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�is coursebook has been written for undergraduate students majoring in English, with the 
aim to introduce them with the main concepts found in the domain of semantics, and help 
them understand the complexities and di�erent aspects of meaning in language. Although 
the book is primarily intended for students who have no previous theoretical knowledge in 
semantics, it can also be used by those who want to consolidate and expand on their existing 
learning experience in linguistics and semantics.

�e scope of concepts and topics covered in this book have been framed within a rounded 
context which o�ers the basics in semantics, and provides references and incentives for 
students’ further autonomous investigation and research. �e author endeavoured to 
present complex linguistic issues in such a way that any language learner with no previous 
knowledge in this area can use the book. However, anyone who uses this book needs to read 
it very carefully so that they could understand the theory and apply it while tackling the 
examples illustrating the concepts provided in this book. Furthermore, the very nature of 
linguistics demands a thorough and careful reading, rereading and questioning. 

�e book is composed of six chapters, and, within them, there are several sections and 
subsections. Each chapter contains theoretical explanations followed by a set of questions 
and exercises whose aim is to help the learners revise the theoretical concepts and apply 
them in practice.
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Preface

This coursebook was written for undergraduate students majoring in English, with the aim to introduce them to the 
main concepts found in the domain of semantics, and help them understand the complexities and different aspects of 
meaning in language. Although the book is primarily intended for students who have no previous theoretical knowledge 
in semantics, it can also be used by those who want to consolidate and expand their existing learning experience in 
linguistics and semantics. 

The scope of concepts and topics covered in this book has been devised within a rounded context which offers the 
basics in semantics, and provides references and incentives for students’ further autonomous investigation and research. 
The author endeavoured to present complex linguistic issues in such a way that any language learner with no previous 
knowledge in this area can use the book. However, anyone who uses this book needs to read it very carefully so that 
they could understand the theory and apply it, while tackling the examples illustrating the concepts provided in this 
book. Furthermore, the very nature of linguistics demands a thorough and careful reading, rereading and questioning.

The book is comprised of nine chapters, and, within them, there are several sections and subsections. Each chapter 
contains theoretical explanations followed by a set of questions and exercises whose aim is to help the learners revise the 
theoretical issues and apply them in practice. Two tests are provided at the end of the book, so that students can revise 
the main concepts discussed and analysed throughout the coursebook, and assess their knowledge and understanding 
of these notions.

The first chapter provides an introduction to linguistics, outlines its theoretical framework,  scope, development and 
branches. It is followed by a general introduction to semantics – the development and status of semantics throughout 
history, and its place within linguistics and relation to other linguistic levels and scientific disciplines. The main concepts 
to be covered and the scope of this book are  outlined in the third chapter.

The focal part of this book deals with meanings of words, phrases and sentences, exclusively from a linguistic point 
of view – it studies the phenomenon of meaning within lexical and sentence semantics. It comprises five chapters. Chap-
ters 4 and 5 contain several sections and subsections whose main focus is on lexical semantics and various semantic 
relations that exist within single words and among different words. These relations are described through syntagmatic 
and paradigmatic relations, including the explanation of the complexities they can pose. Chapters 6 and 7 deal with 
meanings existing at the level of the phrase, syntagm and sentence, which is a domain of syntagmatic semantic relati-
ons and sentence semantics. These chapters also aim to correlate semantics to other language levels and illustrate their 
mutual interdependence. Chapter 8 provides some basic notions related to grammatical semantics.

The last chapter of this book introduces the basics of pragmatics – the main concepts studied within a branch of 
linguistics dealing with language and meaning in use, including not only the context wherein language is used, but also 
participants in a discourse. Although the extent of the chapter devoted to pragmatics is considerably smaller than the 
description of semantics and its various aspects given in the previous chapters, the main aim of introducing pragmatics 
in this coursebook is to illustrate the immensity of the study of meaning and its intricacies. 

The overall aim of this coursebook is not merely to introduce linguistic disciplines dealing with meanings and the 
amazing puzzles they create, but also to make students aware of meanings of words, phrases and sentences they come 
across in everyday life, outside a purely linguistic context. 

And, finally, may this coursebook open new and exciting insights into meaning and encourage us all to be careful 
and smart participants in various communicative situations in a broader, real-world context. 
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ABBREVIATIONS

cf.           compare 
MnE      Modern English
NP         noun phrase 
OE         Old English
S             sentence
VP          verb phrase
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"Language is the most massive and inclusive art we know, a mountainous and anonymous  
work of unconscious generations."

											                ~Edward Sapir
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"It is only since linguistics has become more aware of its object of study, i.e. perceives the whole extent of 
it, that it is evident that this science can make a contribution to a range of studies that will be of interest to 

almost anyone."

				    ~ Ferdinand de Saussure
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CHAPTER 1: LINGUISTICS – AN OVERVIEW

1.1 DEFINITION

In traditional terms, linguistics is defined as the study of language. It is a scientific discipline, which means that it has 
a strict scientific apparatus and its own scientific methods. The scope of its investigation is enormous because it studies 
language from a variety of aspects, and in all of its forms and manifestations. 

Any linguistic study relies on the main characteristics of language which can be summarised in the following way:
- language is a system of mutually related elements, which are structured and organised at various levels;
- language is a social phenomenon, which means that it is a feature of human beings and it is realised within a society, 

in various social and cultural contexts and contacts;
- language is a feature of individual human beings and is differently manifested depending on their psychological, 

emotional and cognitive abilities (Bugarski, 1996).

1.2. VARIOUS FACES OF LINGUISTICS

The above-mentioned characteristics of language determine the main interests of linguistic studies. As regards the 
aspect of language being investigated, linguistics can be classified into:

- general linguistics – studies language as a phenomenon, its characteristics and principles viewed from a general 
point of view, not from a perspective of specific languages;

- sociolinguistics – studies the relation between language and society; how language is used in social and cultural 
contexts and contacts;

- psycholinguistics – studies the relation between language and various psychological aspects, and how language is 
represented and processed in the brain.

Language phenomena can also be approached from other perspectives, and, consequently, linguistics can further 
be classified into: 

- descriptive or synchronic linguistics – studies language and its structure, investigating all aspects and forms of 
specific languages existing at a certain time;

- prescriptive linguistics – studies language with the aim to formulate and prescribe rules, and unlike descriptive 
linguistics, is concerned with correct usages of language;

- historical or diachronic linguistics – studies language and its developments through time; it also investigates 
changes and explains why and how they occur;

- comparative linguistics – compares languages and establishes similarities and differences between and among them.

With the reference to the aim why language is investigated, linguistics can be theoretical and applied. Theoretical 
linguistics studies language with the aim to create its theory. On the other hand, applied linguistics aims to put theory 
into practice, and its tenets and principles are widely used in the area of foreign language teaching.1 

Due to the complex nature of language, its investigation encompasses a variety of aspects and approaches, and the 
last decades have seen an increasing number of studies and research in the areas of cognitive linguistics and neuro-
linguistics. Cognitive linguistics studies the relation between language and mind2. Neurolinguistics is closely related 
to psycholinguistics and it studies how language is represented in our brain, and is concerned with questions such as: 
"How is language stored in our brain?", "What happens in our brain while we acquire or learn a language?", "How is 
language used when needed"?3 

1	 For a detailed classification of linguistics, see Bugarski (1996) and Škiljan (1985).
2	 To get a detailed insight into cognitive linguistics, see Geeraerts (2006).
3	 To get a deeper insight into the main principles of neurolinguistics, see Zubicaray & Schiller (2019).
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1.3 THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF LINGUISTICS

Although the first attempts to explain language and its nature can be traced back to the ancient times with the debates 
and treatises initiated by the great Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle, linguistics, as an independent scientific 
discipline, was founded towards the end of the eighteenth century. 

The first systematic study of language was comparative in nature. Languages were described and compared, and 
the focus of the investigation in the nineteenth century was on the reconstruction of Indo-European language family. 
Therefore, the first scientific apparatus of linguistics contained historical and comparative method. 

Linguistics as a scientific field fully developed by the end of the nineteenth century, and, it has been expanding its 
principles, tenets, approaches, findings and areas of interest ever since. These are gathered around three main schools 
of linguists: The Neogrammarians, The Structuralists and The Generativists.

The Neogrammarians gathered around Leipzig school in Germany during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
The most prominent linguists were Paul Herman, Karl Brugmann, Hermann Osthoff and August Leskien. Their main 
area of study focused on sounds, and they sought to explain similarities existing among related languages. Their most 
important contribution to linguistics lies in a systematic explanation of sound changes.

The Structuralists brought about a new departure from earlier approaches in linguistics, which occurred in the 
twentieth century with the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, who is considered to be the founder of modern linguistics. 
The shift in linguistic studies involved rejecting historical method and turning to synchronic studies of language and 
its phenomena. For the Structuralists, "A language is a system with a place for everything, and everything in its place" 
(McMahon, 1999: 26). Within the structuralist model, various dichotomies were established (synchrony vs diachrony, 
paradigmatic vs syntagmatic relations, langue vs parole). Their main concern was to study parole (the actual use of language, 
both spoken and written) and paradigmatic relations from a synchronic perspective.

The Generativists, with Noam Chomsky as the most prominent representative, turned to the study of syntax and 
syntactic structures in the late 1950s. The generative approach to language study presupposes that the number of 
grammatical sentences, which are created by a set of definite rules, is infinite. Apart from generative syntax, generative 
phonology was also developed within this school of thought. The Generativists also made a great contribution to the 
study of language acquisition. 

1.4 LINGUISTICS AND ITS SUBFIELDS

As a scientific discipline, linguistics includes different levels of language study – it is concerned with sounds, forms 
and meanings of linguistic units, as well as their relations. In terms of the level it investigates, linguistics can be subdivided 
into a number of subfields – phonology, phonetics, morphology, syntax and semantics.  

}  Phonology studies sounds and sound systems in a particular language, or across languages.

}  Phonetics studies physical properties of sounds.

}  Morphology studies morphemes, words and word forms.

}  Syntax studies phrases and sentences.

}  Semantics studies meaning.
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Chapter 1: Questions to discuss and exercises

Task 1. Complete the sentences.

1. _________ linguistics studies language as a phenomenon, its characteristics and principles viewed from a general 
point of view, not from a perspective of specific languages.

2. Sociolinguistics studies the relation between ___________ and ____________. 

3. Unlike ________ linguistics, which studies language at a given point in time, _____________ linguistics studies 
language and its developments in the course of time.

4. With the reference to the aim why we investigate language, linguistics can be theoretical and _______________.   
The first studies language with the aim to create its theory, while the latter aims to put theory into ________________. 

5. _________ made a great contribution to the study of language acquisition. 

a. The Neogrammarians
b. The Structuralists
c. The Generativists

Task 2. Circle the correct answer.

1. Ferdinand de Saussure was the representative of  ____________.

a. the Neogrammarians
b. the Structuralists
c. the Generativists

2. Noam Chomsky was the representative of  _______________.

a. the Neogrammarians
b. the Structuralists
c. the Generativists

3. The study of sounds and sound changes was the main concern of  ____________.

a. the Neogrammarians
b. the Structuralists
c. the Generativists

4. The study of parole and paradigmatic relations was the main concern of ______________.

a. the Neogrammarians
b. the Structuralists
c. the Generativists
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"The job of the linguist, like that of the biologist or the botanist, is not to tell us how nature should behave, or 
what its creations should look like, but to describe those creations in all their messy glory and try to figure 

out what they can teach us about life, the world, and, especially in the case of linguistics, the workings of the 
human mind."

				    ~ Arika Okrent 
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CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCING SEMANTICS

2.1 SEMANTICS - DEFINITION

Semantics is a linguistic discipline generally defined as a study of meaning. The concept of "meaning" has provoked 
much debate and discussion not only among linguists, but the issue of the complexity of its precise definition can be 
traced back over 2000 years ago in the realm of philosophy. There is no general agreement among linguists what 
meaning in language should comprise and what the scope of it is. There are various approaches to the study of meaning 
in language. They provide an abundant body of research and studies with a diversity of concepts defined within the 
umbrella term of semantics. Lyons (1996) makes distinction between semantics as a study of meaning in general, and 
linguistic semantics which explores meaning of vocabulary and grammar of language.

Semantics is considered to be a component or level of linguistics, and has an equal status as other linguistic disciplines. 
Generally speaking, semantics defines meanings of language units at different levels – it studies meanings of morphemes, 
words, phrases and sentences, and therefore, it is related to other linguistic levels, particularly morphology and syntax. 
Semantics is also closely related to another linguistic discipline – pragmatics – which studies language in use. There is 
a distinction between the meaning of a word, phrase or a sentence as an isolated unit, and the meaning they have when 
used in specific contexts and circumstances. 

The complexity of meaning and the wide scope it covers pose a rather challenging task to include all different aspects 
of meaning in a single coursebook, and provide a comprehensive description of all of them. This coursebook aims at 
being an introductory survey, and includes topics and concepts commonly discussed in semantics within a restricted 
framework of theoretical discussions and explanations4.

2.2 SEMANTICS AND OTHER DISCIPLINES 

Meaning is a subject of study that concerns not only semantics and semanticists, but also other disciplines and scientists 
that approach this issue from different perspectives. Thus, relying on the same subject matter – meaning – semantics is 
related to other scientific disciplines such as philosophy, logic, anthropology, psychology, lexicography and etymology. 

Semantics as a scientific linguistic discipline was first recognised as historical semantics, and the word semantics 
was first used to refer to the change of meaning in time. Historical semantics is closely related to etymology, the study 
of words origin and development of their meaning. 

Lexicography is a discipline which relies on techniques and principles described in lexicology – the study of words, 
their meanings and uses. Its main purpose relates to dictionary compiling. As such, lexicography is concerned with the 
meaning of words, and, as a result of its endeavours, accurate accounts of definitions and meanings of words can be 
found in dictionaries.

Even though the aforementioned disciplines have greatly contributed to the development of semantics, there are 
other scientific, but non-linguistic fields, which are also interested in the study of meaning. Although these disciplines 
have different aims and methodologies applied in the study of meaning, their findings and tenets are of great value for 
linguistic semantics. 

For a long time, before semantics was recognised as an independent linguistic discipline, meanings of words and 
sentences had been studied within philosophical and logical settings. Therefore, some scholars make distinction between 
philosophical semantics and linguistic semantics. Among the commonest concerns of philosophers pertaining to 
meaning was to understand the relationship between linguistic expressions and the external world they refer to. In the 
second half of the 20th century, philosophical concerns for meaning led to the development of semiotics, or semiology, 

4	 For a detailed description of linguistics and its disciplines, see Lyons (1981).
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which refers to the theory of signs. Logic, as a scientific discipline concerned with thinking and reasoning, is also related 
to semantics because it deals with meaning in a language system. Thus, the undertaking to study meaning within the 
framework of logic has led to the development of logical semantics. Semantics relies on logic, particularly in determining 
semantic relations within a sentence and using the notion of truth. 

As a branch of anthropology, linguistic anthropology studies relations between language and society. Its main concern 
is to investigate how language is used in certain social and cultural contexts. In order to understand these contexts 
better, the study of meaning takes a significant role in linguistic anthropology. Within it, semantic domains are defined 
as specific domains that share a specific set of meanings. For example, if we want to understand the meaning of certain 
words used in these contexts, first we need to understand the cultural and social context where these words are used. 

Another social science which can be associated with semantics is psychology. Psychology is concerned with the 
meanings of words in communication – how it is affected by people participating in a conversation and how meaning 
affects their thoughts and emotions5.

2.2.1 SEMIOTICS AND SEMANTICS

The term semiotics, or semiology, has often been used along the term semantics. Modern semiotics, as a discipline 
which studies signs, or signalling systems in general, is considered to have historically developed from semantics, and 
one of its founders was Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist, who is believed to be the father of modern linguistics 
by many linguists. 

De Saussure used the term "semiology" to denote a field which focuses on the sign and the relationship between the 
signifier and the signified, which is arbitrary, since there is no justification in the real world to name something the way 
a language does it (Saussure, 2011).

Semiotics got its name in 1946, and, earlier, it was usually referred to as semantics. There are various terminological 
uses for semantics, semiotics and semiology. They depend on the historical period when they were used or referred to. 
Today, when semiotics is defined as an autonomous field of study, there is a clear distinction between semantics and 
semiotics. Semiotics studies signs within a context of communication, and unlike semantics, which includes only 
linguistic elements, semiotics comprises non-linguistic signs as well, such as gestures, signs, body language, and various 
signals. Some linguists consider semantics as a discipline belonging to both semiotics and linguistics6. 

2.3 THE STUDY OF MEANING THROUGHOUT HISTORY

Although meaning has been much of a concern in etymology and lexicography for centuries, from a strictly linguistic 
point of view, semantics is a relatively young discipline. As it was described in the previous section, the undertakings 
to understand meaning are found in some non-linguistic fields, such as philosophy and logic. The works of the Greek 
philosophers Aristotle and Plato prove that this issue concerned great minds and provoked much discussion even in the 
ancient times. The main discussion revolved around the relationship between words and what they stand for. 

The development of semantics as a linguistic discipline can be viewed through four main theoretical frameworks: 
prestructuralist, structuralist, generativist and cognitive. 

Semantics as a term in linguistics was first introduced by a French philologist Michel Bréal, who is thought to be the 
father of modern semantics. In his book Semantics: Studies in the Science of Meaning, he used the term "semantique", 
coined from the Greek σημαντικός sēmantikós, meaning ‘significant’. This book is considered to be a milestone in the 
study of meaning as an independent linguistic discipline, and also a detachment from historical linguistics. By then, 
meaning had been studied in terms of its development and change. Although the term semantics was introduced in the 
English language through the paper "Reflected meaning: a point in semantics" in 1894, it became widely used much later, 
with the book The Meaning of meaning, written by the British linguists  C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards (Palmer 1981: 1). 

5	 For a more detailed survey of disciplines which are related to semantics, see Palmer (1981).
6	 Noth (1995), in his book Handbook of Semiotics, gives a thorough discussion on semiotics and its relation to semantics and other sign systems.



19Introducing Semantics

Semantics finally gained the true status of an independent linguistic discipline with the structuralists who started 
investigating meaning methodically, from a synchronic point of view, back in the 1930s. What characterised the shift in 
the study of meaning was establishing a methodological basis of lexical semantics. It included a semantic field analysis 
which later resulted in a componential analysis. It was also in the period of structuralists that lexical relations (such as 
synonymy, antonymy and hyponymy) and syntactic relations were systematically identified, studied and defined. 

The shift in linguistic research, that was brought about in the 1960s with Chomsky and his transformational-
generative approach to language study, had an impact on the study of meaning. Lexical semantics was influenced by 
generative paradigm and its rigid approach to language description, and "mentalistic" theory of language, i.e., a concern 
for the speaker’s creative competence. Katz and Fodor pioneered the study of meaning within generativist framework, 
adopting the structuralist approach and expanding it with the formal apparatus used in componential analysis. Further 
developments within generative framework, called "neogenerativist" showed a shift in the study of meaning – from 
lexical towards sentential semantics.

The last two decades of the 20th century were characterised by the rise of cognitive linguistics, with George Lakoff 
(1987) and Ronald Langacker (1987, 1991) as the leading figures. Once again, the focus of semantics was reconsidered 
and redefined. And what concerned cognitive semantics was the study of metaphor and metaphorical meanings.

