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A. Form and meaning 

Overview 

 The place of meaning in the study of LAN 

 Meaning arises when we consider words together: 

o ‘sense relations’ between words 

o meaning created through combining words into phrases and sentences 

o meaning created through the use of phrases and sentences in context 

 

 LAN and Meaning 

LAN pairs sound and meaning: 

 
 

Semantics = linguistic meaning (what’s encoded) 

o denotation 

o truth conditions 

o entailment 

o ambiguity 

o sense relations 

Pragmatics = context-dependent meaning (what is inferred from what is said) 

o implicature 

o speech acts 

o vagueness 

o metaphor 

 

1. Word Meaning (semantics of individual words) 

The meaning of (most) words has nothing to do with their form (dog= short word, but dogs can be long, big. 

Dog is neither more nor less ‘doggish’ than, for example, chien in French or Hund in German....). In the case 

of simple words, the relation between sound and meaning is arbitrary. 

However, there can be ionic relationships 

 e.g. starting with same letter, relating to similar things (sniff, sneeze...) 

 intensification (big, bigger, biggest (=longest)) BUT much, more, most 

 only real exceptions: onomatopoeias, e.g. cuckoo – words that are ‘named after’ the sound they express. 

(Note that this arbitrariness holds for simple words. It no longer holds once we start building complex 

words out of the simple ones, such as compounds. The meaning of truckdriver, for instance, is not 

random, but is related to the meaning of truck, drive and –er in a particular way). 

So, the semantics of individual simple words is arbitrary. However, things become more interesting when we 

look at the meaning of words taken together. 

 (2) relationships between the meanings of isolated words 

 (3) meanings that result when we start combining words into complex words, sentences, and larger 

texts. The meaning of a combination of words is anything but arbitrary. The meaning of a (complex 

word or) sentence depends on the meanings of its constituent parts in certain systematic ways, 

depending on how these parts are syntactically combined. = The principle of compositionality: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grammatical rules 
and principles 

(identify system) 

SOUND sound waves 

(displacement of air); measure 
them (straight forward) 

MEANING - ?? 
The study of what meaning is and how LAN 

expresses particular meanings, is called semantics 
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2. Sense (Meaning) Relations between Isolated Words 

 

2.a Synonyms (different form, same meaning) 

o old, rusty, moth-eaten, aged, senior 

o dirty, soiled, muddy, foul, sordid, contaminated, filthy 

o stupid, brainless, dazed, moronic, imbecile, unintelligent, foolish, retarded 

However, if we take a closer look, we may start to wonder whether two words can actually ever mean 

exactly the same thing. If there were two such words, it should be possible to always replace one of them by 

the other, without this making any difference in meaning. The following examples illustrate that this is 

actually very hard. (it is extremely difficult to find two words that can always be substituted for one another, 

regardless of context). 

o An old / ??rusty / ??moth-eaten / aged / senior man  

o An old / ??rusty / ??moth-eaten/ ??aged /??senior idea 

If two words have more or less the same meaning, they tend to get a distinct specialized use. It seems that 

total synonyms are disliked in natural LAN. There is a tendency to express one concept by one expression: 

Von Humboldt’s principle / semantic transparency (actually a tendency rather than a principle): There is 

a one-to-one relationship between form and function 

Sometimes synonyms can co-exist happily because they belong to different styles or registers. Then the 

words may mean the same thing, but are not in each other’s way, so to speak, as they are restricted to distinct 

kinds of usage: John’s in the bog, having a piss (hospital) vs John is in the lavatory, urinating (pub) 

 

2.b Homonymy (same form, different meaning) 

There is one form that is associated with more than one meaning. Homonymy is also called homophony, 

meaning ‘same-sounding’. 

 Synonymy: one meaning   more than one form  Homonymy: more than one meaning  one form 

o cross (‘go across’) – cross (‘angry’) – cross (shape) different lexical categories (verb, adj, noun) 

o pupil (part of eye) – pupil (in school)  same lexical category 

o two, too      need not be homographs (spelled the same) 

Homonymy is often the source for puns; different meanings associated with the single form seem entirely 

unrelated. Probably, we are dealing with two different words, which happen to sound the same. (Sometimes, 

this is an accidental outcome of phonological changes in the history of the LAN, as in the case of too – two, 

where the w in the latter used to be pronounced - compare other Germanic LAN - but got deleted.) 

o Prices that will make even our competitors cross with us. (advert for ferry) 

o To some, marriage is a word, to others, it is a sentence. 

o We have a list of all the unlicensed addresses in the UK.  

 

2.c Polysemy (different term for similar meaning) 

o a dirty floor, a dirty trick 

o a sparkling glass of champagne, a sparkling personality 

o a dark room, a dark secret 

Here, the different meanings clearly seem related: for example, the use of dirty in a dirty trick derives from 

its basic use as ‘soiled’ and its associations of unpleasantness and something that should be avoided. To 

distinguish such cases from cases of accidental homonymy, a different term is used, polysemy. So, 

homonymy concerns two words, each with its own distinct meaning, that happen to share the same form, but 

polysemy concerns one form with different but related meanings. It should be noted, however, that it is not 

always easy to decide if we are dealing with the one or the other. 

