eagles to win the game nor The Eagles expect themselves 

to win the game, though the latter is possible. Instead, a rule of English grammar requires 

an overt subject in an infinitive clause when the subject of the infinitive (here, the Hawks) 

is different from the subject of the main verb (here, the Eagles), but if the subject of the 

infinitive is the same as the subject of the main verb, there is a tacit subject. In the first 

sentence above, the infinitive clause has an overt subject, the Hawks. In the second 

sentence the infinitive clause has a tacit subject, the Eagles. 
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Here are more sentences with infinitive clauses that have tacit subjects: 

18. I intend to get a haircut. 

19. Martin decided to ask for help. 

20. Joyce likes to sing. 

21. The children pretended to be asleep. 

 

Certain adjectives also occur with an infinitive clause as complement. One of them is 

anxious: 

22. David’s parents are anxious for him to succeed, and David, too, is anxious to 

succeed. 

 

If the clause has an overt subject, it is introduced with the preposition for, as illustrated. 

Other adjectives that take infinitive clauses are these, all of which have human subjects:  

 afraid content eager glad happy impatient sorry 

 

When an infinitive clause is the object of a certain small group of verbs, the preposition to 

does not appear. 

23. Jerry had the barber trim his hair. 

24. Mummy let Miriam hold the baby. 

25. I helped Ted and Tom (to) change a tire. 

 

The constructions following had, let and helped are infinitive clauses, but infinitive clauses 

after have and let do not have the word to and infinitive clauses after help need not have 

to. (Note that the barber, Miriam and Ted and Tom are replaced by him, her and them, 

respectively.)  

 have let (help) 

 

8.4 Gerund clauses  
 

However, there is a group of verbs that can have as object an infinitive clause without to 

or a gerund clause. A gerund clause has a verb with the suffix -ing. Note the following 

paired sentences in which the same verb is followed by infinitive clause and gerund clause.  

 

26a. I saw Mr Hall come out of the garage.  

26b. I saw Mr Hall coming out of the garage.  

27a. Ruth heard a baby cry.  

27b. She heard a baby crying.  

28a. Did you notice a pretty girl walk by?  

28b. Did you notice a pretty girl walking by?  

 

Verbs that occur in such sentences, 26–8, are perceptual verbs. 

 

see hear smell taste feel watch notice observe 

 

Gerund clauses with tacit subjects are seen in the next group of sentences:  
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29. I enjoy attending the theater.  

30. Edward denied opening the letter.  

31. Marilyn has quit smoking.  

 

The subject of the gerund is the same as the subject of the main verb: the sentences are 

about ‘my’ attending the concert, Edward’s opening the letter, and Marilyn’s smoking as 

well as my enjoying, Edward’s denying and Marilyn’s quitting.  

 

A small group of adjectives takes gerund clause complements, with a preposition between 

adjective and gerund.  

 

32. Who is responsible for doing this?  

33. I’m grateful for your taking time off.  

 

Other such adjectives are:  

 ashamed-of aware-of grateful-for thankful-for 

 

All the predicates discussed so far with gerund clauses following are two-argument 

predicates. There is a subject, a predicate (which may be a verb or an adjective), and then 

a clause (which may have an overt subject or a tacit subject). How about three-argument 

predicates with gerund clauses?  

 34 Deborah advised/allowed/forbade/suggested waiting.  

 

With the verbs shown in sentence 34 the following gerund clause seems to have a tacit 

subject but the real subject is an unmentioned ‘somebody’ that is not identical with the 

main clause subject. There is also an indirect object that is tacit and that is identical with 

the subject of the clause. Deborah gave advice/permission/encouragement/ a suggestion/a 

warning to someone about waiting.  

 advise allow encourage permit forbid propose suggest warn-against 

 

8.5 Non-Factual Clauses  
 

We have now considered four kinds of clauses: full statement, full question, infinitive and 

gerund. The next kind of clause resembles the full statement but is different.  

Compare:  

35a. I insist that Ronald works very hard.  

35b. I insist that Ronald work very hard.  

35c. I insist that Ronald should work very hard.  

 

35a is different from 35b and 35c, but 35b and 35c are quite alike in what they say. In 35a 

the subject (“I”) insists that a certain fact is true. In the other two sentences the embedded 

clause tells what the subject maintains ought to be a fact. In 35a the embedded clause 

contains information that is presented as true at the time of utterance; in the other two 

sentences the embedded clause states what someone (someone in authority, it seems) wants 



108 

 

to be true at a later time, whether true at the time or not. Some speakers of English prefer 

the construction with should; some prefer the construction without should but perhaps use 

it only in formal communication. The full clause in 35a is a factual clause, and we give the 

name non-factual clause to the embedded clause of 35b and 35c, with or without should. 