All the aforementioned approaches contribute to a deeper understanding of meaning in language, and provide a 
comprehensive insight into the complexities of meaning and the different layers which overlap and influence each other. 
In this coursebook we will mainly refer to the structuralist and transformationalist theoretical framework, but none of 
these will be favoured or singled out as the leading school of thought in semantics. The approach in this coursebook is 
eclectic, and the study of meaning is approached from various angles and perspectives which greatly contribute to the 
description of lexical semantics7.

7	 Palmer (1981) gives a detailed survey of the development of semantics throughout history.
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Chapter 2: Questions to discuss and exercises

Task 1. Answer the questions.

1. How can semantics be defined?
2. What does semantics study?
3. Which linguistic and non-linguistic disciplines is semantics related to?
4. Explain the relation between semantics and each of these disciplines!
5. What is semiotics?
6. How can semiotics be related to semantics? How did this relation change throughout history?
7. What are the main linguistic frameworks relevant for the study of meaning?
8. How was the study of meaning approached within these linguistic frameworks?

Task 2. Say whether the following statements are true or false.

a. There is a difference between semantics and linguistic semantics.
b. Semantics as a scientific discipline was established in the 19th century.
c. The relationship between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary.
d. Etymology is a synonym for historical semantics.
e. Semantics was first introduced in linguistics by a Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure.
f. Today, semiotics and semantics are often used synonymously.
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SEMANTICS – THE MAIN CONCEPTS

}	 Main concepts – an overview
}	 Utterance, sentence, proposition
}	 Sense and reference
}	 The meaning of "meaning"
}	 Different types of meaning
}	 Componential analysis
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CHAPTER 3: SEMANTICS – THE MAIN CONCEPTS

3.1 BASIC TERMS AND CONCEPTS IN SEMANTICS – AN OVERVIEW 

The main interest of semantics lies in the concept of meaning. Semantics – or more specifically linguistic semantics 
– studies meaning of words, phrases and sentences. 

Semantics can be subdivided into 

}  lexical and
}  sentential semantics

The first is concerned with what a word means, and the latter studies meanings of phrases and sentences. 

The study of meaning can also be approached from the perspective of a speaker, when talking about speaker meaning 
– what a speaker intends to convey when using a language item. In order to understand language better, the following 
three elements need to be considered: language, language users (speakers and hearers) and the world. Their mutual and 
interdependent relationships can account for various complexities existing within the domain of the study of meaning. 
Thus, through the prism of these elements, many notions in semantics can be viewed and explained, and the main of 
these are described below.

3.1.1 UTTERANCE, SENTENCE AND PROPOSITION 

A very important distinction in semantics is made between utterances and sentences. An utterance is any use of 
language, be it a word, phrase, sentence, or a sequence of sentences, which can even be grammatically incomplete. It 
is a physical event performed by an individual on a particular occasion, separated from other utterances by silence. 
Unlike an utterance, a sentence can be considered as an abstract formation, a string of words combined together with 
the respect of grammatical rules of language. 

In this coursebook some conventional distinctions made in semantics between utterances and sentences have been 
adopted. Namely, utterances will be written between quotation marks, and the sentences (as well as individual words and 
phrases) will be italicised. Semantics is concerned with both sentences and utterances. The following example illustrates 
the difference between an utterance and a sentence:

(a)  "I will do it later."
(b)  I will do it later.

The first example illustrates an utterance because it is spoken by someone, and this is indicated in writing by quotation 
marks. On the other hand, the second example represents a sentence, composed of elements which respect grammatical 
rules of the English language, and is not tied to any particular speech situation.

Closely related to utterances and sentences is the notion of a proposition. In semantics, a proposition is defined as 
a part of the meaning of an utterance which describes an idea or a fact about the world, be it true or false. 
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3.1.2 SENSE AND REFERENCE

Other key concepts found in semantics are sense and reference, the first referring to relationships existing inside 
language, and the latter to the relationship between a language and the world. It is important to introduce here the 
notion of the referent – an entity, a thing or a person in the world which the linguistic expression refers to. For example, 
the word book refers to the object in the real world made of sheets of paper. 

Unlike reference, sense is defined linguistically, and it implies relations between linguistic expressions that exist 
within a language. Sense is central to semantics, and although it represents an abstract notion, it is often present in the 
mind of a language user. If we understand what has been said or written, it means that we understand the sense of it8. 

We talk about sense in relation to a system of semantic relationships with other linguistic expressions which can be 
not only single words, but also phrases and sentences. There are different semantic relations, and they will be explained 
in detail in the next few chapters.

If we compare the two concepts and the words they refer to, it can be said that there are words which have sense, but 
no referents in the real world. Such examples are words almost, already, still, never, and many others. 

There are also words which differ in sense, but have the same reference, and vice versa, they have the same sense but 
different references. For example, the word book can have billions of referents, as there are billions of different books 
in this world. This example shows that the reference of a linguistic expression differs depending on the circumstances 
(time, place, etc.) and the topic of conversation wherein the expression is used. The classic example of two different 
linguistic expressions is the use of the Morning Star and the Evening Star to refer to the same referent – the planet Venus 
(Valenzuela, 2017: 84).

3.1.2.1 THE SEMANTIC TRIANGLE 

One of the basic concepts in semantics encompassing the aforementioned components involved in meaning is named 
the Semantic Triangle, or the triangle of reference. It incorporates the object (referent), the meaning of the object and 
the sign which expresses this object. This relation can be shown as a triangle, like the diagram below shows.

Diagram 1. The Semantic Triangle

�ought of references

ReferentSymbol

refers tosymbolises

 stands for

Although this idea was used earlier, Ogden and Richards were the first linguists who used this triangle in order to 
explain the key concepts involved in meaning, and today this concept is also known as "Ogden/Richards triangle" 
(Lipka, 2002).

8	 For a detailed explanation of the key concepts found in semantics, see Bugarski (1996), and if the reader is interested in practical examples and illustrations 
of these concepts, see Hurford et al. (2007) – the book provides a considerable body of examples and exercises.
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3.2 THE MEANINGS OF "MEANING"

The central concept in semantics relates to the term "meaning". Meaning is one of the most obvious aspects of 
language, but, still, rather complex and often ambiguous and vague. The words mean and meaning are used so often 
in different contexts, any time the clarification of a concept is needed, either in everyday life or in rather formal and 
scientific registers, and with different meanings and usages. The following examples illustrate different uses of the word 
mean and meaning, and are taken from Collins English Dictionary (1995). 

meaning, noun

1. ‘the sense or significance of a word, sentence, symbol, etc.; import; semantic or lexical content,’  
e.g. What is the meaning of (the word) "anxious"?

2. ‘the purpose underlying or intended by speech, action, etc.’,  
e.g. What is the meaning of the word "intention" in your speech?

3. ‘the inner, symbolic, or true interpretation, value or message’,  
e.g. We all wonder what the meaning of life is.

4. ‘valid content; efficacy’,  
e.g. We have many rules which do not have much meaning.

5. ‘Philosophy’.  
a. The sense of an expression; its connotation.  
b. The reference of an expression; its denotation.’

mean, verb

1. ‘to intend to convey or express’,  
e.g. I did not mean to hurt you.

2. ‘to denote or connote; to signify’,  
e.g. What does this word mean in English?

3. ‘to have the improtance of ’,  
e.g. Your opinion means a lot to me.

4. ‘to produce, cause’,  
e.g. The latest environmental reforms will mean the reduction in fuel consumption.

Apart from the above-mentioned meanings which are closely related, whether used as a noun or as a verb, the word 
mean has other, rather different meanings, which are quite unrelated. For example, as a noun, it can also mean: ‘the 
middle point, state’, ‘moderation’, or ‘average’. As an adjective, it has the following meanings: ‘miserly, ungenerous, or 
petty’, ‘humble, obscure, or lowly’, ‘despicable, ignoble’, ‘intermediate or medium in size, quantity, etc.’ The word mean 
is additionally used in the idiom no mean sth, meaning ‘of high quality’, e.g. My sister is no mean actress.

These definitions show how meanings of words differ depending on different factors – parts of speech they belong 
to, and relations to other words and contexts. These examples also illustrate the interdependence of semantics and other 
linguistic levels. Although the word meaning has a number of distinct meanings, the most relevant use for language 
learners can be found in sentences such as What does ‘ambiguity’ mean9?

9	 For an extensive discussion on different types of meanings, see Lyons (1996).
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3.3 DIFFERENT TYPES OF MEANING 

Once the difference between sense and reference has been established, it is important to delineate the scope of lexical 
semantics. The focal area of lexical semantics is the study of word meaning. Words can have different aspects of meaning, 
and various relations in meanings among words can be established. 

In terms of different aspects of word meanings, several types are usually distinguished and described in pairs:

}  lexical and grammatical meaning
}  referential and emotive meaning
}  concrete and abstract meaning
}  literal and figurative meaning
}  denotative and connotative meaning

3.3.1 LEXICAL AND GRAMMATICAL MEANING

Lexical meaning refers to the meaning of a word as it is described in a dictionary. Collins Dictionary (1995) defines 
lexical meaning as "the meaning of a word in relation to the physical world or to abstract concepts, without reference 
to any sentence in which the word may occur".

On the other hand, grammatical meaning describes a word in grammatical terms, namely by its function within a 
sentence. 

In order to understand the differences between lexical and grammatical meanings of words, it is necessary to make 
a distinction between lexical and function words. Lexical classes of words – nouns, adjectives, verbs and most adverbs 
have both lexical and grammatical meanings, while function or functional words (or functors) – articles, prepositions, 
conjunctions, some adverbs, auxiliary verbs and pronouns have grammatical meaning as a more dominant one. Their 
primary function is focused on grammatical relationships within a sentence. Therefore, function words are very problematic 
to explain and their lexical meanings are difficult to define because they do not have any referent. 

Even though grammar and semantics are two distinct linguistic branches, they are closely related to each other, and 
the areas of their studies overlap. Words belong to certain classes, and as members of these classes, they possess meanings 
which are characteristic for the class they belong to. They get into combinations with other words in longer stretches 
composed of words – phrases, syntagms, sentences and texts. 

In English, grammatical meaning is usually associated with grammatical categories such as number, gender, tense, 
aspect, voice and various roles function words have. To get a better insight into the notion of grammatical meaning, the 
following examples are provided and they illustrate grammatical meanings of nouns and verbs. 

Traditionally speaking, nouns are defined as words used to designate people, things or other entities. The commonest 
grammatical meanings which are associated with nouns in English are gender and number. For example, the word chair 
has a lexical meaning which can be described as ‘a seat for one person that has a back, usually four legs, and sometimes 
two arms’. It also has grammatical meaning – in terms of countability, it can be defined as a countable noun. This information 
implies that the word can be used both as a singular and plural form in a sentence. 

Verbs are often defined as words used to describe an action, state or occurrence, and they represent the main part 
of predicate. The most important grammatical meanings of the English verbal system are tense, aspect and modality. A 
more detailed description of grammatical meaning will be provided in Chapter 8.
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3.3.2 REFERENTIAL AND EMOTIVE MEANING

Unlike emotive meaning, which is characterised by an emotion involved on the part of a speaker or listener when 
using certain words, referential meaning does not produce any emotion. Referential meaning is also known as 
"cognitive" or "conceptual" meaning. Referential meaning can be found in dictionaries, it is neutral and does not 
depend on context or the thoughts and emotions of those involved in a communicative situation. However, the referential 
meaning of the same word can vary depending on the context wherein it is used. Emotive meaning is not easy to define 
because it can be context- and culture-dependent. 

The distinction between referential and emotive meaning can be illustrated with a group of words which share the 
same referential meaning – ‘with little flesh on the bones (of the body)’. These words are as follows: thin, slender, skinny 
and scrawny. However, although all these words share the same referential meaning, they differ in the emotive meanings 
they possess – from the neutral one in case of the word thin, through a very positive emotive meaning of the word slender 
‘thin and delicate, often in a way that is attractive’, to a somehow negative emotive meaning of the word skinny ‘very thin’ 
and a rather negative emotive meaning of the word scrawny ‘unpleasantly thin, often bones showing’.

A rather challenging task is imposed on translators if there is no adequate word in the target language which bears 
the same emotive meanings a word can have in the source language, especially if cultural differences are more evident.

3.3.3 CONCRETE AND ABSTRACT MEANING

The main distinction between concrete and abstract meaning refers to the referent. If the referent has physical 
characteristics and appearance, the word denoting it has concrete meaning. On the other hand, if a word relates to an 
abstract notion, it has abstract meaning. 

3.3.4 LITERAL AND FIGURATIVE MEANING

Apart from literal meaning of words, much attention has been paid to the figurative use of language. Literal meaning 
involves the basic meaning of words, formally accepted meaning without any additional, figurative or metaphorical 
meanings. If this conventional meaning changes due to various processes, and gains secondary, metaphorical meaning, 
we talk about figurative meaning.

The following pair of sentences illustrates the distinction between literal and figurative meaning of the word head:

(1) He hurt his head. 
(2) He is the head of the company.

The word head has literal meaning in the first sentence, while the usage in the latter illustrates secondary, metaphorical 
or figurative meaning.

The distinction between literal and non-literal meaning leads to the extension of meaning which is closely related 
to metaphor and metonymy. Metaphor and metonymy are traditionally studied as rhetorical and stylistic devices, but 
within cognitive linguistic theoretical framework, they gain more importance as cognitive processes. One of the main 
proponents of the cognitive approach to the study of extensions of meaning is George Lakoff (1980), an American 
cognitive linguist and philosopher. He attributed cognitive aspect to the concept and study of metaphors, and, among 
other linguists, he also promoted generative semantics, as a response to Chomsky’s generative syntax.
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3.3.5 DENOTATIVE AND CONNOTATIVE MEANING

The commonest classification of meaning, found in scientific studies and everyday communication, is that of denotation 
and connotation. Denotative meaning is the basic, general meaning of a word. It is explicit and neutral, as defined and 
explained in dictionaries. When we want to get the basic clarification of the meaning of a word, the sentence What does 
this word denote? can often be heard.

Unlike denotative meaning, connotative meaning is secondary, derived, dependent on culture, a person or a situation. 
It is usually implicit and emotional. When we want to get additional meaning, not explicitly implied by the denotative 
meaning of the word, the question What is its connotation? can be asked (Bugarski, 1996).

Thus, by comparing the adjectives elated, happy and manic, it can noticed that they all share the same sememe ‘happy’. 
However, the adjective happy denotes the basic, general meaning, while the other two adjectives have additional, conno-
tative meanings – positive in case of the adjective elated or negative in case of the adjective manic.

Another example demonstrating the difference between denotative and connotative meanings can be illustrated with the 
following set of words: group, team, clique. All these words share the same denotative meaning, but differ in connotation:

- the word group has a neutral meaning, denoting ‘a number of people or things that are put together or considered as a unit’.
- The word team has the same denotative meaning as the word group, but it also has a secondary, additional meaning 

– ‘refers to people working together as a group in order to achieve something’. This additional meaning adds a 
positive meaning to the word.

- The word clique also refers to a group of people, but, unlike the word team has a negative connotative meaning – 
‘who spend their time together and do not welcome other people into that group’.10 

3.4 ADDITIONAL REMARKS ON MEANING

The explanations and definitions of different types of meanings stated in the previous section show that many of 
the aforementioned types of meanings correlate to each other and share the same characteristics. They are often used 
synonymously by certain authors. Thus, referential meaning is often concrete and denotative, while emotive meaning 
can be connotative, abstract and figurative.

The last remark shows that there are various overlapping names in semantics terminology, and these quite often 
lead to confusion and ambiguity. Many terms are used as synonyms by different authors, while others make specific 
distinctions and define these terms differently. For the sake of clarity and straightforwardness, an approach is adopted 
to define basic concepts in simple terms, without getting into further discussions and explanations which could add to 
complex nature and subtle differences of these concepts, as suggested by different authors. 

Understanding various aspects and complexities of meaning is not only important in understanding the conveyed 
message, but it also has a significant role in translation theory and translation practice. Translation theory draws findings 
and conclusions from the theory of meaning, specifically in cases one has to deal with the following issues related to the 
nature of translation: translatability/untranslatability and translation equivalents. Anyone who has ever experienced any 
translation practice knows how complex this process is, particularly when it comes to the issues whether something is 
possible to translate from the source into the target language or not – or if it is possible, how accurate the item becomes 
when translated into the target language, etc.

The difficulties arising when translating certain lexical items are obvious when these items are culturally dependent. 
A very illustrative example supporting this statement can be observed in David Crystal’s talk about World Englishes11. He 
mentions the problem of understanding the idiom Clapham Junction in the sentence "Oh, God, it was like Clampham 
Junction over there" by anyone who is not British, or is not familiar with the busiest railway station in the south of Lon-
don. Even though we find the real meaning and understand the sentence as "It was chaos over there", the question arises 
how to translate it.

10	 Definitions taken from Cambridge Online Dictionary (https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/)
11	 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2_q9b9YqGRY&t=387s.
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3.5 COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS

Analogously to phonemes and morphemes, which are basic units of phonology and morphology, respectively, a 
sememe is the basic unit of semantics. All the aforementioned types of meanings imply the complexity of meanings a 
word can have. Therefore, it is difficult to talk about unique meaning of a word, but rather a group of different components 
of meanings, or building blocks. These semantic components are also called semantic distinctive features, and they can 
be analysed by componential analysis. 

Componential analysis, or semantic decomposition, allows words to be defined through their minimal semantic 
features. Componential analysis can be illustrated in the following way: the semantic features ‘human’, ‘male’ and ‘adult’ 
can be used to define various lexemes, such as ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘girl’, ‘boy’, etc. For example, a ‘woman’ can be defined as 
[+human], [-male], [+adult], or a boy as [+human], [+male], [-adult]. 

Componential analysis uses semantic components to define the meaning of a word. Semantic components can be 
identified by the comparison of semantic characteristics and relations that exist within sets of words. 

Another example illustrating how componential analysis works can be shown with the following words: wife, husband, 
spinster, bachelor – they show the presence or absence of the semantic components [adult], [male], [married], and, thus, 
each of these can be represented as:

- wife: [+adult], [-male], [+married],
- husband: [+adult], [+male], [+married],
- spinster: [+adult], [-male], [-married],
- bachelor: [+adult], [+male], [-married].

The above examples show that componential analysis can be viewed as a kind of semantic analysis, or semantic 
decomposition, used to identify semantic components of a word. 

The idea of applying componential analysis to the examination of the meanings of words can be traced back to European 
structuralism, particularly to the work of Louis Hjelmslev, who was a Saussure’s disciple. He applied the principles of 
componential sound analysis to the analysis of meanings at the level of a lexeme. 

A significant contribution to the development of componential analysis of meaning came from American anthropology 
and the study of kinship relations. 

Componential analysis was further developed and modified within transformationalist model, and the principles 
and methods arising from the syntactic theory contributed to the study of meaning and meaning components. Although 
various approaches to componential analysis differ in views and principles when applied in the semantic analysis, they 
all share the same premise – the meaning of a word is made up of smaller, more rudimentary units of meaning.

When a group of words share some semantic features, it is said that they belong to the same semantic field. 
A semantic field refers to a specific subject matter, such as seasons, parts of the day, animals, colours, etc.12 As a part of 
a semantic field, words are related by meaning, and importantly, not all words have the same status, which accounts for 
various relations among them. This issue will be discussed in detail in the next two chapters.

The use of componential analysis of meaning can help us determine paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations better. 
It is also helpful in translation – to rely on certain semantic components and, accordingly, find the most appropriate 
translation equivalent. On the other hand, the drawback of componential analysis lies in the fact that such analysis is 
restricted to certain lexical fields, and cannot be applied to all lexical items.

12	 For the explanation of componential analysis and semantic fields, see Lyons (1996).
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Chapter 3: Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background 

Task 1. Answer the questions.