The existence of homophony and polysemy creates lexical ambiguity, not to be confused with structural 

ambiguity. Sentence a) below is structurally ambiguous. The words all mean the same thing in both readings 

of the sentence, but the way in which with a stick relates to the rest of the sentence in the underlying 

structure is different in both cases. The sentence in b) is lexically ambiguous. It has the same syntactic 

structure in both readings, but a different meaning for the word appeal. 

o a) John chased the dog with a stick  (structural ambiguity) 

o b) Prostitutes appeal to Prime Minister (lexical ambiguity)  
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2.d Antonyms (words can be opposites, with respect to some central component of their meaning) 

2.d.i Gradable (very, rather, somewhat, little) 

o long – short  o young – old o small – large 

Typically, one of a pair of gradable antonyms is the ‘unmarked’ form (no expectations, neutral), the other 

one suggests that the speaker has particular expectations: 

o How wide is it? / How narrow is it? o How tall is he? / How short is he? 

2.d.ii Complementaries (either, or) 

o dead – alive o male – female 

There are only two possibilities, and if you’re not one, then you’re the other. 

o Gradable: He’s neither tall nor short. o Not: He’s neither alive nor dead.  

2.d.iii Converses 

Each word represents a different side of the same relationship. 

o above  – below o buy – sell o husband – wife 

Note that converses could be said to relate to both synonymy and antonymy: they are in a sense ways of 

describing the same state of affairs, but they describe it from opposite perspectives.  

2.d.iv Hyponymy (c onverse = hypernymy) 

Word 1 is a hyponym of Word 2 if Word 1 is a member of a more general class which is expressed by Word 2: 

o Some hyponyms of flower:   tulip, rose, dahlia, gladiola 

o Some hyponyms of bird:  sparrow, pigeon, eagle, robin 

Hyperonym (sperordinate) Hyponym (contains meaning of superordinate) 

Knowledge about what are hyponyms and hyperonyms allows us to draw inferences such as the following – 

not the other way around! 

o Birds can fly. Therefore, pigeons can fly. o Alan likes flowers. Therefore, Alan likes tulips. 

3. Principle of Compositionality (also see C!) 

The meaning of a sentence is determined by the meaning of its component parts and the manner in which 

they are arranged in syntactic structure. 

Phil killed Bill  Bill killed Phil  Bill was killed by Phil.  Phil was killed by Bill. 

Regarding the e.g. below, we know that the sentence in a) can be true if everyone in the room speaks 

different foreign LAN, whereas the usual reading of sentence b), which is just the passive counterpart of a), 

is not true in that situation. 

a) Everyone in this room speaks at least one foreign LAN  b) At least one foreign LAN is spoken by everyone in this room 

With respect to the next e.g., we know that in a) himself necessarily refers to the same person as John, 

whereas him in b) cannot possibly refer to the same person as John. We also know that in c) and d) this is the 

other way around. 

a) John shaved himself (himself = John)  c) John said that the barber shaved him  (him = John (possibly))  

b). John shaved him (him ≠ John) d)  d. John said that the barber shaved himself  (himself ≠ John) 

In turn, sentences can be combined to form a discourse. The interpretation of the relation between the 

sentences that make up a discourse is governed by various sorts of rules, too.  For example, we know that a) 

is true, but b) is false: 

a. Phil killed Bill. Therefore, Bill is dead.  Bill is dead. Therefore, Phil killed Bill. 

As another example, the first statement made by a) below is true when the actual situation is as described by 

b). Nevertheless, this statement would be regarded as having been misleading in that case. How can a true 

statement be misleading? 

a) Some of our chocolates contain traces of frog  [some months later:] b) We have done a laboratory test, 

and we found that all your chocolates contain traces of frog  a) But if all our chocolates contain traces of 

frog, then certainly some of them contain traces of frog, so what I said was perfectly true. 

As a final example at this point, everyone will agree that is a) below is a sensible answer to the posed 

question, b) less so, and c) probably not at all. But why is that? 

Shall we go to the Metallica concert tonight?  a) I have to be careful with my hearing aid  

b) I have to be careful with my glasses  c) I have to be careful with my oven 
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B. What is meaning? 

 The problem 

We’ve looked at ways in which meaning can be related to  the combination of words and phrases and  relationships between words. 

But what is ‘meaning’? In everyday life, we usually answer the question ‘what does that mean?’ by giving a description, in the hope 

that the person asking is more familiar with it. Q: What does tortelloni mean?  A: It’s a type of Italian pasta, filled with meat. 

Clearly, this does not bring us really closer to an answer to the question ‘what is meaning?’, since we can now ask, what does Italian 

pasta mean? So a description of sth with different words is not its true meaning. 

1. Getting outside language: meaning and reference 

To break out of LAN: we talk about affairs in the world, we decode the sounds heard and understand 

something about the state o the world = DENOTATION 

Hypothesis 1 about meaning: The meaning of an expression is the thing that it refers to in the world. 

(= denotation: the meaning of an expression is what it denotes.) 

1.a Simple case: proper nouns: 

When we consider instances of proper nouns, it is clear what they refer to in the world, hence what their 

meaning must be, if hypothesis 1 is right. e.g. Gordon Brown The White House 

Of course, two or more things in the world might have been given the same name. For example, there is surely 

more than one Gordon Brown who is not the current PM of the UK. But that is an accident, a consequence of 

the limitations of our repertoire of names. For the purposes of our hypothesis, we could take it that we’re 

dealing with two distinct names that happen to sound the same –refer to Gordon Brown-1 and Gordon Brown-2. 