As long as the subject of the clause names one person (other than I or you), there is a 

difference between the factual clause of 35a and the non-factual clause of 35b: the presence 

or absence of the ending -s. With I, you, or a plural subject this distinction is lost: I insist 

that they work very hard is ambiguous. Of course there is a clear distinction between factual 

clause and non-factual clause if should is used for the latter (but not all speakers make this 

distinction): 

 

36a. I insist that they work hard. 

36b. I insist that they should work hard. 

 

And there is a clear distinction for any subject if the verb is be, whether should occurs or 

not. 

37a. We insist that your friends are early 

37b. We insist that your friends (should) be early. 

 

The factual clause can have various modifications for the verb: We insist that your friends 

were late/had been late, etc. The non-factual clause has no such modifications. 

 

8.6 Verbal Nouns 
 

You are familiar with gerund clauses as in this sentence: 

 

38. We watched Mark winning the race. 

 Compare this sentence: 

39. We applauded Mark’s winning of the race. 

 

The second sentence contains a verbal noun, formed like the gerund by adding -ing. The 

difference between gerund and verbal noun is in the kind of constructions they appear in: 

the subject of the verbal noun is typically possessive and the object of the verbal noun is 

preceded by of. All verbs form a gerund by adding -ing. Common verbs of Old English 

origin, like win, form a verbal noun in the same way, so that the only difference is in the 

syntactic construction. In the French-Latin-Greek part of our vocabulary, however, verbal 

nouns are formed in a number of different ways but are always distinct from gerunds; for 

example, discovery, explanation, improvement, response versus discovering, explaining, 

improving, responding. The next group of sentences contains clauses in subject and object 

positions and the clauses contain verbal nouns. As the examples show, when the verb 

requires a preposition before a following object, the verbal noun keeps the same 

preposition; if the verb is not followed by a preposition, the verbal noun inserts of 

 

40. I enjoyed our conversation. (We conversed.) 

41. Your response to that question was brilliant. (You responded to that question.) 
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42. The company’s employment of a large labor force has added considerably to our 

local economy. (The company employs a large labor force.) 

43. The president will soon announce her selection of a new cabinet officer. (She selects 

a new cabinet officer.) 

 

If the verb has an overt subject, that subject becomes possessive before the verbal noun, as 

shown. If the verbal noun has a tacit subject, the verbal noun is preceded by the. 

44. I enjoyed the conversation. (Somebody conversed.) 

45. The employment of a large labor force is beneficial to any local economy. 

(Somebody employs a large labor force.) 

46. The president will soon announce the selection of a new cabinet officer. (Somebody 

will select…) 

 

8.7 Summary 
 

Full Statement Clause (with overt subject): 

 

They know (that) I opened the letter. 

It’s strange (that) they aren’t developing a new product. 

 

Full Question Clause (with overt subject): 

 

I can’t imagine what Marilyn wanted. 

Hector didn’t tell us if they are developing a new product. 

 

Non-Factual Clause (with overt subject): 

 

I demand that your bill (should) be paid. 

 

Infinitive Clause: 

 

overt subject:   They expect me to open the letter. 

    They made me open the letter. 

   It would be impossible for them to develop a new product. 

 

tacit subject:     I intended to open the letter. 

   They hope to develop a new product. 

 

Gerund Clause: 

 

overt subject:  They watched me opening the letter. 

tacit subject:  I denied opening the letter. 

   I suggested opening the letter. 

   Developing a new product takes a long time. 
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Verbal Noun: 

 

overt subject:  They excused my opening of the letter. 

   Their development of the product took a long time. 

tacit subject:  I defended the opening of the letter. 

   The development of a new product is not easy. 

 

A sentence representing a proposition can be an argument in a larger sentence; it then has 

the status of a clause embedded in the larger sentence. English has several different kinds 

of structure for embedded clauses. Embedded clauses may incorporate statements or 

questions and factual or non-factual material; they may have an explicit, overt subject or 

not. Otherwise, the different clause structures do not differ semantically from one another; 

rather, the selection of any clause structure is determined by the predicate of the larger 

sentence. Only when a predicate has two or more embedded clause structures do we see 

general contrasts of meaning. The full clause can express a wider range of meanings than 

a reduced clause. Comparing infinitive clause and gerund clause, the latter seems to express 

more certain involvement of an agent in the action and greater duration of the action. 