1. Is there any difference between sense and reference?
2. Explain the notions of utterance, sentence and proposition.
3. What does the Semantic Triangle include?
4. What types of meaning are recognised within semantics?

Task 2. Say whether the following statements are true or false.

a. The notion of proposition is related to the notion of truth.
b. Reference is a concept of meaning referring to relationships inside language.
c. Emotive meaning can be connotative, abstract and figurative.
d. Componential analysis can be applied to all lexical items.
e. All authentic performances of Hamlet begin with the same sentence.
f. All authentic performances of Hamlet begin with the same utterance.

Part 2. Application of theory

Exercise 1. Disscus the following uses and meanings of the word "mean" and explain how they differ.

a. What does ubiquity mean?
b. What does the word plane mean in the sentence He introduced a new plane in the whole organisation of the process?
c. What does she mean when she says "I know what my parents want"?
d. I didn’t mean to tell her the truth.
e. The figures mean that we need to reconsider our initial decision.
f. When I say that I will act differently next time, I mean it.
g. If we want to get there on time, it means leaving the house soon.
h. His attention means a lot to me.
i. I don’t like him – he’s too mean, and I always feel uncomfortable around him.
j. He never buys his friends presents – he is so mean.
k. He is a mean guitar player.
l. The mean of 4, 5 and 6 is 5.
m. Speaking in front of everybody was no mean achievement. 

Exercise 2. Choose which synonymous word best fits in each sentence.

a. skinny, thin, slender
1. You should eat more – you are _______________.
2. I wish I looked like her – she is so _____________.
3. He definitely needs to consult a doctor, he is so __________.
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b. babe, darling, girl
1. "I’ll get back soon, __________. I hope you and the kids will be still awake when I get home."
2. "Trust me, she is a total _________."
3. She is the ___________ of my life.

Exercise 3. Analyse the following set of words: 

plump, chubby, fat, rotund.

Q: What do they have in common? How do they differ?

Exercise 4. What type of meaning do we refer to in the following statements?
a. the word love is an uncountable noun.
b. The word trunk can be defined as "the thick main stem of a tree, from which its branches grow". 
c. My heart was in my mouth when I heard my name pronounced.

Exercise 5. Analyse the following set of words. Decide which of them have positive, negative or neutral connotative meaning.
a. economical, cheap, frugal
b. jabbering, talkative, conversational
c. easygoing, relaxed, half-hearted
d. selective, picky, meticulous
e. decrepit, vintage, old
f. courageous, conceited, confident

Exercise 6. Analyse the following words using the principle of componential analysis:
a. grandfather, grandmother
b. chicken, rooster
c. stallion, mare

Exercise 7. Which of the following statements refer to utterance and which to sentence?
a. It is an act of saying.
b. It is a string of words combined together by a grammatical rule.
c. "If I were you, I wouldn’t say a word about the incident."
d. If I were you, I wouldn’t say a word about the incident.
e. It can be grammatical, or grammatically incorrect.
f. It is spoken.
g. It is specified by time, place, speaker, or occasion. 
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LEXICAL SEMANTICS – Part 1

}	 Semantic characteristics of individual words
}  Polysemy
}  Change of meaning
}	 Semantic narrowing and semantic widening
}	 Metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche
}	 Hyperbole and litotes
}	 Degeneration and elevation
}	 Shift in meaning
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CHAPTER 4: LEXICAL SEMANTICS – Part 1

4.1 LEXICAL SEMANTICS – INTRODUCTORY NOTES  

Lexical semantics is a branch of semantics studying the meaning of words. The main phenomena studied within 
lexical semantics can be broadly separated into two main areas:

1. internal semantic characteristics of individual words, and
2. semantic relations existing between/among words within a vocabulary of a language.

The first domain is concerned with topics such as polysemy, metonymy, metaphor and prototypes, while the 
second is dominated by studies related to lexical fields, lexical relations, conceptual metaphor and metonymy. These two 
approaches to lexical semantics can be referred to as "onomasiological" (concerned with the meanings a single word 
can have) and "semasiological" (relating to the semantic relations existing between/among words).

4.2 SEMANTIC CHARACTERISTICS OF INDIVIDUAL WORDS 

Words have their own individual meanings. These meanings can be of different types, and they are usually categorised 
in opposition, as pairs of meanings, such as lexical and grammatical, referential and emotive, concrete and abstract, 
literal and figurative, and denotative and connotative meanings. These meanings were described in the previous chapter.

The basic starting point in semantics is to establish the meanings a word can have. The main concept of meaning of 
a single word in lexical semantics relates to the notion of polysemy.

4.2.1 POLYSEMY

If a word has more than one meaning, we talk about polysemy. A polyseme is a word with  multiple meanings (πολύ-, polý-, 
meaning "many" and σῆμα, sêma, meaning "sign"). The adjective forms used to refer to polysemy are called polysemous 
or polysemic. When a word exhibits only one meaning, it represents the case of monosemy. Monosemous words usually 
belong to technical register, and they do not cause any ambiguity in language13.

Let’s have a look at the following set of sentences which contain the word paper, and the meanings of the word which 
are provided in the brackets.

(a)	 I wrote the note on a piece of paper. (‘a thin material made from wood’)
(b)	 I read the news in the local paper. (‘newspaper’)
(c)	 I had to show the papers to the police officer. (‘documents, papers’ – plural form)
(d)	 In this paper we focus on lexical semantics. (‘a piece of writing on particular subject’).

Although the word paper has different meanings in all the above examples, these meanings are somewhat related, 
and contain similar semantic features. This means that it is possible to find some semantic correlation existing between 
different meanings of one and the same word. 

13	 See Murphy (2010).



36 English Semantics

Another illustration of polysemic word used in context can be shown with the word walk in the following sentences:

(a)	She needed some fresh air and decided to walk back home. (Walk means ‘to move’.)
(b)	It was getting dark and she felt uncomfortable. Luckily, her friend offered to walk her home. (The verb walk is 

transitive in this sentence, and it means ‘to walk someone’; it can also have an additional semantic feature ‘to walk 
someone with the aim to protect’.)

(c)	He felt tired, but he had to go out to walk the dog. (The verb walk is also transitive in this sentence, but the object 
it takes implies pets.)

(d)	If they don’t find the evidence, the accused will just walk. (Walk means "to leave the court as innocent".)

Other examples illustrating polysemy in English are given below, and the meanings provided for each word show 
the semantic relatedness existing between them:

(a)	 monitor – ‘a pupil who assists a teacher’, ‘a device that receives video signals from a computer’;
(b)	 leech – ‘a bloodsucking worm’, ‘a hanger-on, a sycophant’;
(c)	 horn – ‘a structure projecting from the head of an animal’, ‘a musical instrument’;
(d)	 pilot – ‘one who operates an aircraft or ship’, ‘a television program produced as a prototype of a series’.

The examples of polysemic words in English are numerous. A mere look in any dictionary will support this statement 
and show that one word can have a variety of definitions and explanations. What characterises English vocabulary is 
the notion that many words (according to some estimates even more than 40%) have more than one meaning, which 
makes it difficult for language learners to understand and use English words in different contexts. The phenomenon 
of polysemic words results from various semantic changes which usually just add new meanings to the existing words, 
thus making the meanings of single words more complex and multifaceted.

4.2.2 CHANGE OF MEANING

One of the inherent characteristics of language is that it is constantly changing, and semantic change is an indispensable 
part of language evolution. Words change their meaning over time. There are various reasons why these changes occur, 
and there are also different types of changes of meaning. Generally speaking, a word can change its meaning and develop 
a new meaning, or lose the old one, following different directions – towards a more specific or generalised, metaphorical, 
improved, derogated, or some other type of meaning. 

The most widely accepted classification of semantic change was introduced and described by the American linguist 
Leonard Bloomfield in 1933. He proposed the following types of changes in meaning: 

}	 narrowing, 
}	 widening, 
}	 metaphor, 
}	 metonymy, 
}	 synecdoche, 
}	 hyperbole, 
}	 litotes, 
}	 degeneration, 
}	 elevation14.

14	 Palmer, 1981: 8.
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4.2.2.1 SEMANTIC NARROWING

Semantic narrowing is a type of semantic change – a word changes and becomes more narrowed in meaning. This 
process of semantic change is also known as restriction or specialisation. 

The development of the semantic characteristics of the word meat illustrates the example of semantic narrowing. 
Namely, in Old English the word mete meant food, but in time, the meaning was specialised to only one type of food – 
processed animal flesh. This can be illustrated in the following way:

	 OE mete ‘food’ → MnE meat ‘the flesh of mammals used as food’15

Still, in modern English, the word sweetmeat (a small piece of sweet food), although old-fashioned, retains the 
original meaning of the word meat. This shows how amazing, but at the same time complex and unpredictable, the 
change of meaning can be. 

Some other examples illustrating semantic narrowing are:

	 OE wif ‘woman’  → MnE wife ‘a married woman’
	 OE steorfan ‘to die’ → MnE starve ‘die or cause to die from lack of food’
	 OE hund/hound ‘dog’ → MnE hound ‘any of several breeds of dogs used for hunting’

By comparing the original meanings of the above-mentioned words and the meanings they have today, it can be 
noticed that the process of semantic narrowing happened when only one semantic feature of the word was emphasised 
and the word retained only that specific meaning.

4.2.2.2 SEMANTIC WIDENING

The opposite process of narrowing is semantic widening, also termed broadening or generalisation. In time, the 
meaning of words can become more generalised and used in more contexts. 

The example which illustrates the process of widening is the word business. At first, it meant ‘being busy’, a derived 
noun from the adjective busy, while, in time, it got additional meanings, and, nowadays, it includes different meanings 
referring to work.

Some words, such as novice or doctrine were used only in contexts related to religion. As a result of semantic widening, 
today, these words can be used, with the same or similar meanings, but in a wider scope of contexts.

Today, by using the plural form ‘guys’ both males and females can be addressed. However, its original meaning re-
ferred only to male company.

The word horn used to mean only ‘outgrowths on the heads of cattle, antelopes, sheep, etc’, while its meaning extended, 
and today the word horn has the following meanings:

	 - ‘any hornlike projection or process’,
	 - ‘an object resembling a horn in shape’,
	 - ‘a primitive musical instrument’,
	 - ‘any musical instrument consisting of a pipe or tube of brass’16.

The last example illustrates how semantic changes can affect single words and expand their original meanings and 
usages, and it also shows that the roots of polysemy can be found in the process of semantic widening. 

15	 Collins English Dictionary
16	 These definitions are taken from Collins English Dictionary.
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4.2.2.3 METAPHOR

As mentioned earlier in the coursebook, metaphor and metonymy are traditionally studied as rhetorical and stylistic 
devices. However, in historical linguistics, they are defined as semantic changes.

Metaphor is perceived as a semantic change, the one which occurs as a result of some similarity between the original 
and the target concept the word refers to. Through metaphor, some qualities are transferred from a source idea or object 
to a target idea or object. When a word is used metaphorically, the comparison with the source concept is implicit, and 
can lead to confusion if taken literally. 

For example, when we say Mark is a lion, we do not refer to the animal, but the characteristic of a lion – being fearless 
and courageous. 

Examples in everyday language abound in metaphorical uses. Such an example illustrating metaphor is observed 
in the sentence You are my sunshine, whereby the word sunshine has a changed, metaphorical meaning. This example 
also shows an aspect of metaphor of paramount importance – abstract concepts are by cognitive tools made to be more 
concrete, accessible and comprehensible.

4.2.2.4 METONYMY

Metonymic processes play an important role in semantic changes. When a word is used to refer to something closely 
associated with the concept that the word in its basic meaning refers to, the process is called metonymy. Metonymy 
relies on an association existing between two concepts, and unlike metaphor, there is no transfer of certain qualities 
from one referent to the other, which gets metaphorical meaning. 

If we say The White House made an announcement, we use the phrase the White House to refer to presidential staff. 
Sometimes metonymic processes result in polysemy, and, thus, a word gets additional meanings which could be 

mutually interconnected. This semantic change can be helpful in determining whether a word is polysemic, or whether 
it is the case of two different homonymous words17.

4.2.2.5 SYNECDOCHE 

Closely related to metonymy is synecdoche, which is considered to be a specific type of metonymy. It relies on the 
following proposition: 

	 ‘A’ as a part is used to refer to ‘B’ as a whole.

For example, Let’s open the bubble to celebrate – bubble stands for champagne – we witness the change of meaning 
where bubble, as a part of champagne replaces the whole concept of champagne, and, thus, illustrating synecdoche. 

In other words, synecdoche implies that a word which denotes one thing is used to refer to another one related to 
this word. 

Synecdoche also shows characteristics of personification, and it is commonly used in politics, sport, and spoken 
language. 

4.2.2.6 HYPERBOLE 

Hyperbole and litotes are similar devices which have opposite effects. The first device, hyperbole, is used when one 
wants to exaggerate and add inflated meaning to the basic meaning. 

For example, if we say I have told you a million times that I am not interested, it does not imply the exact number 
of ‘a million’. It means that we want to emphasise the repetition of the verb say – by the use of the word a million we 
exaggerate and, thus, focus on this particular meaning of ‘repetition’. 

17	 The difference between polysemy and homonymy will be discussed in the next chapter.
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4.2.2.7 LITOTES

On the other hand, unlike hyperbole which is used for exaggeration, litotes is the device used for expressing understa-
tement. For example, if someone has broken a leg, and when asked about the pain answers "It hurts a bit" – this statement 
illustrates understatement, because this injury involves excruciating pain, not to be described by the quantifier a bit. 

Another difference between hyperbole and litotes involves the absence or presence of irony. In case of hyperbole, 
there is no irony, the intended meaning, although exaggerated, is obvious. For example, if we say "I can’t go with you, I 
have a ton of homework", we just want to add the emphasis on how much we are busy. However, in case of litotes, there 
is always a subtle message underlying the statement which includes some ironic attitude. The subdued tone of the state-
ment requires a more careful interpretation of this additional element. Many stereotypical jokes describing habits and 
cultures of certain groups of people and nationalities rely on the use of understatement.

Understatement implies that something is considered to be less important or serious than it actually is. The following 
examples illustrate the usage of the word understatement in contexts:

	 ~ "To say that her resignation was a shock would be an understatement – it caused panic."
	 ~ "It didn't go well?"
	    "That's the understatement of the year/decade/century. It was a disaster."18

Understatement is common in the English language, and is a part of the British cultural milieu. 

4.2.2.8 DEGENERATION

Words can change their meaning in such a way that, over time, they gain negative connotations. This semantic change 
is known as degeneration. 

The example of this semantic change can be illustrated with the word accident. At first, it meant a ‘chance event’ (hence 
the adverb accidentally), but, over time, it gained negative connotation associated with something bad that happens and 
causes damages or injuries. 

4.2.2.9 ELEVATION

The opposite process of degeneration is elevation, when a word gains a more positive meaning than it originally had.
The examples illustrating this semantic change are the intensifiers terribly and awfully, both having the same meaning ‘very’. 

	 e.g. The story is terribly exciting.
	         I’m awfully sorry.

4.2.2.10 THE SHIFT IN MEANING

If a word comes to mean something absolutely new, losing its original meanings, this represents the shift in meaning. 
A classic example illustrating the shift in meaning is the word gay, which used to mean ‘cheerful’, but now it refers to a 
homosexual person.

4.2.2.11 BORROWING AND THE CHANGE OF MEANING 

Words can be borrowed from other languages, and the process of borrowing can also be followed by the change of 
meaning. This type of change can be illustrated by the modern English word gospel, whose meaning is related to religion. 
However, the literal meaning of the word gospel is ‘a good message’, and this word is a calque or a loan translation 
modelled by the Greek compound εύαγγέλιου (‘evangelium’), composed of two Greek words meaning ‘good’ and ‘message’ 
(Bloomfield, 1963: 169). The original meaning of the Greek compound was ‘good tidings’. This example illustrates the 
unpredictable directions of semantic changes19. 

18	 Taken from Cambridge Online Dictionary.
19	 For a detailed description of semantic change, see Stockwell (2006).



40 English Semantics

Chapter 4: Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background 

1. What does lexical semantics study?
2. What is the difference between onomasiological and semasiological approach to meaning?
3. What is polysemy?
4. Semantic change is a natural process in language evolution. True/False
5. Semantic _____________ is a type of semantic change when a word changes and becomes more narrowed in 

meaning. This process of semantic change is also known as _________or _____________.
6. The opposite process of narrowing is ________________________.
7. How is metaphor defined?
8. What does metonymy rely on?
9. ________________ is used when we want to exaggerate, and __________ for understatement.
10. The opposite process of degeneration is _____________. 

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Analyse the following sentences.
a. I wrote the note on a piece of paper. 
b. I read the news in the local paper.

Compare the  words in bold and answer the questions.
}	 What do they have in common?
}	 How do they differ?

2. Identify the type of meaning the words in bold have in the following pairs of sentences.
a. Mark used to work for a local newspaper.
b. I rarely read daily newspapers.

c. My dog wagged her tail when I dragged her out for a walk.
d. A yellow car has been tailing me for a while.

3. What type of semantic change can be identified in the words in bold in the following sentences?
a. America votes in spring.
b. I have four hungry mouths to feed for the weekend.
c. Her tears were river flowing down her cheeks.
d. The head of the company refused to talk about the salary increase with the employees.
e. You cannot use an alibi for being late – you should have left home earlier.
f. I am starving. 
g. It is a silly question – I don’t want to answer it.
h. The nurse elevated the foot of the bed.
i. Ancient Egypt is believed to be one of the first cradles of civilisation.
j. She ate a mountain of pop corn.
k. The sandwich she made was not inedible.
l. The Modern English word holiday used to have a more narrowed meaning – a holy day.
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4. Identify the semantic change present in the following sentences. Explain which element/elements bring(s) about the change.
a. They do not seem the happiest couple in our neighbourhood.
b. The cheesecake was not too bad.
c. Rome is not an ordinary city.
d. Your advice is not useless.
e. We are not as young as we used to be.
f. I cannot disagree with your point of view.

5. The words in bold illustrate examples of various semantic changes. Read the explanations related to the meanings 
these words had in the past, compare them with the meanings they have today, and decide what semantic changes 
these words have undergone.

a. The word guy used to have a rather negative meaning ‘a person of grotesque appearance’. It originated from 
the proper noun Guido (Guy) Fawkes, who was plotting to blow up the English Houses of Parliament.  Over 
time, the word came to mean ‘a man or a boy’. 

b. The word disease, which means ‘illness’, used to mean ‘discomfort’ (cf. dis+ease).
c. The word girl once was used to refer to a young child of either sex.
d. The word dude, which today means ‘guy, person’ first came into use in the nineteenth century and it meant ‘a 

fastidious man, a dandy’.20

Part 3. Discussion

Task 1. Read the extract from Terry Pratchett’s book Lords and Ladies and discuss whether you agree or disagree with the 
ideas expressed in it relating to the use of metaphor.

"Using a metaphor in front of a man as unimaginative as Ridcully was the same as putting a red flag to a bu — the 
same as putting something very annoying in front of someone who was annoyed by it."

(taken from Terry Pratchett: Lords and Ladies)

Task 2. Identify which word/words has/have metaphorical meaning in the following extracts taken from literature, and 
discuss their meaning.

1. "But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!"
(taken from William Shakespeare: Romeo & Juliet)

2. "The parents looked upon Matilda in particular as nothing more than a scab. A scab is something you have to put 
up with until the time comes when you can pick it off and flick it away."