We can think of common nouns as picking out or denoting sets of objects. E.g., the noun cat denotes the set 

of all things of which it can be truthfully said: That is a cat, i.e. the set of all (past, present and future) cats. 

This is a too simple hypothesis to catch the meaning of everything in LAN. (consider prepositions (and 

verbs); do in, under, at or walk, sleep, love (ostensive definition) refer to ‘in the world’? For verbs, we have 

to stretch things a bit and talk about the events they can be used to describe. So, jump denotes the set of all 

jumping events. Not so easy to depict – BUT we can point to a jumping event = ostensive definition 

1.b Problems for meaning-as-reference 

Things get a bit more complicated when we move on from proper nouns and look at descriptions, such as: 

the Prime Minister of the UK  the capital of Scotland 

The hypothesis picks out that if two words (or phrases) pick out the same things then they will mean the 

same – Problem: Belief, knowledge! “The evening star” can be the venus for me but the moon for you. If 

reference is all there is to meaning, the descriptions must mean exactly the same and should be reely 

interchangeable. But they are not! 

Ernest thinks the presenter of The Culture Show would be better on the radio. 

Ernest thinks Lauren Laverne would be better on the radio. 

Ernest might not know that the presenter of The Culture Show is Lauren Laverne. In that case, the first sentence can be true and the 

second false at the same time (for example, if he’s heard Lauren Laverne’s radio shows and hates them). So their meaning is not the 

same. Note that this changes if we swap the verb think for a verb like kiss – in the following pair, the second sentence must be true 

whenever the first one is. Ernest kissed the presenter of The Culture Show.  Ernest kissed Lauren Laverne. 

Equating meaning only with reference would have even more drastic consequences for cases like the following: the king of France  

the capital of Germany  a unicorn. These phrases would currently be meaningless if the hypothesis ‘meaning = reference’ were 

followed to the letter. And, as such, they would all have the same (lack of) meaning. This is clearly not the desired result, since people 

know perfectly well what you’re talking about when you use these descriptions here and now – and they are clearly not all the same. 

What about... 

Hobbits, phoenixes and unicorns denote or refer to nothing in the real world, BUT they don’t mean the same. 
The hobbit has hairy feet. *The phoenix has hairy feet.  The unicorn has a single horn. *The hobbit has a single horn. (different meaning of horn) 

Now, this does not mean that reference is an unworkable notion, only that we have to recognise that it is 

specific to a particular situation. This in turn means that there must be more to meaning than just 

reference. It is counter-intuitive to claim that the meaning of the descriptions given above changes whenever 

their reference changes. There must be something to their meaning that remains constant; something that in 

fact allows us to pick out the proper referent of the expression in a given situation. Otherwise, how we could 

we understand language as we move from situation to situation? 
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1.c Beyond reference: Intension and extension 

Apparently, a description can evoke a particular concept, which need not refer to something in the actual 

world. (More on concepts in the next lecture.) To express the distinction between an element’s reference and the 

concept (not dependent on the actual situation) it evokes, people use the terms extension and intension. 

 Extension: the entity or set of entities that an expression picks out in the world 

 Intension: the concept that is evoked by the expression, its ‘inherent’ sense – the thing that allows us to 

determine the extension of an expression in a particular situation 

 
We have discussed what it may mean to talk about the meaning of a proper name, and the meanings of descriptions. 

1.d What about the meaning of a full sentence? 

The White House was attacked by Martians.  They went out in the capital of Scotland. 

 

expresses a true proposition, if: 

 there exists at least one object known as cat 

 and if it is engaged in the activity known as smiling 

 

We could say that the intensional meaning of a sentence is a proposition: roughly, a ‘complete thought’, 

or a conceptualisation of a state of affairs. The problem is how to find an extension: what does a sentence 

‘pick out’? Not some entity or entities in the world. Sentences don’t seem to have any referent in this sense. 

Instead, the extension of a sentence is to be its truth value. The idea here is that a sentence ‘is’ true or false 

in the same way that Gordon Brown ‘is’ a certain individual. 

The inherent meaning of a sentence, its propositional content, is what makes it possible to determine its being true or false in a 

particular situation. Thus, semanticists often talk about truth conditions as one important definition of meaning. 

1.d.i Truth-based meaning relations 

The idea of defining a sentence’s meaning in terms of its truth value enables us to determine particular 

semantic relations between sentences in a precise fashion. 

 Contradiction 

We can establish what the conditions are for one sentence to be a contradiction of another sentence: 

Sentence A is a contradiction of sentence B if and only if: 

whenever A is true B is false, and whenever A is false B is true. 

We can express this by means of a so-called truth table.  is the symbol for logical negation. 

The letter p stands for the proposition that a given sentence expresses. So this table says that 

when p is true, p must be false, and vice versa. E.g. Elvis is dead  Elivs is alive. 

Contradiction is a strictly logical matter, based in what can or cannot be true (given the 

meanings of the words and structures used). The sentence in a) below, for example, are not logical 

contradictions of each other, since they can in principle be both true or both false at the same time (whatever 

we tend to assume about the world, and whatever seems to be the intended point of uttering the sentence on a 

given occasion). But those in c) do contradict each other: they cannot both be true at the same time. 

b) Mary like tall men.  /  Mary likes short men.  c) Shirley is male.  /  Shirley is female. 

p p  

T   F 

F   T 

Extension/Value 
 

TRUE / FALSE 

Intension/Concept 

Expression 
Proposition: “The 

cat is smiling” 
The cat is smiling. 