 

8.8 Self-Assessment Questions 
 
1. What is the structure of embedded sentences in a larger sentence? How many 

characteristics does a clause have? How are reduced clauses different from any other 

clause? 

2. With the help of examples explain what is a full-statement clause? How does it differ 

from the sentences embedded in it? 

3. Define the following: 

a) Full statement clauses 

b) Question clauses  

c) Infinitive clauses  

d) Gerund clauses  

e) Non-factual clauses 

 

8.9 Suggested Readings 
 

Alexander Williams · (2015) Arguments in Syntax and Semantics 

Gillian Ramchand, Lecturer in General Linguistics Gillian Catriona Ramchand · (1997) 

Aspect and Predication: The Semantics of Argument Structure 

James R. Hurford, Brendan Heasley, Michael B. Smith · (2007) Semantics: A Coursebook. 
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Introduction 
 

We use language for many purposes. We tell others what we know or think we know, we 

express our feelings, ask questions, make requests, protest, criticize, insult, apologize, 

promise, thank, say hello and goodbye. Language seems to have as many different 

functions as there are occasions for using language, but for all the apparent diversity the 

basic uses of language are rather limited. In this unit we recognize six different kinds of 

utterances, or speech acts, classified according to their general purpose though a single 

utterance may have overlapping purposes. The description here will apply to written 

discourse, and therefore to writer and reader, as much as to spoken discourse. Nevertheless, 

we use the term speaker to include writer and the term addressee to include reader as well 

as hearer. In addition, although one person may speak or write on behalf of several people 

and may have a plurality of addressees, whether in writing or speaking, we use singular 

terms ‘speaker’ and ‘addressee’ throughout. 

 

Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

1. Understand what are ‘Speech Acts’ and how they are used in language. 

2. Comprehend the maxims of conversational cooperation given by Grice. 

3. Recognize the following types of utterances:  

a) Assertives  

b) Performative  

c) Verdictives  

d) Expressives  

e) Directives  

f) Commissives 
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9.1 The Form of Sentences and the Purpose of Utterances  
 

Sentences are traditionally designated declarative if they tell something, interrogative if 

they ask, or imperative if they request action, but this classification is based on the forms 

of sentences. Actual utterances can have various functions that are independent of form. 

As we all know, a person can ask a question without truly seeking information (“Did you 

really like that silly book?”) the so-called rhetorical question and can make a statement that 

is intended as a request (“It’s very warm in here with that window closed”) or produce a 

command that is not meant to elicit action from the addressee (“Have a good time”). “Did 

you know it’s raining?” can be a way of informing, and the person who says “I suppose 

you’ll be going away for the holiday” may well be soliciting information. Furthermore, a 

speaker may, for humor or irony, produce an utterance that is just the opposite of the 

message he wants to convey. The form of an utterance does not necessarily coincide with 

the speaker’s real intention. Nevertheless, before exploring the different kinds of purposes 

that speech acts can have, it will be useful to have a look at a syntactic classification of 

sentences.  

 

Syntactically it is common to recognize three sentence types in English: statement, 

command and question—or declarative, imperative and interrogatory sentences. Actually, 

on the basis of form there are several different kinds of questions, as we shall examine 

below.  

 

Statements typically have subject, verb and then perhaps an object, a complement and/or 

an adverbial phrase, as we saw in previous units.  

 

1a. A window broke. 

1b. Tom broke a window. 

1c. Denise put marmalade on her toast. 

 

The sequence of elements can be varied somewhat: On her toast Denise put marmalade, 

Marmalade Denise put on her toast, but the subject always precedes the verb unless other 

words are introduced: What broke was a window, The one who broke a window was Tom, 

and so on. The verb can be modified for tense, aspect, and modality (Section unit…….). 

Affirmative commands begin with the verb, which does not change; negative commands 

begin with do not plus the verb. The subject, if a subject is present, maybe you or 

everybody, somebody, anybody, nobody. 

 

2a. Close the door, please. 

2b. Don’t move. Don’t anybody move. 

2c. You be quiet. 

2d. Nobody move. Everybody wait here. 