(taken from Roald Dahl: Matilda)

Task 3. Read the text about British understatement and discuss its relevance in British culture.

"Every so often, I ask what people want to know about Britain or the U.S., and every so often they answer. Zipfslaw 
wrote, “I’d love to know how to understand British understatement. Like, I’ve heard that ‘at your earliest convenience’ 
means ‘RIGHT NOW’,’ but I don’t really know how it all works.”

Neither do I, so I went running to my strange friend Dr. Google and found a 2001 Guardian article, which gives a 
memorable example of what happens when the British and non-British try to communicate.

During the Korean War, a British brigadier informed General Soule, his American superior in the U.N. joint command, 
“Things are a bit sticky, sir,”

He meant they were in serious trouble. “His men were outnumbered eight to one, stranded on every side by human 
waves of…attackers…. But Gen. Soule understood this to mean ‘We’re having a bit of rough and tumble but we’re holding 
the line’. Oh good, the general decided, no need to reinforce or withdraw them, not yet anyway."

(Retrieved from https://notesfromtheuk.com/2017/01/20/british-understatement/)

20	 Definitions taken from The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology (2003).
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LEXICAL SEMANTICS – Part 2

}	 Semantic relations between/among words
}	 homonymy
}	 synonymy
}	 oppositeness
}	 hyponymy
}	 meronymy
}	 taxonomy
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CHAPTER 5: LEXICAL SEMANTICS – Part 2

5.1 SEMANTIC RELATIONS BETWEEN WORDS

In the previous chapter, different types of meanings single words can have were described. Lexical semantics is also 
concerned with semantic relations which exist between/among words. Namely, different semantic relations can be esta-
blished between/among words, and these words form pairs and groups related to each other through some semantic 
characteristic. The main aim of this chapter is to describe various types of semantic relations that exist between/among 
words. These semantic relations include: 

}	 homonymy, 
}	 synonymy, 
}	 oppositeness, 
}	 hyponymy, 
}	 meronymy and 
}	 taxonomy21. 

5.2 HOMONYMY

Homonyms are words which have the same form, or pronunciation, but different meanings.  The semantic relation 
established between these words is called homonymy. For example, there are two distinct lexemes – bear, a noun meaning 
‘an animal’, and bear, the verb meaning ‘to carry’, which have the same form and pronunciation, but have completely 
different meanings, and even belong to different parts of speech. 

Within the notion of homonymy, two distinct types are distinguished – homographs and homophones. If two or 
more words sound the same, they are called homophones, and if they have the same spelling, they are called homographs. 
In both cases, they have unrelated meanings.

Homographs are words that have the same spelling, though their pronunciation can differ. The example of a homograph can 
be illustrated by the lexemes tear /teə/ - meaning ‘to rip’ and tear /tɪə/ - meaning ‘drops of liquid coming out of your eyes’.  

The example of a homophone can be illustrated by the lexemes knight – meaning ‘a man given a rank of honour’, and 
night – meaning ‘a part of the day’. 

A more restricted definition of homonymy implies that real homonyms differ in both spelling and pronunciation. 
The adjective homonymous can be used to describe words which share the same form but different meanings.

5.2.1 HOMONYMY vs POLYSEMY

Homonymy is often contrasted with polysemy. The task to make a clear distinction between them can pose a challenge 
because it is difficult to determine with certainty whether a single word has different meanings (when talking about 
polysemy), or two or more different words, which have the same form, differ in meaning (homonymy). This ambiguity 
arises from the difficulty to determine whether we deal with one and the same word, or different words which have the 
same form, but different meanings. 

It is not always easy to establish strict criteria for distinguishing polysemy from homonymy because there are many 
instances showing the lack of a clear borderline between the two. Some suggest that our judgment should be applied in 
determining whether the analysed word is a single word which has two or more distinct, but related meanings, or the 
analysed words represent two or more different words, which have the same form or are pronounced in the same way, 
but have unrelated meanings. 

21	 For a detailed description of sense relations, see Lyons (1996) and Cruse (1987).
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Although there is not always a clear line between polysemy and homonymy, in many instances we can rely on the 
following criterion – in case of polysemy, there are certain connections between/among different meanings a word can 
have. These connections are either obvious, or subtle, but they exist. For example, the word wood is polysemic because 
it has different meanings which are related:

	 ~ He was chopping wood all day yesterday.
	 ~ He was walking through the wood all day yesterday.

Another example which illustrates polysemy is the word school. By analysing the meaning of the word school in the 
following sentences, it can concluded that, although the word school has different meanings, there is some common 
semantic feature present in each of the meanings, which can be more or less obvious. 

  
	 ~ My school is located in the suburbs. (‘the building’)
	 ~ Her children love their school. (‘the institution’)
	 ~ My school will go a strike. (‘the teachers’) 
	 ~ Teaching her physics was a hard school for me.  (‘opportunity for learning’).
	 ~ The Prague School of Linguistics… (‘a group of scholars propagating a particular theoretical approach’)

Unlike related meanings established within polysemy, such relatedness in meaning cannot be established with 
homonyms. For example, the word bank has two completely unrelated meanings, and, thus, can be treated as two different 
words which have the same form and sound the same.

	 ~ I had to go to the bank and open a new account.
	 ~ I spent the whole day lying by the bank, enjoying peace and quiet of the surrounding nature.

However, there are cases when it is difficult to differentiate polysemy from homonymy. This distinction can be addi-
tionally challenged due to various diachronic changes. Namely, owing to the change of meaning, once polysemic words 
are today considered to be homonyms, because the historical link between these words has been lost, and only those 
interested in etymology can see the link between the meanings and consider them as polysemous words. The examples 
which illustrate this change are as follows: gentle – genteel, flower – flour, metal – mettle, of – off, petty – petite, genre 
– gender (Stockwell, 2006: 148). Each of these pairs originates from the same word, but, over time, they differentiated 
their meanings and became two separate lexical items.

One of the ways to solve this ambiguity is to look at the history and the development of these words and rely on 
etymology – namely, the polysemic senses of a word are etymologically related to the same original source word. Other 
helpful clue is to consult dictionaries – depending on the way dictionaries are compiled, the same dictionary entry can 
refer to polysemic words, and separate entries can be indicative of different words which have different meanings, but 
the same forms – examples of homonyms. 

Polysemous and homonymous words can pose a challenge for non-native speakers. Being aware of the existence of 
both polysemous and homonymous words in English helps a learner understand the complex nature of word meanings. 
If we come across polysemous words for the first time in certain contexts, they are easier to understand (provided we 
know one of the meanings of the word). On the other hand, homonymous words demand a more careful attention, we 
need to check their meaning in dictionaries – sometimes the meanings of these words are overlooked, because we are 
already familiar with some meaning, and do not spot these words as unfamiliar, especially in reading. These subtleties 
in meaning usually belong to the higher CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference) levels – B2 or C. 

For example, the word drop means ‘to fall or allow something to fall’ (He dropped the phone while he was trying to 
lace his shoes), and according to Cambridge Online Dictionary, this meaning is defined to belong to B1 level. On the 
other hand, the verb drop can also mean ‘to become available for people to buy, listen to or watch, especially using the 
internet’ (She is excited because her new solo is about to drop), and this meaning belongs to a more proficient language use.
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5.3 SYNONYMY– INTRODUCTORY NOTES

The semantic relation established between words which have the same or similar meaning is called synonymy. The 
adjective synonymous can be used to describe different words which share the same or similar meanings. There are 
numerous examples of synonymy within the English language, and the following sets of words are just some which 
illustrate this semantic relation: allure/lure/attract/entice, or complain/grumble/moan/whine. 

Although much has been written about synonymy by linguists and grammarians, the satisfactory and straightforward 
definition of this phenomenon still remains elusive and incomplete. One of the reasons lies in the complex nature of 
meanings a word can have, and others can be found in various uses of the word in particular contexts, registers, dialects, 
by different social groups or individuals. 

5.3.1 DEFINITIONS OF SYNONYMY

The simplest definition of synonymy goes as "the sameness of meaning" (Radford, 1999: 198). It refers to synonymous 
words which have the same denotative meaning, do not show any specific shade of meaning, and can be interchangeable 
in all contexts. However, these synonyms are rare, if existent at all, because many synonyms express similarities rather 
than sameness in meanings, and these may vary in connotation, attitude and emotion, register and style, and also in their 
collocation characteristics. Furthermore, this definition does not provide much information about the complex nature of 
semantic relations which exist between synonymous words, because synonyms do not necessarily have the same meanings. 

Another definition, which is more precise and expands on the previous one, goes as follows – synonyms are words 
which have different forms, but the same, or similar meanings. This definition, often exploited to explain synonymy, 
although more precise than the previous one, still lacks fine shades related to the similarities or sameness of meanings. 
A more specific definition was formulated by Greenbaum, who wrote, "Synonyms are expressions that are identical or 
similar in meaning and that can be used interchangeably in at least one context" (Greenbaum, 1996: 420). 

Cruse defined and explained synonymy in more precise terms, taking into account complex semantic characteristics 
inherent to words. He stated that "Synonyms are lexical items whose senses are identical in respect of ‘central’ semantic traits, 
but differ, if at all, only in respect of what may provisionally be described as ‘minor’ or ‘peripheral’ traits" (Cruse, 1986: 267).

5.3.2 THE COMPLEX NATURE OF SYNONYMY

What characterises synonymy is the complex nature of the semantic relations existing between synonymous words. 
Words can be defined as synonymous, but what makes this relation so complicated is the fact that these words cannot 
be mutually interchangeable in all contexts. They are synonymous in specific senses, and only when these particular 
senses are applicable in the same context can it be said that they are synonymous. 

For example, the words big and large are synonymous when they refer to size or amount – Do you have these jeans 
in a bigger/larger size? However, big can have other meanings, such as ‘older’ – He is my big (older) brother, so the word 
big cannot be replaced with the word large in this context, because they do not share the same denotational sememe. 

Synonyms are numerous in language, English being no exception. However, taking into consideration the aforementioned 
complex nature of synonymy, real synonyms are not that common. Some linguists even claim that real synonymy does 
not exist because there are no words with absolutely the same meaning, used in all contexts interchangeably, with the 
same referential and stylistic values. 

A very glance at any dictionary, especially those specialised, such as thesauri, will support the claim that there are 
no words that have exactly the same meanings in all contexts and registers, used by all people and in all circumstances. 
For example, strong is a synonym of powerful in the sentence Ginger extract has a strong/powerful effect on the immune 
system, but these two words do not have the same meaning in sentences He is a strong man and He is a powerful man.
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Not all synonyms have the same degree of sameness or similarity in meaning – some pairs of synonyms are "more 
synonymous" than others (Cruse, 1986: 265). For example, trachea and windpipe are synonymous, they mean absolutely the 
same, although the first is of Latin origin and belongs to a medical register, while the latter is an English word, generally 
used by people outside medical profession.

5.3.3 THE TYPES OF SYNONYMS

With respect to the above-mentioned characteristics, three types of synonymy can be distinguished:

}	 total or absolute synonymy, 
}	 cognitive or propositional synonymy and 
}	 near-synonymy.

This classification relies on the scale of similarity or sameness which can be established between the synonymous words. 

5.3.3.1 TOTAL OR ABSOLUTE SYNONYMY

If words are considered to be absolutely synonymous, the following criteria need to be fulfilled (Lyons, 2005: 61):
a) all the meanings of these words need to be identical,
b) they need to be synonymous, or interchangeable, in all contexts, and
c) the words are semantically equivalent (have the same meaning in all its dimensions).

Taking into consideration the above-mentioned criteria, it can be concluded that absolute synonymy is very rare due 
to the complexities of meanings a word can have and various contexts it can be used in. 

However, there are many examples which are close to absolute synonymy, and the following pairs can illustrate it: 

start: begin,
hate: loath,
enjoyable: pleasurable, etc. 

Some linguists consider dialectical variations and technical terminology the only instances of absolute synonymy. 
The best examples illustrating this point of view belong to the variants of British and American English, as the following 
pairs of words illustrate: 

rubbish: trash, 
sofa: couch, 
year: grade, 
primary: elementary, 
break: recess, etc. 

Still, it is disputable whether these examples actually represent absolute synonymy because of different contexts and 
registers these words are used in. This issue leads us to another type of synonymy, which is called cognitive synonymy.
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5.3.3.2 COGNITIVE OR PROPOSITIONAL SYNONYMY

As a result of the absence of absolute synonymy in a language, many linguists talk about cognitive synonymy to 
refer to a more precise definition of synonymy, and the synonyms are called cognitive synonyms. In this manner, the 
ambiguity arising from the very nature of synonymy can be avoided. 

Cognitive synonymy is also described as propositional or incomplete synonymy (Lyons, 1981). Cognitive synonyms 
are words which have the same denotative meaning, but can differ in expressive or emotive meaning, style (colloquial 
and formal) and discourse. The examples illustrating cognitive synonymy are:

liberty – freedom
purchase – buy
economical - stingy

Cognitive synonyms can also refer to some expressive characteristics, in other words, characteristics which contain 
certain emotion or attitude. Thus, both father and daddy have the same referent – whether one will opt for the first or 
the second word depends on the emotion on the part of the speaker towards the referent. 

5.3.3.3 NEAR-SYNONYMY

Synonyms which show greater differences in shades of meaning are usually called near-synonyms. They show 
semantic relations which are relatively close in meaning, or have more or less similar meaning. What characterises 
near-synonymy is overlapping of some semantic features.  These features are synonymous to a certain degree, but not 
completely. The following pairs of words illustrate near-synonymy:

mist: fog
dive: plunge
stream: brook

Near-synonymy is also closely connected to the semantic relation of hyponymy, the description and explanation of 
which will be provided later within this chapter.

5.3.4 OTHER CHARACTERISTICS OF SYNONYMY

Compared to other sense relations, in terms of context dependency, synonymy is the most dependent of all. The 
implications arising from this fact are important in language learning, particularly for the development of productive 
language skills, such as speaking, writing and translation, when it is necessary to make the right choice of words in given 
contexts. In order to use and understand lexical items correctly, we also need to have cultural contextualisation, to be 
aware of the register, style (formal or informal) and the discourse wherein the items are used.

For example, if we talk to our friends, we can say It costs 5 quid, while in formal contexts the word quid might be 
inappropriate, and it would be better to use the word pound instead. Or, if a doctor talks to his colleague, he might say 
The patient has been diagnosed with Paroxysmal nocturnal dyspnea. The noun phrase paroxysmal nocturnal dyspnea 
would be completely confusing and incomprehensible to someone who has no medical education, who would 
understand it if simply told ‘breathlessness during sleep’. Even though British and American English words may seem 
perfectly interchangeable for many, one should not be surprised if an American cannot understand where someone 
lives if he hears "I live in a flat".

All these language subtleties resulting from the nature of synonymy contribute to the richness of the English word 
stock, but can also lead to confusions and misunderstandings.
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Synonyms are often used to explain or clarify the meaning of other lexical items which relate to them as their 
synonymous equivalents. When we are not sure about the meaning of some words, we can give explanations by providing 
synonyms for these. For example, when we say This detergent has a detrimental effect on your hands, we can ask What 
does "detrimental" mean?, and give the explanation It means harmful or damaging. In this way, we provide explanations 
for the word which is not familiar to us by its synonymous equivalents we are already familiar with. 

The relationship of similarity between two words is often expressed by the following lexical items or groups of items: 
that is to say, or, in other words, more exactly, and alike. For example, by saying 

He was rather discouraged by the idea, or more exactly, he was demoralised, 
we use two synonymous words – discouraged and demoralised, in the same context to give a clarification of the meaning 
by repeating different words with similar meaning.

5.4 OPPOSITENESS 

The semantic relation established between words which have opposite meaning is called opposition. The relation is 
expressed in binary oppositions – there are two members in a set of opposition. Opposition is often called antonymy – 
however, antonyms have more restricted meanings. 

We are surrounded by words which have opposite meanings in everyday life. Among all semantic relations existing 
between lexical items, antonymy is the easiest one to be understood by ordinary people and those who do not have any 
linguistic knowledge. For example, while crossing a street, we observe whether the traffic lights say go or stop, or while 
entering a shop, we need either to push or pull the door. It is believed that it is in human nature to polarise things in 
contrasts – something is either good or bad, cheap or expensive, easy or difficult, and we are taught these dichotomies 
from our very early childhood. It is believed that it is easier to organise reality and our experience if we define them 
through opposites. Therefore, the semantic relation of antonymy holds a special place in our lives. 

Organising and defining words through their opposites is very common when learning a language. Antonymy is 
typically found in adjectives, but other parts of speech also show oppositeness in meaning: nouns, verbs, adverbs, prepositions 
and conjunctions. The following examples show antonymy in:

adjectives: ignorant: knowledgeable, sociable: introverted
verbs: start: finish, open: close
nouns: friend: enemy, cause: result
adverbs: slowly: fast, often: rarely
prepositions: in: out, under: above
conjunctions: and: but, if: unless

Opposites are formed in two ways: 

}  through the process of lexicalisation – the process of adding words, set phrases, or word patterns to a language, or
}  by word-formation processes

There are numerous examples which illustrate the process of lexicalisation in antonyms, such as good – bad, truth 
– lie, arrive – leave, etc. 

Antonyms are also created by the process of derivation (prefixing and suffixing), by adding prefixes and suffixes, 
respectively. For example, typical adjective forming suffixes which are added to nouns to express the opposite meanings 
are -ful and -less, for example: 

help → helpful: helpless,
use → useful: useless.
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In English, prefixes which are added to words to make their opposites are as follows: un-, in-, im-/ ir-/ il-, dis-, mis-. 
The following pairs of words illustrate oppositeness in meaning:

honest: dishonest, 
practical: impractical, 
approachable: unapproachable, 
appropriate: inappropriate, 
relevant: irrelevant, 
logical: illogical. 

Oppositeness is not a unique concept, and the following types of lexical opposites can be distinguished: 

}  complementary antonyms,  
}  relational antonyms and  
}  graded antonyms.

5.4.1 COMPLEMENTARY ANTONYMS

Complementary antonyms are the easiest to define in terms of oppositeness, because they are rather straightforward 
in their meaning. What characterises complementary antonyms is the absence of gradability – there is no intermediate 
or medium element which could be placed between two complementary antonyms. The following pairs illustrate the 
examples of complementary antonyms: 

	
dead: alive, 
pass: fail, 
right: wrong. 

	
If we accept one term to be applicable to one situation, we deny the applicability of its complementary antonym. If we 

say Tom is alive, it means that Tom is not dead – he can be either alive or dead, there is no adjective with an intermediate 
meaning, something between alive and dead. 

5.4.2 RELATIONAL ANTONYMS

Relational antonyms are similar to complementary antonyms in terms of the absence of gradability, but they differ 
because the existence of one does not exclude the existence of the other. For example, the adverbs above and below 
illustrate a pair of relational antonyms, because if something is below, it cannot be above, but, on the other hand, if it is 
below it presupposes that there must be above as well. They are called relational because they have the relation if-then, 
for example if The photo is above the table, then The table is below the photo. Other examples of relational antonyms are 
as follows: 

verbs: buy: sell, lend: borrow
nouns: husband: wife, servant: master
adverbs: above:below, outside: inside
prepositions: in: out, on: off
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5.4.3 GRADED ANTONYMS

Graded antonyms are antonyms which show a certain degree of gradability. This type of oppositeness can be exemplified 
by the following pairs of adjectives: 

long: short, 
fast: slow, 
easy: difficult. 

These antonyms can be graded either explicitly or implicitly. The use of the antonyms tall and short in the sentence 
Tom is shorter than his brother illustrates explicit gradability, while The short giraffe is a tall animal illustrates implicit 
gradability because giraffes are tall animals, so the latter is not illogical because of this reality, and not grammaticality. 