Extension 

external value 

(in a certain situation) 

Intension 

concept: intrinsic, inherent meaning 

(allows to determine its referent – extension) 

Expression cat 

There’s a cat 
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 Entailment 

Another truth-based relationship between sentence meanings is entailment
1
: 

Sentence B is an entailment of sentence A if and only if, whenever A is true, B is true. 

Edinburgh is the capital of Scotland. Edinburgh is a city in Scotland. 

All members of Radiohead are male. The singer of Radiohead is male. 

* The singer of Radiohead is male. All members of Radiohead are male. 

*John is the son of Billy. Billy is the father of John.  

Truth table: that for (material) implication or ‘if ...then’: 

 

 Paraphrase 

The final relation btw. sentence meanings to note is that a sentence can be a paraphrase of another sentence: 

Sentence A is a paraphrase of sentence B if and only if 

whenever B is true, A is true, and whenever A is true, B is true.  

If you compare this definition with the one for entailments, you see that A and B are 

paraphrases if A entails B and B entails A. We can give a logical truth table for the 

paraphrase relation, as in (18) (where ↔ expresses this relation; it is sometimes called 

equivalence, for obvious reasons). 

That Fiona smokes worries Bill   –    It worries Bill that Fiona smokes 

I sold Deirdre a book    –    Deirdre bought a book from me 

 

 Connectives (logical dis/conjunction) 

We’ve seen that from simple statements you can make a more complex statement by applying connectives 

like  or ↔ to the simple statements. It’s worth noting two more such connectives: 

o (logical conjunction, (and) 

p q pq 

T T  T 

T F  F 

F T  F 

F F  F 

So, pq is true if and only if both p 

and q are true. 

o (logical disjunction, (to or) 

p q p q 

T T  T 

T F  T 

F T  T 

F F  F 

So, pq is true if and only if either p is true or q is true, or both are 

true (i.e. this connective really corresponds to and/or in English; 

it is sometimes known as ‘inclusive or’). 

You can make more complex statements by combining more than two simple statements with connectives, 

such as: (p  q)  r with which you can calculate the truth conditions of a sentence like: 

I’ve just seen David and he had a terrible look on his face. Either his family has been decimated and 

the end of the world has been announced, or the Rovers didn’t beat Rotherham. 

(This can be seen to have that logical form if we abbreviate his family has been decimated as p, the end of the 

world has been announced as q, and the Rovers didn’t beat Rotherham as r. Note that we are dealing in 

strictly literal meanings here, though in practice this utterance is unlikely to be meant literally.) 

 

 

Summary 

Word Meaning 

 Denotation: 
o Extension: Things in the world 
o Intension: A ‘concept’ 

 Sense: The relation between a word and 
other words and phrases in a language. 

Sentence Meaning 

 Denotation: 
o Extension: A truth value 
o Intension: A proposition 

 Meaning Relations: 
o entailment, synonymy, contradiction 

                                                      
1
 Logicians have a more complex definition of entailment, but this simpler version suffices for our purposes and is 

widely assumed in linguistics.  

P Q P  Q 

T T T 

T F F 

F T T 

F F T 

p q p↔q 

T T   T 

T F   F 

F T   F 

F F   T 
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C. Propositions, predicates and arguments 

Semantics + Syntax 

(some aspects of) the meaning of a sentence and (some aspects of) the syntactic structure of a sentence. 

This relation is far from arbitrary. Recall the 

Principle of Compositionality: The meaning of a sentence is determined by the meaning of its component 

parts and the manner in which they are arranged in syntactic structure. 

From the opposite perspective, we can say that the distribution of constituents is not random. Constituents 

are ordered in particular ways, and, at least up to a point, this ordering has a semantic underpinning.  

1. Semantic predicates and arguments 

A sentence expresses some event, situation or state: 

Mary laughed  Dave stinks  John is reading the paper  Harriet knows French 

Events: verbs Predicates 

States: to know... Predicates 

Participants (usually NP): engage in events/states Arguments 

From the meaning of the predicate, we can infer how many arguments are involved in the event or state. 

(Note that an argument can be a plural entity: the girls laughed – such plural entities still count as one 

participant in the event/state.) 

laugh, weep, fall, walk, ascend, …  event with one argument 1-place predicates 

stand, glow, stink, blossom, …  state with 1 argument 

read, kiss, kick, build, …  event with two argument 2-place predicates 

know, love, despise, fear, …  state with two arguments 

sell, give, send, lend, …   event with three arguments 3-place predicates 

  (property of a predicate that determines how many arguments it takes) Valeny  

1.a Arguments – semantic content 

We can classify the arguments a predicate takes in terms of their semantic content. Theta roles: 

semantic arguments map onto syntactic arguments 

 Agent: the ‘doer’ of the action, the causer of the event. S! 

John kicked the ball, Mary laughed, The key opened the door 

 Theme: the thing undergoing the action or in motion, the ‘causee’ DO! 

John kicked the ball, Mary read the paper, The key opened the door 

 Goal: the thing towards which the action is directed IO! 