 

(Compare 2c and 2d with the statements You are quiet, Nobody moves, Everybody waits 

here.) Questions are of several different kinds. We know that an utterance is a question if 

it has one or more of these four markers: rising intonation; inverted word order; a question 
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word: who, what, which, where, when, how, why, or the word or. The different types of 

questions are distinguished on the basis of the marker(s) present. 

 

1. One kind of question has the word order of a statement but is spoken with a rising 

tune instead of a falling one.  

3a. This is a joke?  

3b. You’re leaving now?  

3c. The Rangers won? 

 

The marker is intonation. These are ‘yes-no’ questions—the speaker is asking for 

confirmation or denial of what he understands. Such questions are most likely when the 

questioner has heard something and wants a repetition.  

 

2. A more common sort of question is made with inversion putting an operator in first 

place. An operator (a form of be or have or one of the modal verbs can/could, will/would, 

shall/should, may/might, must, ought, dare or need), which follows the subject in a 

statement, precedes the statement in a question. If the statement has no such operator, the 

empty form do occurs in the corresponding question.  

4a. Is this a joke?  

4b. Are you leaving now?  

4c. Did the Rangers win?  

 

These are also yes-no questions. The marker is the inverted word order; consequently, 

intonation is less important and either a rising, or a falling tune may be used.  

 

3. A similar but different way of asking the same thing is to make a statement and attach 

a tag question, as shown below. The tag question has an operator which matches the verb 

of the statement and a pronoun which matches the subject.  

5a. This is a joke, isn’t it?  

5b. You’re leaving now, aren’t you?  

5c. You aren’t leaving now, are you?  

5d. The Rangers won, didn’t they?  

 

There are two different intonations possible: rising tune is used when the speaker is really 

seeking information, and a falling tune suggests that the speaker merely wants confirmation 

of what he or she believes. With the rising tune one might use just right? or something 

similar as a tag. As the examples above show, the tag is typically negative after an 

affirmative statement and affirmative after a negative statement. 

 

However, there is a less common type of sentence in which an affirmative tag follows an 

affirmative statement:  

6a. This is a joke, is it?  

6b. The Rangers won, did they?  
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These are typically spoken with a falling tune on the tag, and they convey a special meaning 

of disbelief or detachment.  

 

4. The next type of question has inverted word order, but it cannot be answered simply 

“Yes” or “No.” The marker is the word or.  

7a. Would you like coffee or tea?  

7b. Is your son in the Army or the Navy?  

 

The usual intonation is a rise on the first part (here, coffee, Army) and a fall on the second 

part (here, tea, Navy). The questioner gives the addressee two or more alternatives and asks 

for a choice. 5 The next questions have a question word (or ‘WH-word’) but are also 

marked by rising intonation.  

8a. You’re leaving ↑when?  ↑ When are you leaving?  

8b. She left it ↑ where?  ↑ Where did she leave it?  

8c. They couldn’t find ↑ what?  

8d. ↑ Who couldn’t find it? 

 

The question word may appear at the beginning of the question or in the same position in 

the sentence as the answer would appear. The question word is the place where the voice 

rises. These ask for a repetition or confirmation of something said previously when the 

questioner can pinpoint what needs repetition or confirmation.  

 

“You’re leaving  when?”  

 

This indicates that the speaker has been told the time of departure but didn’t get it or doesn’t 

believe it. 6 Questions that have a question word and do not have a rising intonation (at 

least not on the question word) ask for new information, not for repetition or confirmation.  

9a. Who found the money?  

9b. How many people came?  

9c. Why are you leaving? 

 

9.2 Analysis of Speech Acts  
 

Truth conditional semantics takes statements as the basic kind of sentence and thus 

considers that the principal use of language is to state facts, to describe how things are in 

the world, to present information which, generally, is either true or false. The English 

philosopher J.L. Austin pointed out, however, that much of our ordinary use of language 

is just as much asking questions and giving commands as making statements, and even 

utterances that have the form of declarative sentences, such as “The meeting is called to 

order,” “This court is now in session,” “I nominate Patrick P. Pillsbury for secretary-

treasurer” are not intended to be statements. Utterances like these are intended to ‘make 

things happen.’ We should not ask whether they are true or not but whether they work or 

not in accomplishing their purpose in Austin’s terms, whether they are felicitous or not. 