5.5 HIERARCHICAL SEMANTIC RELATIONS 

Apart from the semantic relations presented in the previous sections, lexical semantics also studies those lexical 
semantic relations which are structured in hierarchical sets and serve as effective organisational mechanisms. Namely, 
lexical items are organised in various hierarchical semantic relations, among which the commonest are:

}  hyponymy, 
}  meronymy and 
}  taxonomy.

5.5.1 HYPONYMY

Hyponymy is a linguistic phenomenon of semantic structuring of words within a hierarchically established group 
of lexical items. It is also defined as a logical relation of inclusion (Škiljan, 1985: 126). Hyponymy as a semantic relation 
includes hyponyms and hyperonyms, or hypernyms. Hyponyms are lexical items which are of a lower hierarchical 
status of a more generic term, hyperonym. A hyperonym is considered to be an umbrella term which includes specific 
examples of it. Hyponyms share with their hyperonyms some semantic characteristic, and are included within them, 
and the relationship between the two can be established with "a type of " formula. Hyponym has a more specific meaning 
than its hyperonym. Hyperonyms belong to a superordinate semantic field, while their hyponyms have their subordinate 
semantic characteristics. For example, apple, pear, grape, plum are all hyponyms of the hyperonym fruit, and this 
hierarchical structuring can be shown with the following diagram:

Diagram 2. The hierarchical structure of words related by hyponymy

     fruit 

 

 

 

  

            apple                     pear                               grape                    plum 
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Hyponymy is typically present in nouns, but other parts of speech also show this semantic relation. For example, 
the verb to walk is a hyperonym of the verbs to hike (‘to walk for a long distance, especially across country’), and to 
stroll (‘to walk in a slow and relaxed way’). All these hyponyms include the semantic characteristic ‘to walk’, but they 
also denote a specific type of walk. 

Words that are hyponyms of the same hyperonym are called co-hyponyms. For example, the semantic field including 
words denoting the blue colour indigo, navy, azure are all hyponyms of the word blue, but they are also co-hyponyms 
because they have the same hierarchical status in relation to the word blue. Co-hyponyms can be related to one another 
by the relation of incompatibility – however, this is not always the case. The given example shows that indigo, navy and 
azure are incompatible, because if something is azure, it cannot be indigo, and vice versa. Nonetheless, there are 
co-hyponyms which can be compatible in some senses. For example, both brother and husband are hyponyms of the 
word man. But, one does not exclude the other – someone can be both a husband and a brother at the same time. 

Hyponymy has more layers, and if a word is a hyponym of its superordinate term, its hyperonym, the same word 
can be a hyperonym of some other subordinate term. For example, the word cat is a hyponym of the word animal, but 
also a hyperonym of the word kitten. 

Hyponymy shows transitive relations, and the following proposition can be applied to support this: 

	 If A is a hyponym of B, and B is a hyponym of C, then A is a hyponym of C. 

Diagram 3 shows an example of the hierarchical semantic relations among the following set of words animal, cat, 
dog, rabbit, leopard, jaguar and panther.

Diagram 3. The hierarchical structure of words related by hyponymy

           animal                  HYPERONYM  

 

  hyponym

 

  

                   

cat   

                          

dog                               rabbit               CO-HYPONYMS

 

hyperonym  

 

   

leopard                 jaguar                            panther               

 

The semantic relations shown in Diagram 3 can be interpreted in the following way:

}  animal is the hyperonym of cat, dog and rabbit
}  animal is also the hyperonym of leopard, jaguar and panther
}  cat, dog and rabbit are hyponyms of animal
}  cat, dog and rabbit are co-hyponyms
}  leopard, jaguar and panther are hyponyms of cat
}  cat is the hyperonym of leopard, jaguar and panther
}  cat is both a hyponym and hyperonym within the semantic field composed of the stated words.

The diagram also shows that the higher levels are more general, while the lower ones are more specific and are 
included in the higher ones. 
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5.5.2 MERONYMY

Another way of classifying lexical items through hierarchical structuring is by establishing semantic relations 
of meronymy. Meronymy denotes part-whole relation between a lexeme which denotes a part and the corresponding 
lexeme which denotes the whole.  The first lexeme is called a meronym, and the latter is a holonym.

The semantic relation of meronymy can be exemplified by the semantic field containing words denoting parts of the 
body. The following diagram illustrates the hierarchical structure of such semantic field.

Diagram 4: The parts of the body meronymy 

                           body  

 

 

head                    neck                        trunk                              arm                       leg                

 

 

   eye      mouth      ear                                                       hand   forearm    elbow  knee   calf    toe  

If we analyse the diagram, analogously to the semantic relations existing among words in hyponymy, the following 
groups of words can be established representing the semantic relation of co-meronymy: 

}  head, neck, trunk, arm and leg,
}  eye, mouth, ear,
}  hand, palm, elbow, and 
}  knee, calf, toe.

These groups of words are called co-meronyms, and they represent sister parts of the lexical field comprising parts 
of the body. 

The human body meronymy shown above illustrates that there is a connection between extra-linguistic hierarchy and 
the corresponding linguistic, lexical hierarchy. However, these two are not identical. The nature of part-whole relation 
is not a straightforward one, and there are different types of semantic relations established within meronymy:

}  necessary or canonical, and
}  optional or facilitative.

Necessary or canonical type refers to a real meronymy, when the relationship between a part and a whole is always 
present. A good example illustrating a canonical meronym is nose (a meronym of face), because nose is always a part of face22. 

On the other hand, if a meronym is an optional part of the whole, this type is called optional or facilitative meronym.  
For example, cushion is a facilitative meronym of chair because it can be a part of a chair, but not necessarily – there are 
chairs without cushions, and cushions can exist separately from chairs.

Meronymy is similar to hyponymy because both of these semantic relations structure lexemes in a hierarchical order. 
The main difference is as follows: hyponymy is a type-of relation, while meronymy is a part-of relation. For example, 
the lexeme skin can be a meronym of the lexeme apple (because skin is a part of an apple), and apple is a hyponym of 
fruit (because apple is a type of fruit).

22	 Degenerative and exceptional cases will be ignored here.
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5.5.3 TAXONOMY 

Another hierarchical organisation of lexical items can be studied within taxonomy. Taxonomy is another sense 
relation which can be perceived as a kind of hyponymy. However, taxonomy has been used not only by linguists but 
other scientists as well, for example, anthropologists, biologists, etc. Sometimes, by using the term ‘taxonomy’ we refer 
to any system of classification and naming. 

The formula we can use to determine taxonomy is the following: 

	 An A is a kind/type of B. 

This formula is also applicable to the semantic relation of hyponymy, and it shows that these two semantic relations 
overlap – therefore, it can be complicated and vague to determine with certainty whether taxonomy or hyponymy is 
at work. Hyponymy encompasses a broader range of relations, and a nice example which can show this difference in 
semantic relations includes the following set of words: sail, crawl and move – sail and crawl are both hyponyms of move, 
but only crawl holds the relation of taxonomy with the word move.



56 English Semantics

Chapter 5 Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background

1. What is homonymy?
2. Explain why synonymy is such a complex issue to be clearly defined.
3. Synonyms can be classified into _____________, ______________ and ______________.
4. What is opposition in semantics?
5. Which types of lexical opposites can be distinguished?
6. Hyponymy as a semantic relation includes lexemes which are of a lower hierarchical status, and lexemes which 

have a more generic meaning. The first are called__________, and the latter ________. 
7. What are co-hyponyms?
8. Finish the proposition which illustates the transitive relations existing within hyponymy: If A is a hyponym of B, 

and B is a hyponym of C, then ____________.
9. What does meronymy denote?
10. Meronymy can be classified into ________ or ________ and ________or ________.
11. Taxonomy can be interpreted as a kind of ______________.

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Use a dictionary to decide whether the following words are the examples of monosemy, polysemy or homonymy.

sheer, adj.
kidney, n.
plane, n.
walk, vb.
mouth, n.

2. Identify the semantic relation between the following pairs of words (homonymy, synonymy, antonymy).

(a) He bought me a book for my birthday. 
(b) He has already booked his summer holiday.

(c) He was baffled. 
(d) The whole situation made him perplexed. 

(e) I don’t like this drink – it’s too bitter. 
(f) I like sweet dessert wines.

(g) He is a member of a rock band. 
(h) He bound the letters with a red band.

(i) It’s so quiet here. 
(j) This street is so noisy at night.

(k) She was lucky to have him by her side. 
(l) She is fortunate to have this job.
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3. Relying on the semantic relation existing between the first pair of words, finish the second pair of words.

(a) stubborn: obstinate → valid: _______
(b) die: dye → stake: _______
(c) sociable: introverted → soft: ________
(d) positive: optimistic → lazy: ________
(e) moan: mown → straight: _______
(f) modest: boastful → safe: _______

4. Choose the best synonymous option(s) to fit the context.

(a)	I think I’m coming down with something. I feel so _____. fragile/weak/frail
(b)	If you want to support your opinion, you need a ______ argument. solid/tough/strong
(c)	Everybody respects him, and he enjoys public praise – he’s such an ________ person. honest/trustworthy/honorable
(d)	The company is experiencing a very _________ period. turbulent/ strong/confusing

5. Complete the spaces by finding one word which fits in all three sentences.

1.a My mother has a _________ garden.
1.b Sales ___________ by 20% over the holidays.
1.c Her art teacher used beautiful shades of ______________ in her painting.

2.a Her points were __________ put.
2.b The cat fell down a ____________. 
2.c The score is ____________ above/below what they hoped for.

3.a The ships ___________ to the bottom of the sea in case of horrible storms.
3.b She wasted her whole weekend – she felt chained to the kitchen _________.
3.c It was a story you could really _________ your teeth into.

4.a The _________ on the receipt was June 4, 2020.
4.b My sister went on a ___________.
4.c He loves ___________ - they are so delicious and sweet.

5.a I’m sorry to ________ it on you, but I’ve been offered another job.
5.b My mother was born in the __________ of 1978.
5.c Over the years the mattress has lost its ____________.

6. Complete the sentences with appropriate words. 

a. The word _________ is a synonym for both "light" and "just".
b. The word _________ is a synonym for both "exhausted" and "hit". 
c. The word _________ is a synonym for both "flame" and "shoot". 
d. The word _________ is a synonym for both "floor" and "tale".
e. The word __________ is a synonym for both "nice" and "penalty".
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7. Replace the underlined word by the most appropriate antonym.

1.a His parents are very mean – they rarely give him any pocket money.
1.b He is very mean – he treats her with disrespect.

2.a As we grow older, we are getting less innocent.
2.b I trust him – I believe he is innocent.

3.a I feel very bitter about your behaviour. 
3.b This dish has a bitter taste.

8. Underline two adjectives in each set of words that have similar meanings.

a. perilous       safe        dangerous       generous       void
b. garrulous      stable      committed      chatty         optimistic
c. full        vacant       professional         empty       inaccurate
d. pleasant        essential       crucial       executive       appropriate
e. comprehensible       comprehensive        humble      modest       clear

9. Identify the hierarchical semantic relations existing between/among the following pairs/groups of words.

lavender, purple, colour
flower, petal
flower, rose, jasmine
cook, roast, fry
branch, tree, twig

10. Choose the best antonyms for the words in bold.

a. hilarious
happy, excited, sad, jovial

b. capricious
steadfast, pedantic, capable, demure

c. shabby
concrete, new, poor, stable

d. accord
music, dissonance, symphony, cacophony

e. hysteria
frenzy, excitement, serenity, sedition



59Lexical Semantics - part 2

11. Analyse the semantic relations among the words given in the diagram. 

 

                      
Food 

 

 

 

 

  soup                                             meat                                              salad  

 

 

 

gazpacho       broth                          lamb          veal                           green       fruit          

12. Draw a diagram which will illustrate the semantic relation of hyponymy of the following set of words: crocodile, 
snake, lizard, animal, reptile, Komodo dragon, chameleon.

13. Draw a diagram which will illustrate the semantic relation of meronymy of the following set of words: root, base, 
word, suffix, prefix, affix.

14. Compare the following set of words:

a. leg, calf, knee, shin
b. chair, cushion, armrest, back

In terms of part-whole relation, can you notice any difference between these two sets?
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SYNTAGMATIC SEMANTIC RELATIONS

}	 Paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations
}	 Collocations
}	 Idioms
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CHAPTER 6: SYNTAGMATIC SEMANTIC RELATIONS

6.1 PARADIGMATIC AND SYNTAGMATIC RELATIONS – INTRODUCTORY NOTES

In semantics, two basic types of sense relations are distinguished – paradigmatic and syntagmatic. In linguistics, 
the distinction between syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations was first introduced with the structuralists. At the 
beginning, these two relations were considered to be contrasting notions. However, a study of lexical structure contains 
both types of relations, and although these two types are clearly defined and distinguished, none of them can be analysed 
and discussed without referring to the other one. In contemporary semantics, paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations 
are viewed as complementary. 

Every lexical item holds two types of relationships – one type refers to the relationship a lexeme has with other lexical 
items which can replace it; the other type refers to the relationship a lexical item gets into with other items within the same 
construction, while combining with other words. The first is called paradigmatic, and the latter syntagmatic relation23. 

The study of paradigmatic relations holds an important place in linguistics. For example, the following pairs of sentences 
show that the underlined words or phrases can be replaced, because they have the same function within the sentences.

1.a She returned home.
1.b My friend returned home.

2.a My friend returned home.
2.b My friend left home.

Another very important aspect of paradigmatic relations refers to the phenomenon of classifying words into various 
categories. 

Regarding semantics, paradigmatic relations exist in synonymy, oppositeness, hyponymy and meronymy. In the 
previous chapter, various aspects of paradigmatic semantics were examined. Paradigmatic semantics studies relations 
among words which refer to selection. These relations have the nature of choice – i.e. the choice which lexical item, 
among those sharing paradigmatic relationships, to use. For example, the lexeme dog holds paradigmatic relations with 
other lexemes, such as cat, parrot, puppy, animal. Thus, we can say I love dogs, and we can replace the lexeme dog with 
any other lexeme belonging to the same semantic field – I love animals, I love puppies, etc.

On the other hand, syntagmatic semantics is concerned with combinations of words. A lexeme combines with other 
lexemes, and they form a syntagmatic relation. For example, the lexeme dog combines with the verb bark, and they form 
the syntagm dogs bark. The lexeme dog can also combine with the indefinite article a, when used in generic meaning. 
Both examples (dogs in plural form, and a dog) illustrate how lexemes are bound together and used in broader syntactic 
formations (syntagms – clauses – sentences), whereby they respect grammatical rules. Syntagmatic relations are not 
selective like paradigmatic. In other words, we do not choose between two lexemes from a semantic field, but combine 
them in broader syntactic formations. The following examples illustrate how syntagmatic relations are formed:

puppy → a cute puppy → A cute puppy barks → A cute puppy barks in the backyard. 

To conclude, paradigmatic relations refer to the relationship a lexeme has with other lexical items which can replace it, 
while syntagmatic relations refer to the relationship existing between/among lexical items, when one word is combined 
with another/other word/words within the same construction.

23	 For differences between paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations, see Cruse (1987).
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6.2 SYNTAGMATIC RELATIONS AND FORMULAIC LANGUAGE 

Single lexemes do not exist only in isolation, but they combine with other lexemes and form constructions such 
as syntagms, clauses and sentences. They also do not bear meaning in isolation, but take their semantic features and 
contribute to the meaning of these syntagmatic formations. 

In order to create and understand these formations, in most cases it is enough just to know the meanings of individual 
lexical items which form a syntagm or a sentence. In such cases, the principle of compositionality is applied, which 
implies that the meaning of a linguistic expression containing two or more words combined together can be inferred 
from the meanings of its constituent elements and rules employed to combine them. 

However, there are cases when the meaning of the whole construction is not a simple sum of the meanings of indivi-
dual lexemes. Furthermore, some lexemes have more restrictions than others in terms of combining with other lexemes 
in syntagms. These issues related to specific lexical combinations belong to the area of formulaic language.

Formulaic language belongs to phraseology and includes speech formulas. It can be defined as "a sequence, conti-
nuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning elements, which is, or appears to be prefabricated: that is, stored 
and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by the language 
grammar" (Gibbs, 2010). These word units are fixed to some extent, and they include:

}	 sayings and proverbs (e.g. A bird in hand is worth two in the bush.)
}	 phrasal verbs (e.g. come down with, look down on, run out of)
}	 formulaic expressions (e.g. at first sight, once upon a time)
}	 binomials – words belonging to the same class, joined together in fixed order by conjunctions and or or (e.g. black 

and white, more or less, wear and tear)
}	 collocations
}	 idioms

In this coursebook the focus will be on the last two types of formulaic language: collocations and idioms.

6.2.1 COLLOCATIONS

A group of words usually found together are called collocations. Collocations can be defined as "frequently recurrent, 
relatively fixed syntagmatic combinations of two or more words" (Bartsch, 2004: 11). They are the proof that linguistic 
organisation does not rely only on syntactic and semantic properties of lexical items, but also on their co-occurrence. 
Some words are usually found together, and, in time, they can become fixed expressions, thus posing constraints on 
other combinations which would be perfectly acceptable both semantically and syntactically. 

To illustrate the nature of these constraints, the meanings of the following set of adjectives will be analysed: wary, 
cautious, chary, circumspect.

	 cautious – ‘not acting quickly in order to avoid risks; careful’
	 wary – ‘careful because you do not completely trust someone or something or are not certain about what you 

              should do’
	 chary – ‘careful and frightened to take risks, or unwilling to take action’
	 circumspect – ‘careful not to take risks’24

If we compare the meanings of these words, we can notice that they all share the same semantic component – 
‘careful’, but differ in some other semantic features. In other words, we can say that these adjectives are synonymous, 
and can be interchangeable in some contexts. However, if we want to combine these adjectives with the noun eye, the 
only combination would be – wary eye. It shows the restrictive nature of collocations, and explains why collocations 
belong to formulaic language.

24	 These definitions have been taken from Cambridge Online Dictionary.
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The English language abounds in collocations. There are various combinations of different parts of speech which 
collocate, and the commonest types in English are the following:

}	 verb + noun, e.g. say a prayer,
}	 adjective + noun, e.g. bright idea,
}	 adverb + verb, e.g. strongly agree/disagree,
}	 prepositional phrase a + noun + of + noun, e.g. a school of fish, a flock of birds,
}	 adjective/adverb + past participle + noun, e.g. a newly born baby.

Even though collocations are characterised by restrictive nature of possible combinations, not all collocations show 
the same restriction range – some are more open, allowing more combinations (e.g. keep to/stick to the rules), and some 
are fixed, such as take a photo, where no word other than take collocates with photo to give the same meaning.

6.2.1.1 THE USE OF COLLOCATIONS

"A study of collocation is highly recommended if you want to make a good impression with your natural and 
accurate use of English."

(O’Dell, F., M. McCarthy, 2017) 

Collocations are used by native speakers intuitively. Due to the recurrent use of collocations, native speakers are 
aware of their existence and they spontaneously use these fixed expressions, and in time, they become automatised in 
their language practice. However, due to the restrictions involved in combinations between words, collocations pose 
a problem for foreign language learners who aim to achieve the proficient level of language use. This is particularly 
challenging for synonymous words which have the same referential meaning but differ in their collocative meanings, 
and, thus, have restrictions when used in certain combinations. For example, the adjectives handsome and pretty are 
synonymous, they have the same referential meaning ‘good-looking’, but they have different collocative meanings when 
combined with the noun woman. Thus a pretty woman means ‘good-looking’ woman, but a handsome woman means ‘a 
woman attractive in a strong way’. 