He sold me a copy, She gave her brother a present 

Many other roles have been defined, although these are typically associated with modifiers rather than 

arguments (but not always ...): 

 Benefactive: the thing on whose behalf an event is instigated 

Donald baked a cake for Hermione. 

 Instrumental: the thing used to affect some event 

The bishop stabbed the curate with a kitchen knife. 

 Comitative: the thing in whose company an event occurs 

Jane went to Vladivostok with Clive. 

Local roles (spatio-temporal properties) 

 Locative: place where  time when 

Donald threw up in the bathroom. 

Hillary met Donald at four o’clock. 

 Goal:  place where to  time of completion (roughly) 

I'd like to send this package to Vladivostok. 

The dog barked until midnight. 

 Source:  place from  time since 

Jane came from Vladivostok. 

The dog has been barking since midnight. 
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1.b Arguments – syntactic level 

Looking at sentences in which verbs occur, syntactically speaking, certain verbs go together with 

 just a S (so-called intransitive verbs), Mary laughed  *Mary laughed Bill/a book to Bill. 

 both a S and a DO (so-called transitive verbs) *Mary hates  She hates him  She hates him to Bill. 

 a S, a DO and an IO (ditransitive verbs). *Mary sold  She sold a book (to him) 

Let us call the syntactic constituents that appear in the S, DO, and IO positions the syntactic arguments of 

the verb, to be distinguished from the semantic arguments of the predicate expressed by the verb, as 

discussed above. (Thus, the syntactic valency of a verb indicates how many syntactic arguments the verb takes, as 

opposed to the semantic valency of a predicate, which says how many semantic arguments the predicate takes). 

One very straightforward way in which semantics determines syntactic structure is that the number of 

syntactic arguments a verb takes is partly determined by the number of semantic arguments that the 

predicate expressed by the verb takes. 

 

 Limits to Valency – missing argument 

However, we cannot simply equate the number of semantic arguments with the number of syntactic 

arguments a verb will appear with. This was already apparent from the examples involving ditransitive sell. 

Next to Mary sold a book to Bill, where it appears with three syntactic arguments, the verb sell can also 

appear with just two, as in Mary sold a book. In the latter sentence, the semantic Goal argument is left 

syntactically unexpressed – it is still part of the meaning of sell, but there is no syntactic constituent 

expressing it. This is actually a rather typical property of Goal arguments: usually, you can but need not 

express them syntactically: He sent a letter (to his uncle) 

The same can be observed for the Theme arguments of many transitive verbs – though note that this is 

restricted in complex ways (She’s devouring *(apples)): Harriet was reading (the paper). 

Interestingly, if you take a ditransitive verb of which both the Goal argument and the Theme argument need 

not be syntactically expressed in principle, it turns out that it is possible to leave out the Goal from syntax 

while realizing the Theme, but most often it is not possible to leave out the Theme while realizing the Goal. 

This may be related to the main point made ‘Syntax-semantics correspondences’: 

They finally sold me the house  After months of hesitation, they finally sold.  

They finally sold the house  *They finally sold me   (on Goal reading of me) 

Banks in the UK are lending them more and more money  Banks in the UK are lending like mad 

Banks in the UK are lending more and more money  *Banks in the UK are lending them  

 

1.c Syntax-semantics correspondences; semantic roles and grammatical relations 

The influence of semantics on sentence structure goes further than its role in determining the maximum 

number of syntactic arguments that appear, at least in a English. Consider the following examples: 

Mary saw Bill  Bill saw Mary 

In both Mary saw Bill and Bill saw Mary there are two arguments, in accordance with the fact that the verb 

see expresses a two-place predicate. But we not only know that Mary and Bill express the arguments of this 

predicate, we also know for sure which syntactic argument expresses which semantic argument. In the first 

sentence, Mary is necessarily interpreted as the Agent and Bill as the Theme, while in the second sentence 

this is the other way around. Apparently, there are systematic correspondences between semantic arguments 

and syntactic arguments. The basic correspondences: 

 Agent   Subject  Theme   Direct object  Goal   Indirect object 

If these correspondence rules always held, we could simply equate syntactic arguments 

with semantic arguments. But we have already seen that this neat 1-to-1 correspondence 

does not always hold: a semantic argument need not always correspond to a syntactic 

argument. semantic arguments map onto syntactic arguments 

In fact, there are other ways in which deviations from these rules can arise. It turns out that 

the grammar of a language provides various ways of manipulating the correspondences 

between semantic and syntactic arguments, so that semantic arguments can come to be associated with 

different syntactic arguments. Here are some examples from English.  
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1.d Grammatical processes that change the ‘argument structure’ of a verb 

i) Passivisation 

the Theme becomes the subject, and the Agent need not be expressed anymore (optional by-phrase). 

Flora has fed the tigers.  The tigers have been fed (by Flora) 

 

Middle formation. A ‘middle’ sentence is somewhat like a passive in that the Theme argument corresponds 

to the subject. There is a difference in meaning, however, and in the fact that it is not felicitous to express the 

Agent argument as a by-phrase. Moreover, in contrast to passivization, middle formation does not express 

itself morphologically in English (the verb keeps the same form as in an active sentence).  