And then, to generalize, what are the conditions that make different kinds of utterances 

felicitous?  
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Whenever one person speaks to another, the speaker has some intention in producing the 

utterance, and the addressee interprets the utterance. In spite of occasional 

misunderstandings, the hearer’s interpretation often does match the speaker’s intention, 

even when the speaker is joking or being sarcastic. If the form of an utterance does not 

necessarily coincide with the intended function, how does the hearer correctly know what 

the speaker’s intention is even recognizing the speaker’s humorous utterances and the 

sarcastic ones? The simple answer is that they know each other. They share a common 

background, and they are aware of sharing the common background. They may argue, 

insult each other, use profanity and obscenities, speak with exaggeration or understatement, 

so long as they are both used to communicating in this fashion. Speakers are less likely to 

use sarcasm and humor with strangers than with those who know them well, their 

utterances are more likely to be straightforward and to follow the norms for politeness, and 

they are ready to rephrase their messages whenever they see that misunderstanding has 

occurred. The speaker wants to be understood and the addressee wants to understand.  

 

In every speech act we can distinguish three things, following Austin (1962). What is said, 

the utterance, can be called the locution. What the speaker intends to communicate to the 

addressee is the illocution. The message that the addressee gets, his interpretation of what 

the speaker says, is the perlocution. If communication is successful, the illocution and the 

perlocution are alike or nearly alike.  

 

Such communication is guided by four factors, which Grice (1975, 1978) called maxims: 

the maxims of quantity, relevance, manner and quality. As speakers and hearers we are 

aware of these maxims and of the necessity for them though we do not explicitly recognize 

their existence.  

 

The maxim of quantity requires the speaker to give as much information as the addressee 

needs but no more. Accordingly, the speaker must have some sense of what the addressee 

knows and needs to know. The addressee, being aware of this maxim, assumes that the 

speaker is not withholding information and is not saying more than necessary unless there 

is reason to believe otherwise.  

 

The maxim of relevance requires us, as speakers, to make our utterances relative to the 

discourse going on and the contexts in which they occur. Correspondingly, as addressees 

we expect that what we hear has such relevance. If you offer to help in some project and 

are told, “Do so only at your own risk,” you will have to decide whether involvement in 

the project is really risky or the locution was meant as a joke. If, instead, you are told “Too 

many cooks spoil the broth,” you will probably recognize a proverb (certainly so if the 

making of broth is not part of the context) and know that the speaker feels the project is 

already sufficiently staffed. Thus, when locutions are apparently irrelevant, they are likely 

to be successful only when the interlocutors share the same cultural information and/ or 

when they know one another well. Note that in some culture’s Arabic-speaking societies 

are a good example the use of proverbs figures large in every conversation: there seems to 

be a ready-made saying for almost any possible need.  
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The maxim of manner is to be orderly and clear and to avoid ambiguity. If you ask someone 

a question and the reply you receive seems strangely obscure, your interlocutor is either a 

disorganized individual or is deliberately avoiding a straight answer.  

 

The maxim of quality is to say only what one believes to be true. Questions and requests 

cannot be either true or false, so this maxim applies only to the giving of information, in 

the kind of speech act that we call assertives.  

 

Grice distinguished between violating the maxims and flouting them. If a speaker 

deliberately lies, expecting the addressee to believe what he says, he is violating the maxim 

of quality. If he exaggerates, expecting the addressee to recognize the exaggeration, he is 

flouting the maxim. “Dozens of people came to the party,” said when only a few people 

attended, is either an outright lie or an instance of hyperbole, depending on what the 

speaker intends the addressee to understand, which in turn depends on the speaker’s 

knowledge of the addressee. An utterance has a purpose. In order to achieve that purpose  

to be appropriate to that purpose several conditions are necessary: the lexical content of the 

utterance must be appropriate, the social situation in which it occurs must be appropriate, 

the speaker must be sincere in what he says, and the hearer(s) accept the utterance as having 

that purpose. 

 

9.3 Types of Speech Acts 
 

Speech acts differ in their purposes, whether they deal with real or potential facts, 

prospective or retrospective, in the role of speaker or addressee in these facts, and of course 

in felicity conditions. 

 

9.3.1 Assertive Utterances  

In the assertive function speakers and writers use language to tell what they know or 

believe; assertive language is concerned with facts. The purpose is to inform. 

10a. I voted for Aaronson in the last election.  

11a. Most plastics are made from soybeans.  

12a. Cape Ann Lighthouse is a mile from the beach.  