Since collocations are used spontaneously and intuitively by native speakers, learning collocations will help foreign 
language speakers to:

	 - enhance their vocabulary range,
	 - develop their language competence and
	 - use the language in a more natural and native-like way.

Furthermore, collocations often suggest a particular register, and therefore, one should be aware of the appropriate-
ness of their uses – whether a certain collocation belongs to formal or informal, spoken or written, general, professional 
or academic register. For example, in academic register, the following collocations can be often heard: 

	 current theory, 
	 key issues, 
	 explore thoroughly, 
	 raise awareness, 
	 clarify the point,
	 detailed references, etc. 
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On the other hand, in spoken English we can often hear collocations such as: 

	 badly need, 
	 bored stiff, 
	 pretty awful, 
	 fat chance, etc.

Collocations can also be utilised to replace some commonly used words, to make our speech or writing more expressive 
and varied. For example, instead of using the intensifying adverb very, a range of adverbs, such as highly, utterly, bitterly, 
deeply, ridiculously can be used. The following collocations show these combinations:

	 deeply ashamed,
	 utterly opposed,
	 ridiculously expensive,
	 bitterly disappointed,
	 highly successful.
	
Collocations also add to precision, and their use prevents unnecessary repetition. For example, instead of saying
	
	 It was very cold and very dark,

this sentence can be formulated with more colourful and varied adverbs which collocate with the adjectives cold and dark:
	
	 It was bitterly cold and pitch dark.

6.2.2 IDIOMS

Idioms are an integral part of language. An idiom is defined as a group of words whose overall meaning cannot be 
inferred from the individual meanings of these words. This semantic opaqueness is one of the main characteristics of idioms. 

Another important feature of idioms is a significant constraint in terms of grammar and its rules. Namely, idioms 
are considered to belong to formulaic language. 

The proper and adequate use of idioms in speech shows a certain degree of language fluency, which is particularly 
required at higher levels. It is estimated that there are around 25,000 idiomatic expressions in the English language, and 
they represent ordinary manner of language use on the part of native speakers. Although they are perceived by many 
as mere additions to language expressiveness, aimed to ornament someone’s style in speaking or writing, in cognitive 
linguistics, they are considered to constitute an important expression of thought and cognition.

For a long time, idioms were studied and defined as fixed expressions. This explanation reflects traditional, or standard, 
view of semantics of idioms. However, with the development of cognitive linguistics, and cognitive semantics, 
this traditional view was opposed, and idioms were viewed differently. Consequently, the approach to their study also 
changed. 

The main shift was reflected in the idea that the meaning of most idioms is actually motivated, and it relies on certain 
semantic patterns that had already existed before they gained the status of an idiomatic expression. Cognitive linguists 
(George Lakoff being one of the main proponents) claimed that the roots of motivation for idioms can be found in 
conceptual metaphor, metonymy and conventional knowledge (mainly concerned with the culture of the language)25. 

A traditional view treats idioms as pieces of fossilised language, belonging to formulaic language. As such, they are 
prefabricated, learned and used when needed, without any modifications or productivity mechanisms in terms of 
semantics or grammar. Nevertheless, cognitive linguistics opposes this traditional view that idioms are fixed expressions 
or "dead" metaphors, and approaches the study of idioms relying on the following premises:

25	 For a detailed description of idioms within cognitive framework, see Lakoff (1980).
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}	 idioms express systematic principles
}	 idioms are created as a result of cognitive mechanisms
}	 idioms are motivated
}	 as a result of the above-mentioned processes, idiomatic meaning is formed, it is not random. 

We will put aside these differences in approaches towards the explanation of the nature of idioms, and focus on the 
main characteristics of idiomatic expressions, and how they are perceived in foreign language teaching and learning. 
Idioms pose a great challenge in applied linguistics, and foreign language teachers and learners find the area of teaching 
and learning idiomatic expressions rather demanding. 

Since an idiom has figurative meaning, it is learned by language users as a whole having a unique meaning. In other 
words, idioms are learned as single lexical items which have their own form, meaning and usage. 

Idioms are considered to be complex lexical units, consisting of two or more elements, which semantically behave as 
single words. They cannot be interrupted by non-idiomatic content. For example, the idiom "speak of the devil" means 
that the person who is the subject of a conversation appears at the moment when he/she has just been mentioned. For 
example, if we say

	 Hey Elizabeth, speak of the devil, I was just talking about your new book, 

we cannot change any part of it, or add something to it, such as 

	 Hey Elizabeth, speak about the devil*, or 
	 Hey Elizabeth, speak of the beautiful devil*. 

The words in idioms cannot be rearranged, even when the idiom contains words of equal status, in the syntactic 
relation of coordination. For example, the idiom

	 rain cats and dogs 

can be used only in that order, so we cannot say

	  I’m not leaving the house – it’s raining dogs and cats*. 

Sometimes idioms are composed of words which can be found in other phrases which do not have idiomatic meaning. 
The main test which helps us determine whether a string of words represents an idiom or a phrase can be described in 
the following way: if we can insert a lexical item in the string of words, it can be interpreted as a combination of single 
elements found together which does not have idiomatic meaning. For example, the sentence

	 He pulled his sister’ leg, 

can have both idiomatic (‘to tease someone’) and non-idiomatic meaning, but the sentence

	 He pulled his sister’s right leg, 

has only non-idiomatic meaning – the literal meaning of physical movement and touching and hurting someone’s leg. 
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To determine whether a group of words is an idiom or a non-idiomatic expression, the following criteria can be employed:

•	 the meaning of a non-idiomatic expression is literal, while the meaning of an idiom is figurative. For 
example, the sentence He kicked the bucket can have both idiomatic and non-idiomatic meaning. The first one 
refers to the meaning ‘die’, while the second has literal meaning, meaning "he physically touched and kicked 
the bucket" (an object, a container used to hold liquids).

•	 idiomatic expressions are subject to a limited range of grammatical rules. If we say He kicked the bucket, 
meaning "He died", this sentence cannot be transformed into its equivalent passive construction, while He 
kicked the bucket, conveying the literal meaning can be passive – The bucket was kicked.

The study of the origin of idioms can yield rather surprising findings, and provide explanations for their motivation, 
cognitive mechanisms employed, and cultural background wherein they were created. Many idioms had literal meaning 
at the time when they were created, but, in time, the meaning changed, and the connection with the original roots has 
been lost. There are attempts to trace these origins of meanings. Nonetheless, these analyses are not always reliable, and 
they belong to folk etymology. There are many interpretations of various idioms belonging to the English language, 
some of them are rather interesting, unusual or even bizarre. 	

One of these will be illustrated with the idiom cost an arm and a leg, meaning ‘to be very expensive’. In the past, 
when there were no cameras to record people’s portraits, artists drew and painted people, putting on the canvas only 
their heads, or one arm and the other one behind their back. It is believed that the price of the painting was determined 
by the number of the limbs painted, and thence, if somebody couldn’t afford to have more limbs painted on the canvas, 
they settled for less, so it "cost him/her an arm and a leg". 

Another example is the use of the idiom ABC. This idiom dates back to the 15th century, when the first spelling and 
reading books for children were named ABC. In time, ABC gained metaphorical meanings, and nowadays it means 
‘extremely easy’.

Some idioms are intentionally created to have figurative meaning. A good example which illustrates this phenomenon 
is the idiom break your leg. When we say Break your leg, we actually mean "Good luck" – our intention is completely 
different from what we utter. This idiom can be traced back to the times when people believed that it was bad luck to 
say something aloud if we wished for good results, and, thus, the opposite was uttered so as not to provoke bad spirits 
or bad luck. This superstition is believed to have particularly existed among actors, so this idiom originated in their 
profession, and was uttered before their performance. 

Idioms can pose a challenge not only in foreign language teaching and learning, but also in the process of translation, 
especially when transferring meaning from our mother tongue into the second or foreign language. The adequate translation 
equivalent is not always easy to find, and misinterpretations and wrong decisions can result from discrepancies existing 
between the source and the target language in terms of the existing idioms in these languages. In some cases, similar 
idioms exist in both languages, which makes the choice of translation equivalent easier to make. Such similarity will be 
illustrated with the following idioms in English and Serbian:

	
	 break a leg: ‘slomi nogu’,
	 burn bridges: ‘spaliti mostove’, 
	 break the ice: ‘probiti led’.

There are also idioms which have similar meanings in two languages, but do not contain the same or similar lexical 
items. Still, they contain some elements which could be indicative and helpful for the interpretation of the idiom in 
the source language. Therefore, if we employ some thinking in deciphering them, we can come up with the translation 
equivalent. The examples which illustrate such idioms are:

	
	 be on cloud nine: ‘biti na sedmom nebu’, 
	 to mix apples and oranges:‘mešati babe i žabe’,
	 from A to Z: ‘od A do Š’,
	 up to one’s armpits: ‘biti (u poslovima/obavezama) do guše’.



69Syntagmatic Semantic Relations

There are other idioms which are more problematic in terms of finding the equivalent translation in the target 
language, due to the fact that the elements of these idioms are not similar in any way. For example, if we say Yes, and 
pigs might fly, we express our doubts that something is unlikely to happen. Although it cannot be literary understood 
or translated, after a thorough thinking which includes proper understanding of the idiom in English in the first place, 
and, afterwards, a search for the similar meaning in Serbian, we can come up with the translation equivalent ‘kad na 
vrbi rodi grožđe’. The following examples illustrate idioms which are not explicitly composed of equivalent elements, 
but whose meanings can be easily matched:

	 I got cold feet, meaning "I suddenly became too frightened": "Sledio sam se".
	 I got into the swing, meaning "I adjusted", "I started to understand, enjoy myself ": "Ušao sam u fazon".

However, the most problematic idioms are those which do not have equivalent idiomatic expressions in the target 
language, and the idiomaticity is then lost in translation. This aspect of discrepancies between languages poses the greatest 
challenges for translators. Some examples which illustrate idioms which are problematic to translate are as follows: 

	 be in like Flynn (Australian) ‘seize an opportunity, be successful’ , or
	 excuse (pardon) my French ‘used to apologise for swearing’.

These idioms are additionally problematic because their meaning is culturally dependent and relies on a very specific 
and restricted context.

6.2.3 SOME BORDERLINE CASES

Although collocations share some characteristics with idioms, these fixed combinations are mainly easy to distinguish 
from idioms, because each lexical item within a collocation retains its meaning, so the meaning of the collocation is the 
sum of the meanings of its constituent parts. Collocations have transparent meaning. 

Nevertheless, there are cases when it is not easy to say whether a group of words is a collocation or an idiom due to 
other aspects involved in their definition. Although collocations have transparent meaning, and each element within 
them has its own meaning, their meaning is still coherent. The coherence of meaning is also a matter of degree, since 
there are collocations which look like idioms because of the specific meaning a lexeme can have in the combination 
with other lexeme. 

For example, the collocation foot the bill looks like an idiomatic expression, and means ‘to pay for something, especially 
something expensive’. However, unlike idioms, this collocation is not restricted in grammatical terms, since the noun 
bill can be modified, for example, He was so upset because he had to foot the electricity bill. Still, there are grammatical 
restrictions, which make this combination idiom-like. If we say He received the bill for electricity, we cannot reply to this 
comment by saying He was upset because he had to foot it*. 

There are also different interpretations whether some combinations are idioms or not. Cruse (1987) says that foot the 
bill is a collocation, but Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines this combination as an idiom, while Cambridge English 
Dictionary does not say anything about the nature of this combination.
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6.2.4 FORMULAIC LANGUAGE AND THE CEFR

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) is a document which represents an international 
standard for describing language ability. It provides descriptors on a six-point scale – from A1 for beginners, up to C2, 
for proficient users. Among many issues the CEFR deals with, it also provides descriptors for vocabulary ability for all 
six levels. 

As mentioned earlier in this section, how well language users understand and use formulaic language can indicate 
one aspect of their language competence. In order to illustrate this remark, the combinations the noun pain can get into 
will be analysed, at levels A2 and B2, as defined in Cambridge Online Dictionary. 

- At A2 level, the Dictionary defines the following collocations: constant pain, ease the pain, sharp pain.
- At B2 level, the Dictionary defines the idiom pain in the neck (‘someone or something that is very annoying’).

This example illustrates that the higher level implies combinations whose meanings are less transparent and more 
demanding to learn. According to the CEFR, B2 learner "can produce the appropriate collocations of many words in 
most contexts fairly systematically", while the vocabulary range of C1 and C2 language users include "good command 
of idiomatic expressions" (CEFR, 2018: 132).
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Chapter 6 Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background 

1. What characterises paradigmatic relations?
2. Which semantic relations have the characteristics of syntagmatic relations?
3. Paradigmatic relations are ___________, while ___________ relations are characterised by the combinations of 

two or more words.
4. How can a collocation be defined?
5. What characterises collocations?
6. What are idioms?
7. Semantically, idioms are considered __________________________________.
8. From grammatical/syntactic point of view, idioms __________________________ .
9. From the aspect of word order, idioms _________________________________.
10. Cognitive linguistics views idioms as fixed expressions or "dead" metaphors. True/False
11. Which criteria can we use if we want to determine whether a string of words is an idiomatic expression?
12. According to cognitive semantics, idioms are motivated expressions. True/False

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Compare the following set of words. How do they differ?

blue, purple, colour, navy blue
a blue shirt

2. What do the combinations of words in bold have in common?

a. I think they fell out over holiday plans.
b. It’s not my cup of tea.
c. He kicked the bucket.
d. Take it easy! We’ll handle everything.
e. Once upon a time there was a little boy named Edward.

3. Choose which word collocates with the words in bold.

a. Young learners ______many exercises and learn ________the time in English. do/perform, telling/saying
b. The problem is difficult to___________ under control. keep/hold
c. She has a(n) _________knowledge in the issue of media literacy. large/extensive
d. If he says it once again, I will _________crazy. go/become
e. The ________drawback of this project is the lack of resources. large/major
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4. Circle the word which collocates with the word in bold.

a. The boy was the one/sole survivor of the accident.
b. The earthquake extensively/widely damaged several houses in the area.
c. They were later detained/arrested for questioning.
d. The CEO agreed that the problem had to be removed/tackled at once.
e. In our education system we have to do many basic/core subjects, while there are very few we  can choose ourselves.
f. Unfortunately, in some countries, bodily/corporal punishment is still enforced by law.
g. A decade ago, students could be expelled from school for playing/going truant too many  times.

5. Complete the sentences to make collocations.

a. Last week, I ________the exam and passed.
b. You would ________ my life much easier if you didn’t complain so much.
c. Our teacher is leaving next month – she is _________ a baby. 
d. I didn’t expect to be fired – I was _________ surprised. 
e. I ______________ appreciate everything you’ve done for me.

6. Rephrase the sentences by replacing the idioms with the appropriate explanations.

a. When she returned home, she saw the mess and immediately hit the roof. 
b. I didn’t want to go to the concert, but Joanne twisted my arm.
c. I knew he was just pulling my leg – he couldn’t have met the president.
d. I hope we will have enough time to go the full distance.
e. I would run a mile if she asked me to go with them.

7. Rephrase the sentences using the appropriate idiomatic expression. A part of the idiom is given in brackets.

a. My sister felt embarrased because she couldn’t explain the procedure. (egg)
b. I don't agree with you, but your idea certainly gives me something worth thinking about. (food)
c. I think I understand the practical facts of the operation. (nuts)
d. Oh, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I guess I really upset her. (foot)
e. I don’t always agree with her. (eye) 

8 Finish the sentences.

a. If you hit the sack, ______________.
b. If I say "I’m going to hit the books now", I ______________.
c. If you are over the moon, you ______________.
d. If you feel under the weather, you ____________________.
e. If you take something with a pinch of salt, you _______________.
f. If you say that something costs an arm and a leg, it means ______________ .
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9. Match the idioms with the explanations.

a. hit the sack                                     1. to accept criticism or punishment
b. go Dutch                                        2. not waste time with irrelevant things and deal with the important ones
c. face the music                                3. go to bed in order to sleep
d. by the book                                    4. share the cost of something
e. cut to the chase                              5. exactly as the rules tell you

10. Translate the following sentences into English. Identify the collocations.

a. Prekršio je zakon i zbog toga je osuđen na 5 godina zatvora.
b. Bio je veoma nervozan jer je to bio prvi put da predsedava sastankom.
c. Rezultati ankete bili su daleko iznad mojih očekivanja.
d. Nakon što sam pažljivo razmotrio sve uslove, prihvatio sam posao.
e. Ona ih je stalno ohrabrivala da slobodno iskažu svoje mišljenje.

11. Translate the following idioms into Serbian.

a. It’s all Greek to me.
b. My best friend has the Midas touch – any business he starts, it turns out to be a success.
c. When she heard the news, she was as cool as a cucumber.
d. He always makes a mountain out of a molehill.
e. I am getting a bit impatient with him – he is beating around the bush.

12. Use the expressions "cold turkey" and "on the ball" in sentences where they have

a. idiomatic meaning

b. non-idiomatic meaning

13. Apply the criteria for distingushing idioms from non-idiomatic expressions to explain why can’t see the wood for 
the trees is defined as an idiom.

14. Match the adjectives and nouns which collocate:

                                 meal
Quick                      car
Fast                          food
                                 glance

15. Compare the following set of words. Which one is odd? Why?

pay attention
pay taxes
pay for the ticket
pay in/with cash
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Part 3. Quiz

A. Circle the correct answer.

1. It took me over a week to _______ the decision.

a. come      
b. attain     
c. reach       
d. achieve

2. I’m afraid it will be rather challenging to talk him into changing the decision he has made – he is very set in his _______.

a. habits     
b. ways        
c. rules      
d. plans

3. It goes without __________ that I will do it for you.

a. saying     
b. speaking     
c. telling      
d. talking

4. They are always on the ____________ ambitious young people who have new ideas.

a. search for     
b. terms of       
c. look out for       
d. need for 

5. At the end of the meeting, they _________ some very important points.

a. brought      
b. raised      
c. rose      
d. claimed

6. This is a very difficult task. I really need to put my _________ to it.

a. head     
b. brain      
c. mind        
d. thoughts



75Syntagmatic Semantic Relations

B. Complete the sentences with one word only.

a. It's your _________  to clean the house. I did it last time. 
b. Pollution __________ a real threat to our health.
c. We need to __________ into account the fact that she gave her _______, and that she deserves to be rewarded.
d. I made a mistake and ________ to the conclusion too quickly. I had to apologise later for the mistake I had made.

C. One adjective collocates with all the nouns below. Can you guess what the adjective is?

________ bend/turn
________ contrast/difference/distinction
________ rise/increase/drop

D. Complete the sentences with nouns denoting feelings.

a. I felt a surge of __________ when I saw what they had done. It was outrageous.
b. My mother was filled with __________  when she realised she had lost me at the airport.
c. When we get older, we feel a slight pang of ___________ especially when we look back at our childhood.
d. When she heard the news, she burst into __________. It was such a sad moment for her.
e. I felt such a sense of __________  when my little sister graduated from university.
f. Swelling with _________, my friend watched his daughter play in the finals.