Barry read this book.  This book reads well  (*by intelligent readers) 

ii) Causative-Inchoative alternation 

Some causative verbs allow their Theme argument to become the subject. The Agent argument seems to 

disappear altogether in this case, even semantically. The alternant of the verb which has the Theme as its 

subject (as in 4) is called an inchoative verb; it expresses a change of state of this argument: 

Brian opened the window.  The window opened.  (no Agent implied) 

The sun ripened the tomatoes.  The tomatoes ripened.   (no Agent implied) 

iii) Reflexivization 

The Theme argument of some verbs that are obligatorily transitive otherwise can remain unexpressed if it 

refers to the same entity as the Agent. 

John dresses (can only mean: ‘John dresses himself’)  Mary washes (can only mean ‘Mary washes herself’) 

Other languages show yet other possibilities of argument structure manipulation (some examples are given in 

the lecture slides). 

 

2. Modifiers 

As well as having the central participants in an event or state expressed by syntactic arguments, it is also 

possible to express additional information about the event/state, such as when it took place, where it took 

place, the reason for it taking place, the likelihood of its occurring or not, the manner in which it took place, 

the emotional state of the participants, etc. etc modifiers of the predicate. 

Modifiers can be distinguished from arguments in a number of ways: 

 Arguments can be obligatorily expressed (although they certainly need not always be, as we already 

saw), whereas the presence of modifiers is always optional. 

Gerald bought a cd in the megastore.  *Bought a cd in the megastore.  *Gerald bought in the megastore.  Gerald bought a cd. 

 As we have seen, the maximum number of arguments a particular verb can take is fixed. But there is no 

limit to the number of modifiers that can be added to a sentence. 

Gerald quickly bought a cd in the megastore before noon to impress hisfriends, without realizing he already had it. 

 Arguments typically take the form of noun phrases in syntax, whereas modifiers typically take the 

form of prepositional phrases, adverbial phrases, or adjective phrases (although there are exceptions 

to both these generalizations; e.g. Oliver put the glass on the bar.   *Oliver put the glass.) 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

o Semantic and syntactic arguments are related, often systematically… but the situation is complex 

o some semantic arguments can go syntactically unrealised 

o languages have strategies for manipulating how and when arguments are realised 

o arguments are to be distinguished from modifiers 
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D. Context dependent meaning 

Utterance meaning 

The meaning of a sentence uttered at a partic. time and place by a partic. speaker to a partic. hearer. 

Sentence: meaning can be identified with its propositional content; doesn’t depend on context, exists in head 

Utterance: meaning can be identified with a particular proposition. Utterance meaning is concerned with 

identifying whether the truth conditions of the propositional content of a particular sentence actually holds 

of some particular situation. To do this, one needs information about the context of utterance: 

 who is speaking;  when  where  who they are speaking to;  what things they are referring to. 

Thus, to know whether the sentence Rambo shot the cat yesterday is true we need to know 

- who ‘Rambo’ refers to; 

- what particular cat ‘the cat’ refers to; 

- what day the sentence was uttered on; 

- whether “Rambo” did actually shoot “the cat” on the day before the day of utterance. 

On utterance, parts of a sentence refer to specific things in the world: 

- ‘shot’ refers to a particular shooting event 

- ‘rambo’ refers to a particular person called Rambo 

- ‘the cat’ refers to a particular (unique) member of the extension of ‘cat’ 

 

1. Context dependent meaning – Deixis 

Certain expressions in every language change their meaning in different contexts, they identify different 

things in different contexts. Such expressions are called deictic expressions (from the Classical Greek word 

for ‘pointing’: they point to things in the context of utterance, thus helping to identify whether the utterance 

is true or false of a particular situation. Often also called indexicals via Latin). The study of deixis as a 

branch of Linguistics is concerned with the ways in which languages encode or grammaticalise features of 
the utterance context. There are 4 principal dimensions along which deixis is normally encoded: 

 Person  Space  Time  Social space 

1.a Person Deixis 

Person deixis involves reference to the participants in a discourse. 

Speaker (or writer – or an entity whose identity the speaker/writer assumes): I, ich 

Hearer (or, more precisely, the intended addressee): you 

Old E distinguished between single and group addresses: thou/thee/thine. Irish: you/yous. AE: you/y’all 

single/group distinctions du/ihr 

familiar/non-familiar (T/V) distinction du/Sie, ihr/Sie 

The group first person pronoun is interesting in that it does not refer to more than one speaker (for obvious 

reasons) but it does have a number of interpretations which are lexicalised in other languages: 

Speaker + addressee(s): We will leave this room soon.  Zayse (Ethiopic): nuy 

Speaker + others (non-addressees): We will marks the essays over Easter.  Zayse: nii 

3rd person: can be used deictically (context provides thereferents of the anaphors – there’s usually heavy 

stress on the pronoun or phsycial pointing: HE didn’t gdo it but HE did) or (more common) anaphorically 

(refer to things supplied in the discourse: John was too scared to pick up the spider so he killed it.) 

Previous expressions are called antecedents and anaphoric pronouns and their antecedents are said to co-

refer. 

4th person: “God”, irrelevant person... 

 

1.b Space Deixis 

As the name suggests, space deixis involves the encoding of spatial relations with respect to the 

participants in a discourse. There are two basic relations: 

1) Proximal (near to speaker) 

  This/these  Demonstratives 

  here  Adverb 

2) Distal (removed from speaker) 

  that/those 

  there 
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3) A 3
rd

 type of relation is grammaticalised in some LAN that splits up the distal type into two 

subtypes: 

 Near addressee (Removed from speaker) 

 Removed from addressee (Removed from speaker) 

  esto here  eso there  aquello  there (yonder) 

 

4) More complex differentiations are found (often involving visibility, to speaker and to addressee), but 

they all refer to 

 distance from speaker - principal distinction; 

 distance from hearer - secondary distinction. 