 

This is language concerned with knowledge, with cognition. It deals with data, what exists 

or existed, what is happening or has happened— or not. So assertive utterances are either 

true or false, and generally they can be verified or falsified—not necessarily at the time of 

the utterance or by those who hear them, but in a general sense they are subject to empirical 

investigation.  

 

The above sentences are indirect assertives. Direct assertive utterances start with I or we 

and an assertive verb:  

10b. I say that I voted for Aaronson in the last election,  

11b. We declare that most plastics are made from soybeans.  

12b. I can now announce that Cape Ann Lighthouse is ten miles from the beach. 
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9.3.2 Performative Utterances  

Speech acts that bring about the state of affairs they name are called performative: bids, 

blessings, firings, baptisms, arrests, marrying, declaring a mistrial. Performative utterances 

are valid if spoken by someone whose right to make them is accepted and in circumstances 

which are accepted as appropriate. The verbs include bet, declare, baptize, name, nominate, 

pronounce. Naturally there are strong limitations on what can be a performative utterance. 

First, the subject of the sentence must be I or we; “He declares this meeting adjourned” is 

not a performative utterance, as the term is used here. However, we need to distinguish 

between explicit and implicit performatives.  

 

“I declare this meeting adjourned”  

The above utterance is an explicit performative;  

“This meeting is adjourned,”  

 

While this if spoken by the same person, is an implicit one. Second, the verb must be in 

the present tense. And, perhaps most important, the speaker must be recognized as having 

the authority to make the statement and the circumstances must be appropriate. 

 

9.3.3 Verdictive Utterances  

Verdictives are speech acts in which the speaker makes an assessment or judgement about 

the acts of another, usually the addressee. These include ranking, assessing, appraising, 

condoning. Verdictive verbs include accuse, charge, excuse, thank in the explicit frame  

I ____ you of/for _____-ing.  

 

Since these utterances present the speaker’s assessment of the addressee’s previous 

action(s) or of what has befallen the addressee, they are retrospective. 

13. I accuse you of putting on airs.  

14. I congratulate you for performing so well.  

15. The Mayor blamed the media for not accurately reporting his accomplishments.  

 

Sentences 13 and 14 are verdictive utterances. Sentence 15 is the report of a verdictive 

utterance. 

 

9.3.4 Expressive Utterances  

Whereas a verdictive utterance is about what the addressee has previously done, an 

expressive utterance springs from the previous actions or failure to act of the speaker, or 

perhaps the present result of those actions or failures. Expressive utterances are thus 

retrospective and speaker involved. The most common expressive verbs (in this sense of 

‘expressive’) are: acknowledge, admit, confess, deny, apologize. 

16. I acknowledge that I didn’t do what I should have done.  

17. We admit that we were mistaken.  

18. I apologize for having disturbed you.  
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9.3.5 Directive Utterances  

Directive utterances are those in which the speaker tries to get the addressee to perform 

some act or refrain from performing an act. Thus, a directive utterance has the pronoun you 

as actor, whether that word is actually present in the utterance or not:  

19. (You) wait here.  

20. Turn to page 164.  

21. Don’t (any of you) miss this opportunity to save. 

 

Three kinds of directive utterances can be recognized: commands, requests and 

suggestions.  

 

A command is effective only if the speaker has some degree of control over the actions of 

the addressee.  

22. I (hereby) order you to appear in court next Monday at 10 a.m. 

 

A request is an expression of what the speaker wants the addressee to do or refrain from 

doing. A request does not assume the speaker’s control over the person addressed.  

23. I appeal to you to help as much as you can. 

 

Suggestions are the utterances we make to other persons to give our opinions as to what 

they should or should not do.  

24. I advise you to be prompt; I warn you not to be late. 

 

9.3.6 Commissive Utterances  

Speech acts that commit a speaker to a course of action are called commissive utterances. 

These include promises, pledges, threats and vows. Commissive verbs are illustrated by 

agree, ask, offer, refuse, swear, all with following infinitives. They are prospective and 

concerned with the speaker’s commitment to future action.  

36. I promise to be on time.  

37. We volunteer to put up the decorations for the dance.  

 

A commissive predicate is one that can be used to commit oneself (or refuse to commit 

oneself) to some future action.  

 

9.4 Summary 
 

Utterances can be classified according to the general purpose of the speaker, which, when 

communication is successful, is also the addressee’s interpretation. Seven kinds of 

communication have been recognized here.  