E. Match the words from columns A and B to make collocations. 

A                                                         B
roar with                                            song 
acutely                                                emotion 
tread                                                    cat    
a surge of                                            a decision 
blissfully                                             embarrassing
make                                                   laughter
burst into                                           factor
prices                                                  rise
a ginger                                              carefully     
a key                                                    happy

F. Classify the collocations from the previous task into the following categories. 

a. noun and noun 
b. noun and verb
c. adjective and noun
d. adverb and adjective 
e. verb and adverb
f. verb and prepositional phrase



76 English Semantics

G. Paraphrase the sentences using the words in bold.

1. Tom often quarrels with his friends. fall
2. You look ill. Why don't you see a doctor? sorts
3. Hearing about people who mistreat animals makes me angry. collar
4. I’ll come with you for a coffee provided each of us pays our bill. Dutch  

H. Which saying is used when we want to convey the message that you are not responsible for what someone else does 
or for what happens to them?
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SENTENCE SEMANTICS

}	 Proposition
}	 Arguments and predicates
}	 The types of sentence meanings
}	Semantic relations between sentences
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CHAPTER 7: SENTENCE SEMANTICS

7.1 SENTENCE SEMANTICS – INTRODUCTORY NOTES 

In the previous chapters, the main focus was on the area of lexical semantics, and meaning and sense relations pertaining 
to individual words were discussed and explained. However, semantics, as a science of meaning, also studies meaning 
as a part of a broader context – a phrase or a sentence. If the study of meaning revolves around a syntactic structure 
bigger than a word – phrases or sentences, it belongs to the domain of sentence semantics26.

Although word meaning has been studied thoroughly and extensively within semantics, sentence meaning also 
represents an important component of linguistic semantics. Individual words have their own meaning, but the concern 
of semantics is also to explain the meaning of combinations of these words in syntagms and sentences.

The concept of a sentence can be viewed from three different perspectives: 

}	 syntactic – a sentence is perceived as a structure characterised by grammatical properties and governed by rules 
and principles how to combine components which build up such structures, as prescribed in grammar;

}	 semantic – a sentence has a certain type of meaning
}	 pragmatic – the meaning a sentence has when used in a certain context. 

When linguistics gained the status of an independent discipline, and when its sub-disciplines started to develop their 
own tenets and principles, the above-mentioned aspects were viewed separately. Namely, in a traditional approach to 
linguistics, sentence was, and still is, studied within syntax. There are linguists who believe that syntax and semantics 
are two separate and autonomous disciplines, and should be approached as such in the study of language phenomena. 
Despite this, there is a growing tendency to view syntax, semantics and pragmatics as disciplines which are closely linked 
and related to each other, and which, by their very nature of study, mutually intersect and considerably rely on each other. 

Noam Chomsky, an American linguists, and by many considered to be the founder of modern linguistics, nicely and 
clearly compared semantic and syntactic principles, and how they interact. He used the following pair of expressions 
to illustrate this connection:

"Furiously sleep ideas green colorless."
"Colorless green ideas sleep furiously."

The first structure is syntactically incorrect because it violates the rules of English grammar, while the second one 
is grammatically correct and represents a well-formed sentence, because it respects the syntactic rule S= NP + VP. 
Nevertheless, none of them makes any sense, so they are meaningless, but only the second one is a sentence, and the 
first one being called "a verbal salad" (Chomsky, 1965).

26	 Hurford, et al. (2007) is a good source for a further investigation in sentence semantics.
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7.2 SENTENCE SEMANTICS – MAIN CONCEPTS 

A sentence is characterised by various semantic features which incorporate different concepts. These are:

}	 proposition
}	 argument and predicate

7.2.1 THE NOTION OF PROPOSITION

The core semantic content of a sentence is called a proposition. It is concerned with the notion of truth, specifically 
what is true or false. Unlike a sentence which belongs to language, a proposition is independent of language, and refers 
to the concepts of truth and meaning. A proposition entails the meaning of a sentence. 

The notion of a proposition can be illustrated with two sentences which have the same meaning, but are formulated 
differently in two different languages. For example, the following sentences:

	 Water is a colourless liquid, and 
	 "Voda je tečnost bez boje."

have the same proposition, the truth-value related to a characteristic of water, but expressed with different sentences, in 
two different ways which exist in the English and Serbian language, respectively. 	

Another example of a proposition can be illustrated with the phrases/sentences taken from the same language. In 
other words, two different sentences in the same language can have the same propositions. The example which illustrates 
the same proposition expressed in two different sentences in the English language is as follows:

	 One of my parents works as a waitress. 
	 My mother is a waitress. 

In other words, a proposition is thought to contain the meaning of a sentence. Thus, if two sentences have the same meaning, 
they need to have the same proposition. The notion of proposition is of much concern for the philosophy of language. 

7.2.2 ARGUMENTS AND PREDICATES

Another key concept in sentence semantics concerns the relations established between verbal and nominal elements. 
A proposition consists of a predicate and a nominal argument. The predicate-argument structure takes the central part 
in the understanding of sentence semantics. The study of the notions of predicate and argument relies on the findings in 
logic, a discipline which classifies elements in the world into entities and relations. These correspond to linguistic notions 
of arguments and predicates, respectively. In other words, arguments are linguistic, primarily nominal elements which 
designate some entity or a group of entities from the world around us, while predicates attribute some characteristic 
to these entities, and express some relations existing between these entities. Arguments, or nouns or noun phrases in 
grammatical terms, can have different roles, also known as semantic or thematic roles, in relation to their predicates, 
or verbal elements in a sentence.

The predicate-argument structure can be illustrated with the following sentences:

(1) The boy is running.

Argument: the boy
Predicate: is running
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(2) The boy is eating a sandwich.

Argument: the boy, a sandwich
Predicate: is eating

(3) My sister is tall.

Argument: my sister
Predicate: is tall

(4) Jane took her glasses from the purse.
Argument: Jane, her glasses, the purse
Predicate: took

As the analysis of the above sentences shows, the predicate-argument structure in semantic sense is much alike the 
traditional grammatical description of a sentence with the notions of subject and predicate. Still, even though the 
semantic and the grammatical analyses show many similarities, they do not correspond completely. 

7.3 THE TYPES OF SENTENCE MEANINGS

According to the meaning they convey, sentences can be: 

}	 analytic, 
}	 contradictory,
}	 synthetic,
}	 ambiguous,
}	 anomalous.

An analytic sentence is characterised by the truth it conveys; it is necessarily true and depends on the meanings of 
the words it is composed of. The following sentences show the examples of analytic sentences, and the meaning they 
convey is always true and does not depend on the culture or the context in which they are used.

	 Mice are not birds.
	 Dogs are animals.
	 Paris is the capital and the largest and most populated city in France.

Unlike an analytic sentence, a contradictory sentence is necessarily false; it conveys the meaning which is false 
because of the meanings of the words it is composed of. The following examples illustrate contradictory sentences:

	 People are not mammals.
	 Zebras are fish.
	 Water is dry.

If a sentence is neither analytic not contradictory, but its inherent true/false meaning depends on the situation or 
context, we call it synthetic. For example, the meanings of the sentences

	
	 Peter lives in New York.
	 Jane is very beautiful.

are context-dependent, and can be either true or false depending on various factors. 
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Sentences can also be ambiguous in meaning, when they can be interpreted in different ways. Sentence ambiguity 
can result from the ambiguous word or words a sentence contains, or from its syntactic structure. Therefore, two types 
of ambiguity are distinguished:

}	 lexical ambiguity 
}	 syntactic ambiguity.

Lexical ambiguity results from the sense relation of polysemy and homonymy single words exhibit within a sentence. 
For example, depending on the meaning of the word bank the sentence He went to the bank can be interpreted in two 
ways:

• He went to the institution to withdraw some money, or 
• He went to the bank by the river to relax.
	
Another source of sentence ambiguity results from syntactic properties of a sentence. For example, the sentence

	 Visiting relatives can be rather amusing,

is ambiguous due to the structure of the sentence, not the words themselves. The ambiguity lies in the interpretation of 
the function of relatives – it can be either a subject, as a part of the noun phrase visiting relatives, but also the object of 
the verb visiting. 

Syntactic ambiguity results from different interpretations of the sentence structure. Thus, the sentence The chicken 
is ready to eat can be interpreted in two ways:

• The chicken can eat now – the chicken is the subject of the predicate.
• The chicken can be eaten now – the chicken is the object.

Another example illustrates the ambiguity arising from the overlapping of the structures: 

see + pronoun + bare infinitive, and
see + object (NP= adjective + noun).

Thus, the sentence I saw her duck can be interpreted in the following ways:

• She moved her head (ducked) and I saw that.
• I saw an animal (duck) which belongs to her.

As explained above, the ambiguity of the last sentence also results from lexical ambiguity – the word duck can be a 
noun, meaning ‘a bird’, but it can also be a verb, meaning ‘to move your head or the top part of the body quickly down’.

Sentence ambiguity can be resolved in context, when we use not only linguistic but also knowledge of the world. 
Sentence ambiguity is a valuable source for language creativity, puns and poetic and literary expressions. The following 
extracts illustrate some creative and humorous expressions arising from sentence ambiguity:

"Do you believe in clubs for young people?" someone asked W.C. Fields. "Only when kindness fails," he replied.  
(The Linguistic Analysis of Jokes, 2004)

"Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend. Inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read."  
(Groucho Marx, an American comedian)

"I haven’t slept for ten days, because that would be too long."  
(Mitch Hedberg, an American stand-up comedian)
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And, finally, sentences can be anomalous, when they are meaningless in terms of reality, but, from grammatical 
perspective, they can be perfectly correct. For example, the sentence

	 Amazing colourful wind is lying along the beach,

is grammatically completely acceptable, but in terms of meaning – it makes no sense. 

7.4 SEMANTIC RELATIONS BETWEEN SENTENCES

Not only are there various semantic relations existing among words, but sentences can also be semantically related 
to other sentences. The basic semantic relationships between sentences are:

}	 paraphrase
}	 entailment
}	 contradiction
}	 presupposition.

If two sentences are equivalent in meaning, they hold the semantic relation of paraphrase. One statement can 
be paraphrased and expressed in a different way, keeping the same meaning, or "truth conditions". For example, the 
statement

	 John hit Ben really hard 

has the same "truth condition" as the statement 

	 Ben was hit really hard by John. 

Another example illustrating paraphrase is the use of causative have and its equivalent sentence:

	 I hired a designer to decorate my house

has the same "truth condition" as  

	 I had my house decorated. 

The sentence relation of paraphrase is equivalent to the synonymy relation existing between words.

If two statements hold the relationship of entailment, it means that one of them is a logical consequence of the other 
one. For example,

	 Amanda lives in Paris

entails that 

	 Amanda lives in France. 
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The source of entailment in the above-mentioned example lies in hyponymy, a relation of inclusion, i.e. France is a 
hyperonym of the noun Paris. This example also shows that entailment relies on semantic characteristics of lexical items. 
The commonest source of entailment is lexical, and the following example illustrates lexical entailment:

	 (1) The king was assassinated.
	 (2) The king was dead.

The verb assassinate includes the semantic component of ‘dead’, so it can be said that the sentence (1) implies the 
sentence (2). 

Contradiction involves true-false relationship. In other words, if one statement is true, the other one is false. For 
example, if we say that 

	 Mary died last year, 

it contradicts the sentence 

	 Mary is alive.

Or, if we say

	 Let me say it again: I never repeat myself,

the second sentence contradicts what has already been said in the first one. 

And, finally, presupposition is a type of sense relation which exists between sentence meanings or propositions, 
when the meaning of one sentence implies or presupposes the meaning of the other sentence. For example, the sentence

	 Tom’s mother is a doctor

presupposes that 

	 Tom has a mother.

Or, if we say

	 I will send you the email,

it presupposes that I have the Internet connection.

Entailment and presuppositions are sense relations which share some similarities and differences, and, therefore, it 
can be problematic to make a clear distinction between the two. The main difference refers to context-dependency and 
logic background – entailment relies on both logic information holding among the elements of the sentence and our 
knowledge of language, and is context-dependent.  On the other hand, presupposition depends on the context wherein 
a sentence is used/uttered, and, therefore, presupposition is considered by some linguists to be of much concern for the 
study of meaning within pragmatics.
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Chapter 7 Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background 

1. What does sentence semantics study?
2. The core semantic content of a sentence is called a _____________, and is concerned with the notion 

of_______________.
3. What does a proposition consist of?
4. What is an argument? What does it designate?
5. What is a predicate? What does it designate?
6. Which types of sentence meanings are there?
7. Sentence ambiguity corresponds to __________ and _________ of words.
8. Anomalous sentence is grammatically _________, but semantically _________.
9. Which sentence semantic relations have been established?
10. Sometimes it is difficult to make a distinction between the following sentence semantic relations: ___________ 

and ___________.

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Identify arguments and predicates in the sentences.

a. Something incredible happened the other day.
b. All these stories seem so unimportant.
c. Molly likes her new job.
d. Our team lost 2:1.

2. What does sentence ambiguity rely on in the following examples?

a. Flying planes can be fun.
b. Don’t worry, I will give you a ring tomorrow.
c. I caught my dog in snickers.
d. The teacher helped the students with the book.

3. How can the following sentences be interpreted?

a. Sam likes English poems and novels.
b. Pat kissed his wife, and so did Tom. 
c. We need more intelligent administrators.
d. John works out in the background.

4. What type of meaning do the following sentences have?

a. January is the first month of a year.
b. Staying at the party is a waste of time.
c. Solar energy is a renewable energy source.
d. Vegetarians eat meat every day.
e. Betty is moving to New York next month.
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5. Identify the semantic relation existing between the following pairs of sentences.

a.1. Steven failed the exam.
a.2. Steven got the highest score on the exam.

b.1. I didn’t leave the party earlier.
b.2. I was at the party.

c.1. They printed the last issue of the magazine last week.
c.2. The last issue of the magazine was printed last week.

d.1 Peter is flying to London next Friday.
d.2 Peter is travelling next Friday.

e.1. Bill lost the lawsuit.
e.2. Bill was involved in a lawsuit.

6. Write an example of an anomalous sentence.

7. Rephrase the sentences using the words in bold.

a. It hasn’t taken me long to learn Italian. pick
    I ____________________ Italian very quickly.

b. There will be no more money if you keep on buying all sorts of things. run
    You ____________________________ if you keep on buying all sorts of things.

c. My brother doesn’t like football very much. keen
    My brother __________________ football.

d. The tourist trade is much better now than it was last year. picked
    The tourist trade __________________ noticeably since last year.

e. The hairdresser dyed Jenny’s hair yesterday. had
    Jenny __________________________dyed yesterday.

f. Tom ruined the evening with his inappropriate remarks. was
   The evening __________________ by Tom’s inappropriate remarks.
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Part 3. Quiz

A. Circle the correct answer.

1. From semantic point of view, the sentence "Did you see her dress?" is __________.
a. ambiguous
b. analytic
c. synthetic
d. anomalous

2. From semantic point of view, the sentence "I would like to apply for the course" is _______.

a. ambiguous
b. analytic
c. synthetic
d. anomalous

3. From semantic point of view, the sentence "Sentence ambiguity can result from syntactic properties of the 
sentence" is _________.

a. ambiguous
b. analytic
c. synthetic
d. anomalous

4. The semantic relation expressed by the clauses "Flight 2048 arrives and departs at 8:00 am" is called ________.

a. contradiction       
b. ambiguity    
c. paraphrase
d. anomaly

5. From semantic point of view, the sentence "That is a large bat" is called _________.

a. contradiction
b. ambiguity    
c. paraphrase
d. anomaly

6. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "My brother married a doctor" and "My male sibling joined 
in wedlock with a physician" is called ________.

a. contradiction       
b. ambiguity    
c. paraphrase
d. anomaly

7. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "Professor Brown went to his office" and "Professor Brown 
went to the university" is called ________.

a. contradiction      
b. entailment    
c. paraphrase
d. anomaly
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8. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "The escaping convict assassinated the guard" and "The 
escaping convict accidentally killed the guard" is called _________.

a. contradiction       
b. entailment    
c. paraphrase
d. anomaly

B. Complete the sentences with one word only.

1. From semantic point of view, the sentence "Did you see her dress?" is ______________.
2. From semantic point of view, the sentence "I would like to come with you" is____________.
3. From semantic point of view, the sentence "An analytic sentence is characterised by the truth it conveys" is 

________________.
4. From semantic point of view, the sentence "Sleeping inside out is reflecting an old model" is  ________________.
5. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "My brother lives in London" and "My brother lives in the 

UK" is called _____________.
6. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "The boss is not in office" and "I cannot let you in my boss’s 

office – he wants to be alone" is called _______________.
7. The semantic relation existing between the sentences "He sent me the email" and "I was sent the email" is called 

___________________.
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GRAMMATICAL MEANING

}	 Grammar and meaning
}	 Grammatical categories and meaning
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CHAPTER 8: GRAMMATICAL MEANING

8.1 LEVELS OF LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS AND MEANING 

The purview of language analysis encompasses different levels which study units of various sizes and characteristics. 
The table below represents a general survey of language levels, shown in a bottom-up approach, and their main area of 
study.

Table 1. Linguistic levels and their focus of study

Language level Focus on 

phonology and phonetics sounds

morphology morphemes, words, word forms

syntax phrases, sentences

semantics meaning

pragmatics language in use

In their description of linguistic phenomena, many linguists use the term ‘grammar’ to refer to all aspects of language 
study, including phonology, morphology, syntax and semantics (Lyons, 1994). However, a more restricted term of 
‘grammar’ includes only morphology and syntax, while other linguistic levels are categorised independently as phonology 
and semantics27. On the other hand, pragmatics involves not only linguistic knowledge, but also various non-linguistic 
factors, which go beyond grammar and grammatical rules. 

Regardless of which terminological option a linguist adopts, what remains as constant and crucial in the study of 
language is its modular structure, and the subtle interdependence of all language levels. Pertaining to the relation of 
semantics and other language levels, it was already mentioned in the introductory chapter of this coursebook that 
semantics defines meanings of language units at different levels – it studies meanings of morphemes, words, phrases 
and sentences, and therefore, it is related to other linguistic levels, particularly morphology and syntax. Semantics is 
also closely related to another linguistic discipline – pragmatics – which studies language in use. 

In this chapter a brief theoretical summary of the interfaces between semantics and each of these language levels will 
be provided, with the focus on some examples which illustrate the nature of these relations. 

8.2 SOUNDS AND MEANING

The smallest unit of sound in speech is called a phoneme. It makes distinction between words, and it can bring about 
the change of meaning, but it does not have the meaning by itself.

The question whether there is a connection between sounds and their meanings has occupied philosophers and linguists 
for centuries. The widely accepted opinion nowadays relies on Ferdinand de Saussure’s opinion that this connection is 
primarily of arbitrary nature – the connection between sound and meaning cannot be established. There are only few 
exceptions found in natural languages which could show this relatedness.

The most obvious connection between sound and meaning can be found in onomatopoeic words – words which 
sound like the objects/referents they name. The following examples illustrate onomatopoeic words in English and their 
equivalent forms in Serbian:

	 quack - ‘kva’
	 ah - ‘ah’
	 neigh - ‘nji’

27	 Lyons (1994) makes this distinction, using the term ‘grammar’ to refer to both morphology and syntax.
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The above-mentioned examples illustrate onomatopoeic words which are rather similar in both languages. However, 
there are onomatopoeic words which sound completely different in different languages, which seems peculiar because these 
sounds are completely the same in nature, no matter which language should describe them. This shows how language 
and its rules influence the perception of the listener in formulating these onomatopoeic words. The following examples 
illustrate such discrepancies of how these words sound to English and Serbian native speakers:

	
	 hiss - ‘siktati’
	 oink - ‘grok’
	 woof - ‘av’

8.3 GRAMMATICAL SEMANTICS

The main focus of the previous chapters of this coursebook was on lexical semantics, the study of meaning of "content" 
words, i.e. words which have lexical meaning, such as adorable, flower, bake, etc. Nonetheless, semantics also studies 
grammatical elements and categories, and the meanings they have, which is relevant primarily for morphology and 
syntax, and this branch of semantics is known as grammatical semantics (Cruse, 1987). 