 

5) Certain verbs incorporate spatial deixis within their sense: 

  come = movement towards speaker 

  go = movement away from speaker 

  bring = carry towards speaker 

  take = carry away from speaker. 

These verbs do not necessarily refer to the actual location of the speaker at the time of utterance, but can 

indicate the normal place a person is or their previous or intended location. 

  Why not come and stay with us next weekend?  ?Why not go and stay with us next weekend? 

Often the use of these verbs is idiosyncratic since they often seem to indicate points of view. 

 

1.c Time Deixis 

Temporal deixis involves reference to time relative to the time of utterance. Tense is the most obvious type 
of encoding of temporal deixis of which there are two primary types: 

1) Present: the event described is happening at the time of utterance. 

2) Past: the event described took place before the time of utterance. 

Some (but not all) languages morphologically encode: 

3) Future: the event described will take place after the time of utterance. 

These relations are most perspicuously shown by a timeline (past – interval in present – future) 

 The other main way in which temporal Deixis is encoded is in the use of time adverbs. Again these 

refer to periods of time with respect to the time of utterance: 

 yesterday: day before time of utterance  today: day on which utterance occurs  tomorrow: day after time of utterance 

There are also other simple - and less specific - time adverbials: now, soon, recently 

 More complex expressions can be constructed using other deictic elements: an hour ago, last week, 

next... Next and last are notoriously fickle concepts and other circumlocutions can be found: 

 next again Sunday, Sunday week, last Sunday just gone 

 Certain space/time mixtures can be found: 

 Space for time: I saw a petrol station two miles ago. 

 Time for space: It’s about two hours away. 

 

1.d Social Deixis 

Involves relative social status; not encoded by every LAN, one of the aspects of the T/V distinction: 

 Du bist schon. (familiar)  Sie sind schon. (polite form - superiority/non-familiarity with speaker) 

Some languages, however, have a well-developed system of social deixis that involves verbal and nominal 

morphology: 

 Tanaka-san ga kudasaimashita (formal) 

 Tanaka-san ga kudasatta (familiar) 

 ‘Mr. Tanaka gave it to me’ 

In both these cases, Mr. Tanaka is superior to the speaker in social standing. In the following examples, Jiro 
is in a lower social position: 

 Jiro-kun ga kuremashita (semi-formal) 

 Jiro-kun ga kureta (familiar) 

 ‘Jiro gave it to me’ 
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2. Pragmatics – saying what you mean isn’t the same as meaning what you say 

Up to now we have been discussing the meaning of sentences, words, and other expressions in isolation, or 

with respect to each other. When actually used, a linguistic expression is uttered in a particular context – it is 

uttered by a particular speaker, to a particular listener (or listeners), in a particular situation. The context in 

which a sentence (or phrase or word) is uttered can have a profound effect on how it is interpreted. Here we 

are going to discuss some of the semantic effects of the use of linguistic expressions in a particular context, 

a domain of study called pragmatics. 
 

The literal meaning of what we utter is the truth content, but often we utter some expression with particular 

intentions and often it is not what we say that is important but 

 what we want to achieve 

 or what we want to imply. 
 

For example, not all our utterances are of declarative sentences intended as statements to convey the 

proposition expressed by the utterance. Often by an utterance we wish to 

 question whether some state of affairs exists; What is dead? 

 bring it about that some state of affairs exists; Shoot the cat! 

 We may say a thing in one way and mean it in another. It’s cold in here (not necessarily statement about temperature) 

 Sometimes what we mean is quite different from what we say: Is he nice? – He has a nice line in ties... (no!) 

 Sometimes we even intend to convey the opposite of what we say: (he’s shot your cat:) Oh, good shot! 

To account for these aspects of communicative meaning, linguists often turn to two theories: 

 Speech Acts: what you are doing when you utter something. 

 Implicature: what you intend to say, but don’t. 
 

2.a Speech Acts 

2.a.i Direct Speech Acts 

Speech acts are what we are 

doing when we utter sth: 

Typically, we perform these acts by uttering 

sentences of certain syntactic types: 

Felicity condition (appropriateness) 

 making a statement; 

Statement of 

declarative: 

Anna is ill. 

Speaker knows  

Speaker believes addresse does not know  

 asking a question; 

Question of 

interrogative: 

Where is Anna? 

Speaker doesn’t know 

Speaker wants to know 

Speaker believes addresse knows  

 giving an order. 

Order of 

imperative: 

Give it to me! 

Speaker wants  to be the case 

Speaker has the autority to order  

Speaker believes addresse is willing + able to do  

If you use a typical sentence form for a particular speech act, this is said to be an instance of a direct speech 

act. When discussing speech acts, we do not talk in terms of the propositions that utterances express, but in 

terms of the felicity conditions (appropriateness) of the utterance. Each type of speech act is associated 

with different felicity conditions: It should be noted that felicity conditions are not absolute rules: they can be 

weakened or suspended in certain contexts: In hierarchical organisations, the willingness of an addressee to 

carry out an order is irrelevant. 
 