 

Assertives are utterances that involve the giving and getting of information. Statements, in 

which information is given, are either true or false and thus subject to empirical validation.  
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Performative utterances make things happen just by being uttered; they include bets and 

things said in various ceremonies and official acts which affect the people to whom they 

are said. The remaining four kinds of utterances form a sort of paradigm.  

 

Verdictives are utterances in which the speaker comments on the previous deeds of the 

addressee or their present result; these include accusing and blaming, congratulating and 

praising.  

 

Expressives occur when speakers tell of their own past deeds and present feelings, 

conveyed in apologies, boasts and lamentations.  

 

Directives and commissives are prospective in orientation. In a directive the speaker tries 

to influence the actions of the addressee. Directives include commands, requests, and 

suggestions, a distinction reflecting mainly the degree of influence the speaker has over the 

addressee.  

 

Commissives, finally, are utterances in which the speaker binds himself to perform (or refrain 

from doing) some act at a later time. Predicates used in these speech acts and/or in utterances 

that report them can be further described according to their relative ‘strength,’ politeness, 

antecedents and consequences. Direct speech acts contain a first-person pronoun and a 

predicate that specifies what the utterance is; an indirect speech act lacks these.  

 

For each of these kinds of utterance certain conditions must be present in speaker, 

addressee, and various circumstances for the utterance to be felicitous. 

 

9.5 Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. A question that begins with a question word carries a certain presupposition. “Who 

brought the paper in?” presupposes that someone brought the paper in. What do the 

following questions presuppose? 

a. How many people came to the party? 

b. Why didn’t you tell me the truth? 

c. Which one of the programs is better? 

d. When will the film be shown? 

e. Where will the film be shown? 

2. Affirmative and negative statements with the same topic and the same predicate are 

contradictory. If one is true, the other must be false. Following the example below, 

make at least two similar statements. 

 Example: Ellen is a brunette. Ellen is not a brunette. 

3. Commands can also be affirmative or negative. Affirmative and negative commands 

with the same lexical content are contradictory in the sense that no one can obey both 

such commands at the same time. Following the example below, make at least two 

similar statements. 

 Example: Close the window. Don’t close the window. 

 



122 

 

4. Affirmative and negative questions with the same lexical content cannot be called 

contradictory. What is the difference between pairs of questions like these? 

 a.  Did you enjoy the show? Didn’t you enjoy the show? 

 b.  Why should I believe that? Why shouldn’t I believe that? 

5. One can acquire a very good knowledge of a foreign language and yet not have a 

grasp of figurative meanings, hyperbole, understatement and euphemism as native 

speakers use these. What is the difference between the literal meanings of the 

following utterances and the way most native speakers would interpret them?  

a. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.  

b. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a hundred times…  

c. It’s rather nice that we get paid for all the work we do.  

d. Willis is not exactly a genius.  

e. I’m sure your little brother likes your teasing him, Allen. 

6. Each utterance below is a performative. Let’s assume that each is made at a place 

and time that society considers appropriate for it, by a person empowered to produce 

the utterance, and before other people who accept the purpose and validity of what 

is said and the authority of the speaker to say it. What are the felicity conditions for 

each utterance? In each case, what is necessary for the utterance to take effect? 

a. This meeting is adjourned, (or “I declare this meeting adjourned.”)  

b. I pass.  

c. I sentence you to 90 days in prison.  

d. I name this ship the Bountiful, and may God bless all who sail in her.  

7. Verdictive utterances include accusation, blaming, congratulation, praise and 

condolence. In English it is possible to begin a verdictive utterance with the words 

“I accuse...” or “I blame …” or “I congratulate…” It is not common to say “I praise 

you …,” and as for utterances of condolence, while dictionaries list a verb condole, 

it is not in colloquial use. How do we express praise and condolence, and when are 

these appropriate? 

8. Another kind of expressive utterance is boasting, but English usage does not have 

utterances that begin with “I boast that …” How does one recognize that a speaker 

is boasting? 

9. What are the features expressed when the following predicates are used in 

suggestions? Consider the probable wish of the speaker and the probable wish of the 

addressee. 

a. I challenge you to… I dare you to… 

b. I propose that you… I suggest that you… 

c. I encourage you to… 

d. I would discourage you from… 

e. I (would) remind you to… 

 

9.6 Suggested Readings 
 
David Alan Cruse. (1986) Lexical Semantics. 

John Searle, F. Kiefer, M. Bierwisch · (2012) Speech Act Theory and P 
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