2.a.ii Indirect Speech Acts 

Sometimes, however, we use atypical sentence forms and these are said to constitute examples of indirect 

speech acts. For example, 

1) the utterance of a declarative sentence can be used to  

 question: I wonder how much you paid for that outfit.  order: I would be grateful if you could do that. 

2) an interrogative can be used to 

 statement: Do you think you were ripped off for that coat?  order: Could you please do that? 

3) Imperatives tend not to be used for anything but giving orders and then only normally to intimates and 

subordinates – except when the imperative is used to issue an invitation: Have some more cake. 

In general, indirect speech acts are performed for reasons of politeness or other socio-culturally determined 

reason. I wonder if you could turn your music down. vs Turn your f***** music down! 

(Note that sentences used to perform indirect speech acts tend to be longer than those used for direct ones. This seems 

to be a universal characteristic of polite utterances, cf. the honorific forms in Japanese.) 
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2.b Conversational strategies 

A major influence on how utterances are interpreted in context comes from what we could call ‘the rules for 

a proper conversation’. According to one major approach to pragmatics, based on the work of the 

philosopher Paul Grice, the core principle that a speaker and listener must adhere to in order to be able to 

make sense of a conversation is: 

2.b.i The Co-operative Principle: make your contribution appropriate to the conversation 

Adherence to a number of more specific guidelines, maxims, to ensure that this principle is not violated: 

 The Maxim of Relation: be relevant 

the (a) answer is considered to be a sensible answer to the question posed, the (b) answer less so, and the (c) 

answer not at all. 

 A. Shall we go to the Metallica concert tonight?  B. (a) I have to be careful with my hearing aid  

 (b) I have to be careful with my glasses  (c) I have to be careful with my oven 
The listener assumes that the speaker adheres to the Maxim of Relation, and that the answer therefore is relevant to the question. 

Based on this, person A can use the answer in (a) to draw a conversational implicature – Grice’s term for an inference regarding 

unspoken parts of the speaker’s intended meaning. Here the implicature is something like ‘B does not want to go to the concert’, 

based on approximately the following reasoning: “(i) If B is being relevant, the fact that B must be careful with his/her hearing aid 

pertains to his/her going to the Metallica concert or not; (ii) Metallica concerts tend to be extremely loud, which might be harmful to 

hearing aids; (iii) Therefore, I infer from this that B does not want to go to the concert”. For the (b) answer such an implicature is 

harder to make, while for the (c) answer it is hard to establish a relevant connection with the question at all. In effect (c) contravenes 

the Maxim of Relation, unless the context contains some particular information that could make ovens relevant. 

 The Maxim of Quality: try to make your contribution one that is true 

This maxim requires that the statements used in conversations have some factual basis. Note that the fact that 

people can lie does not mean that the Maxim of Quality is false. In fact, one might argue that the whole 

concept of ‘lying’ is based on this maxim – if the listener did not assume to begin with that the speaker 

intends his utterances to be taken as true, there would not be any point in lying. Irony can be accounted for as 

a deliberate ‘flouting’ of the Maxim of Quality, as when someone says that is just wonderful when hearing 

some bad news. When a speaker blatantly contravenes one of the maxims in this way, this effectively acts as 

a signal to the hearer to find a non-literal meaning.  

 The Maxim of Quantity: don’t make your contribution more or less informative than required 

  A: Some of our chocolates contain traces of frog. [some months later:] 

 B: We have done a laboratory test, and we found that all your chocolates contain traces of frog. 

 A: But if all our chocolates contain traces of frog, then certainly some of them contain traces of frog, 

so what I said was perfectly true. 

How can a statement that is true be construed as misleading? The answer is that A’s initial statement 

contravenes the Maxim of Quantity – it was not informative enough. In general, the Maxim of Quantity leads 

to conversational implicatures of the following kind: if the speaker says something less specific about the 

situation, then the hearer may assume that a more specific statement about the situation does not hold – 

otherwise, the speaker would have said that. As another example, consider the following: 

 A. Are their tickets left for any of the Tosca performances? 

 B. We have some tickets left for 8 December. 

B’s answer implies that there are no tickets left for any other date, because if there were any, B would be 

expected give that more specific information. 

The other side of the coin with respect to the Maxim of Quantity is that a speaker should not be over-specific 

and burden the listener with processing extra information that is either irrelevant (cf. also the Maxim of 

Relation) or which is clearly shared by the listener anyhow. This prevents conversations like:  

 A. Do you like milk? 

 B. I do like that dairy product produced by cows – those large mammals which you can often see 

 grazing in green meadows – as sold by supermarkets in either cartons or plastic bottles, some of 

 which get recycled to make fleeces. My uncle has no cows but does keep some chickens and a goat. 

 The Maxim of Manner: avoid ambiguity and obscurity; be brief and orderly 

This maxim encapsulates the idea that the speaker should ensure that a listener cannot inadvertently assign a 

meaning to a sentence other than the intended one, meaning that ambiguous or obscure sentences are to be 

avoided. Again, flouting this maxim can trigger implicatures: 

 A: Does Nigel have any pets?   B: He has a small canine thing. 

Logically, small canine thing and (small) dog mean just the same, but the speaker’s unusual and far from 

straightforward choice of phrase conveys extra information – in this case about the speaker’s attitude to Nigel’s dog. 