Grammatical semantics is "the study of meaning conveyed by grammatical device", and it can be subdivided 
into semantics of morphology and semantics of syntax (Wierzbicka 1988: 3). The main idea underlying grammatical 
semantics is that every grammatical element or category bears a certain meaning which is important for a proper 
understanding of language constructs. 

Cambridge Online Dictionary defines grammar as "the study or use of the rules about how words change their form 
and combine with other words to make sentences".  Grammar is an integral part of language and a pervasive phenomenon 
– language without grammar would be chaotic. For example, if we analyse the string of words

	 Down look he hill some place stay go

we can notice just a random combination of dictionary items, and it is rather unclear what this combination means. If 
we reorganise these words respecting the word order, we can get the combination

	 He go down hill look some place stay,

which is much clearer than the previous string of words, and even could be comprehensible to some people, but, still, 
this combination does not convey the precise meaning. Only when fundamental ingredients of language – morphology 
and syntax are incorporated is it possible to get the complete and accurate sentence in terms of form and meaning:

	 He went down the hill to look for some place to stay.

The main principle involved in the formation of this sentence can be illustrated with the following steps:

a speaker codes a 'meaning' into grammatical forms → he communicates these forms to a hearer → the hearer recovers 
the 'meaning'. 

Every grammatical element or category (both morphological and syntactic) has a certain meaning. This grammatical 
meaning contributes to a proper understanding of language constructs.
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8.3.1 PARTS OF SPEECH AND THEIR MEANING

In traditional grammar, words are classified into various word classes or parts of speech. This classification is based 
on the functions these words have in sentences. As it was mentioned earlier in this coursebook, all words, to a certain 
degree, have both lexical and grammatical meanings. Due to the scope of this coursebook, some basic notions related 
only to certain semantic aspects of nouns and verbs will be provided, with the aim to illustrate how semantics is closely 
related to grammar.

8.3.1.1 THE SEMANTICS OF NOUNS28

Nouns are words which denote entities. They are characterised by:

}	 class
}	 number
}	 gender
}	 case

A traditional classification of nouns relies on semantic criteria, and the following noun classes are established: proper, 
common, mass, collective and abstract. This classification is closely related to the category of number – hence the 
classification into countable and uncountable nouns. Common nouns can have both singular and plural forms. Other 
noun classes are mainly uncountable, but they can also be countable, in certain contexts or with altered meanings. The 
following examples illustrate some implications lying behind this classification of nouns:

- If a noun is concrete and can be counted, it means that it can have both singular and plural forms, e.g. house – houses, 
part – parts, garden – gardens, boy – boys, etc.

- If a noun is defined as proper, mass or abstract, it implies that it is singular in meaning, and, therefore, takes a 
singular verb form, e.g. John is drinking coffee. However, this is not a straightforward rule, because there are numerous 
exceptions which result from various factors. For example, Fish lives in water, but There are 125 fishes in the aquarium, 
representing 7 species and 5 families (fish is used with the meaning – a variety of species, different kinds of fish).

- If a noun is defined as a collective noun, it means that it has plural meaning, e.g. cattle is a common noun, has plural 
meaning, and it takes plural verb and pronoun forms – These cattle are grazing in the field. However, this rule does not 
always apply – if a collective noun refers to a single entity, it takes a singular verb form, e.g. The team are eating with their 
families (the noun team means every member of the team), but Our team is the best (the noun team means one unity).

Singularity and plurality of nouns depend on various factors, and the following examples illustrate some specific cases:

- Statistics show that young people are using social media to be informed (the noun statistics is a plural form of the 
noun statistic – meaning ‘a fact or a piece of information’), but Statistics deals with numbers (the noun statistics has only 
singular form and means ‘science’).

- Social media is changing its forms (media refers to a single entity), but Nowadays, media are diverse (the noun media 
is a plural form of the noun medium, meaning ‘method’).

- the noun good in the sentences I'm telling you for your own good, and All his worldly goods were packed into a small 
bag shows how it changes its meaning when used in plural form. Other examples illustrating different meanings a noun 
can have when used in plural are: ground/grounds, iron/irons, work/works, etc.

28	 For a detailed explanation of semantics of word classes, see Đorđević (1997).
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- The same noun can be treated both as countable and uncountable, as a result of polysemy. Namely, a noun has only 
singular form in one of its meanings, and it can have both singular and plural forms when used with its other meanings. 
The examples illustrating this phenomenon are as follows: business – businesses (‘posao – radnja/radnje’), cold – colds 
(‘hladnoća – prehlada/prehlade’), tin – tins (‘kalaj – konzerva/konzerve’).

- Similarly, a noun can have both singular and plural forms, but only plural form in one of its meanings. The following 
examples illustrate this phenomenon: arm – arms (‘ruka – ruke/oružje’), glass – glasses (‘čaša – čaše/naočare’), minute 
– minutes (‘minut – minuti/zapisnik’).

- Different languages express singularity and plurality in different ways. For example, in English one and a half days, 
or one and a half pages, while in Serbian ‘jedan i po dan’/‘jedna i po strana’ – the noun used in plural and singular, 
respectively.

In English, gender is a category which defines a noun as animate (masculine or feminine) or inanimate. It is 
determined by its referent. However, there are cases when a noun, whose referent is inanimate, is treated as feminine or 
masculine in grammar. This is called gender of animation, e.g. It was the middle of the morning which was at her best.

Throughout its development, English lost its well-developed declension system of nominal elements, and in Modern 
English, the only marked case is genitive. Two kinds of genitives are distinguished:

- qualifying genitive, which qualifies or identifies a noun (the emphasis is on the noun, not the genitive meaning). 
The meanings of the noun which are described are: origin, partitive, possession. The following examples illustrate these 
different types of genitive meanings:

	 - origin: The man’s father was Irish.
	 - partitive: the Earth’s surface
	 - possession: This is my sister’s house.

The ambiguity can arise when it is not clear whether the meaning of the qualifying genitive is origin or possession. 
Thus, This is my brother’s picture can be interpreted in two ways – my brother can be in the picture, or the picture 
belongs to my brother.

- classifying genitive, which attributes a noun the meaning of the class or type the noun belongs to, e.g. gentlemen’s society.

8.3.1.2 THE SEMANTICS OF VERBS

Verbs are words which are used to describe an action, state or occurrence. Syntactically speaking, they represent the 
main part of the predicate. From semantic point of view, they are lexical words, with the exception of auxiliaries and copulative 
verbs, which are functional words. According to their meaning, lexical verbs can be classified into active (play, sleep, study, 
etc.) and stative (know, understand, mean, etc.). The most important grammatical meanings of English verbal system are: 
tense, aspect, modality, person, number and transitivity. In this section, we will focus on tense, aspect and modality.

Tense is a grammatical category which refers to time taken by a certain action, state or occurrence. We talk about 
present, past and future29 tense in English verbal system. It is important to mention that time (as temporal category, 
in Serbian ‘vreme’) and tense (as grammatical category – in Serbian ‘glagolsko vreme’) are not the same in English. In 
many instances they coincide, but this is not always true. For example, when we say She went to the station last night, 
we use Past Simple Tense to refer to past time, but if we want to retell some past action, we can also use Present Simple 
Tense (to make our talk or writing more engaging or dramatic), e.g. She goes to the station, and suddenly realises what 
her mistake was.

29	 Although many grammarians do not include future in time category (they say that it has modal meaning), we included future in the classification for the 
simplicity of presentation.
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Aspect is a grammatical category which refers to a temporal distribution of an action, state or occurrence throughout 
time. In English, three types of aspects are distinguished: perfect (denotes an action, state or occurrence which is completed), 
progressive (emphasises the duration of the verb), and unmarked aspect.

If we combine time (present, past and future) and aspect (unmarked, progressive and perfect) we get the following 
tense system in English:

Table 2. English tense system

Present tense Past tense Future tense

Unmarked aspect Present Simple Past Simple Future Simple

Progressive aspect Present Progressive Past Progressive Future Progressive

Perfect aspect Present Perfect Past Perfect Future Perfect

Perfect-progressive aspect	 Present Perfect Progressive Past Perfect Progressive Future Perfect Progressive

Modality is a semantic notion which is realised grammatically through grammatical category of mood. Verbs are 
used to express some statement or question (indicative mood), or an attitude. All the verb forms stated in Table 2 have 
indicative mood, because they are neutral and do not refer to any attitude. They are used to express some fact or a state. 
Apart from indicative, the following moods are identified in the English verb system: 

	 - imperative (e.g. Stay here!)
	 - subjunctive – hypothetical meaning (e.g. I wish you were here.)
	 - conditional (If I had more time, I would come with you.)
	 - modal verbs (You should tell her the truth.)

From a semantic point of view, modality refers to the notions such as ‘probability’, ‘possibility, ‘obligation’, ‘prohibition’, 
‘necessity’, ‘permission’, etc.

8.3.2 SEMANTICS AND MORPHOLOGY

Morphology is a branch of linguistics which studies words, both free and bound. In this section, we will focus on 
the semantics of bound morphemes which are used in word-formation processes such as affixation – prefixation and 
suffixation.

Bound morphemes or affixes – prefixes and suffixes – have their own meaning, and they create new words whose 
meaning is a sum of the root/base and the affix added to it meanings. Therefore, knowing the meaning of an affix will help 
us decipher the meaning of the derived word even though we come across it for the first time. The following examples 
illustrate the process of affixation and the meanings the stated affixes have:

	 -cardi, combines with words to denote the meaning of ‘heart’, e.g. cardiologist, cardiograph,
	 -cide, combines with words to denote the meaning of ‘killing’, e.g. insecticide, patricide,
	 -like, combines with nouns to form adjectives with the meaning ‘similar to’, e.g. childlike, ladylike, prison-like.
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Bound morphemes can have more than one meaning, which shows that polysemy characterises not only free, but 
also bound morphemes. The following examples illustrate polysemic morphemes:

wide-, has different meanings in industry-wide (‘existing throughout’) and two-metre-wide (‘the width of something’),
down-, has different meanings in downhill (‘towards a lower place or position’) and downgrade (‘becoming worse’),
off-, has different meanings in off-season (‘showing that something is not the case’) and off-campus (‘not situated in 

a particular place’)30.

8.3.3. SEMANTICS AND SYNTAX

In the previous chapters we discussed the relation of semantics and syntax, and came to the conclusion that not only 
do single words have their meaning(s), but also the combinations of these words within syntactic formations – phrases, 
syntagms and sentences. The area of semantics of syntax is vast. Some more examples will be added in this section with 
the aim to contribute to a better understanding of various aspects of the relations existing between semantics and syntax.

The example that follows illustrates how grammar and grammatical rules affect the meaning of single lexemes when 
used in a syntactic structure: depending on the complement to the verb remember, whether it is infinitive or gerund, 
the sentence has different meanings:

I remember inviting him to our meeting means “I did invite him to the meeting, and now I recall this event”, while

	 Please, remember to invite him to the meeting means “Don’t forget to do this”.

This pair of sentences illustrates how semantics and syntax are closely related and dependent, since the meaning of 
the whole construct depends on grammatical properties of the elements, not only the mere meanings of the lexemes.

Another example illustrates how word order can influence the meaning of the whole sentence. The place of the modifier 
only in the following sentences makes the difference in meaning between them:

	 Only Mike wanted to stay. (Mike was the only one who wanted to stay.)

	 Mike only wanted to stay. (Mike did not want anything else to do, only to stay.)

Sometimes it is difficult to make a clear distinction whether a language phenomenon belongs to morphology or 
syntax, and these cases support the use of the umbrella term ‘grammar’ to refer to both. This can be illustrated by the 
following examples:

a) The boy’s been here twice.
b) The boy’s father has been here.
c) The boy’s very shy.
d) The boys’ parents live in Brazil.

The first sentence illustrates the use of the shortened form ‘s of the auxiliary verb have (has); the meaning of the 
‘apostrophe s’ form is possessive in sentences b) and d), while in the c) sentence, the shortened form ‘s illustrates the 
use of the auxiliary verb be (is). 

30	 Definitions have been taken from Collins Cobuild English Guides 2. Word Formation (1994).
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Chapter 8 Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background 

Task 1. Answer the questions.

a. What is the smallest unit of sound in speech?
b. What does phonology study?
c. What does morphology study?
d. What does syntax study?
e. What does it mean when we say that the connection between sound and meaning is arbitrary?
f. In terms of meaning, what do onomatopoeic words illustrate?

Task 2. Finish the following statements.

a. Grammatical semantics includes ____________, and it studies __________________.
b. Grammar, in its narrow sense, includes only ______________ and _______________. 
c. A class of units (such as nouns and verbs) or features (such as number and case) that share a common set of 

characteristics is called grammatical ________.
d. The commonest grammatical meanings associated with nouns in English are _________(e.g. masculine or feminine) 

and __________ (e.g. singular or plural).
e. When we attribute animate characteristics to inanimate entities in a sentence, we refer to its gender as the gender 

of ___________.
f. _________ genitive identifies the noun, e.g. its part, origin, quantity or possession.
g. Classifying ___________ attributes the meaning of the class or type a noun belongs to.
h. Subjunctive belongs to the grammatical category of ________________.

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Identify the phonemes which bring about the differences in meaning between the following pairs of words.

(a) sit – pit
(b) brat – brag
(c) play – pray
(d) mean – meet
(e) hall – whole

2. Use a dictionary and find the equivalent forms in Serbian for the following onomatopoeic words.

(a) "ouch"
(b) "belch"
(c) "burp"
(d) "meow"
(e) "chirp"
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3. Use the onomatopoeic words from the previous exercise in meaningful sentences.

4. Analyse the following pairs of sentences and

A. circle those elements which bring about the differences in meaning between these sentences,
B. define the grammatical categories which are responsible for these differences, and
C. explain the meanings of these categories.

a.1. He has been working for the company for 20 years.
a.2. He worked for the company for 20 years.

b.1. He is meeting them in the afternoon.
b.2. He will meet them in the afternoon.

c.1. He is living in Belgrade.
c.2. He lives in Belgrade.

5. Identify the type of modality expressed in the following sentences.

a. He may come soon.
b. Stay with us, please!
c. He lives with his parents.
d. Provided he finishes everything soon, they will let him go out.
e. You have to wear a mask in closed areas.

6. Circle the sentences which contain a tense whose time reference differs from its grammatical tense.

a. He came back yesterday.
b. You take the first turning on the left.
c. Don’t write until I tell you.
d. He smokes too much.
e. Do you hear a strange noise?
f. School recommences in June.
g. If it rains, I will stay at home.
h. Let me bring one morning to me: I come to the study. My mother is waiting for me.
i. I was thinking if you could help me with this assignment.
j. If you really worked hard, you would soon get promoted.

7. Use a dictionary and explain the meanings of the following affixes.

extra-
under-
pro-
-wise
-esque
-en

8. Use the affixes from the previous exercise to form at least two words which will illustrate the meaning the affixes have 
in these newly formed words.
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Part 3. Quiz

1. The pair of onomatopoeic words in English and Serbian "oink" and "grok", respectively, illustrate that ________
____________________________. 

a. the connection between sounds and their meaning is arbitrary
b. we can establish the connection between sounds and their meaning

2. The prefix over-has the same meaning in derived verbs overcome and overhear.

a. True  
b. False

3. The prefix half- has two meanings: "partly the case, or partly true" and "one of two equal". The prefix half- in the 
noun half-promise is equivalent to the meaning the prefix has in the noun _______.

a. half-hour
b. half-pay
c. half-truth

4. If an affix has different meanings in different words, e.g. downplay and downtown, it is defined as _________.

a. polysemic
b. synonymous
c. meronymy
d. hyponymy

5. Circle the correct sentence.

a. She tends to wear quite dressy clothes for works.
b. Roger's works involve a lot of travelling.
c. The museum has many works by Picasso as well as other modern painters.
d. When does she leave for works?

6. The genitive form in the sentence "This is my cousin’s house" illustrates the example of _______ genitive.

a. qualifying
b. classifying 

7. Which sentence(s) contain(s) tense(s) whose time reference is somehow altered?

a. If I were you, I wouldn’t do that.
b. She will come back later, I think.
c. If he comes, I’ll join him.
d. He informed me about everything a few days ago.

8. The verb form promised in the sentence "She promised me to come" expresses __________.

a. attitude
b. fact



100 English Semantics

9. Indicative, subjunctive and conditional belong to the category of _____________.

a. modality
b. voice
c. tense
d. aspect

10. The mood expressed by the verb form had been in the sentence "If only he had been here" is called ________.

a. indicative
b. subjunctive
c. conditional
d. modality

11. I saw her ______ for someone impatiently in front of the mall.

a. wait
b. waiting
c. to wait

12. Circle the correct sentence.

a I am hearing you well. Don’t shout.
b She is seeming a bit suspicious.
c You are being so rude.
d She is feeling that more should be done in terms of regulations.

13. When I saw the door ______ to open I was scared out of my _______.

a. beginning, wits
b. begin, wits
c. begin, bones
d. to begin, bones

14. Choose the sentence with the modifier in the correct place. 

a. The movie's exciting plot didn't improve the whole impression.
b. The exciting movie's plot didn't improve the whole impression.

15. Choose the sentence with the modifier in the correct place. 

a. I only have one hour to get this report finished.
b. I have only one hour to get this report finished. 

16. Which sentence tells when Geoff was picked? 

a. Just Geoff was picked for the team. 
b. Geoff was just picked for the team.
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PRAGMATICS

}	Semantics and pragmatics
}	Presupposition
}	Meaning and context
}	The theory of speech acts
}	Deixis
}	Implicature
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"A language is not just words. It’s a culture, a tradition, a unification of a community, a whole history that creates 
what a community is. It’s all embodied in a language." 

Noam Chomsky
 



103Pragmatics

CHAPTER 9: PRAGMATICS

9.1 BEYOND LINGUISTIC MEANING – INTRODUCTORY NOTES 

Meaning is closely related to the use of language. Linguistic meaning can be complemented by the meaning of context, 
speakers and referents. In the previous chapters we expanded on the domain of semantics to the level of sentence. As 
we have mentioned several times before, in order to understand the meaning of a word, phrase or sentence, it is often 
necessary to know the context in which they are used, or uttered, which brings us to the domain of pragmatics. 

Pragmatics is a linguistic discipline which studies the use of language and the influence the context has on meaning. 
It also deals with the intentions of speakers and the effects communicative acts have on listeners. While semantics deals 
with all possible meanings of words and sentences, pragmatics is concerned with a specific meaning in the given context. 
In other words, pragmatics studies the meaning of contextualised sentences, or utterances31. 

The term pragmatics, as perceived in modern linguistic theory, was first used by the American philosopher Charles 
Morris, whose main concern of study was the field of semiotics. Within semiotics, he distinguished three main areas 
of investigation – syntax, semantics and pragmatics. His work was characterised by the first systematic investigation of 
meaning within the framework of these three disciplines, and his studies were followed by many others which opposed, 
supported or supplemented his views on the relation of pragmatics and other linguistic and non-linguistic disciplines.

As a result of various approaches to the study of pragmatics, there are different views what the scope of pragmatics 
includes. Due to the focal area of interest and the aim of this coursebook, the main concepts studied within pragmatics 
will be just introduced, and pragmatics will be compared to semantics, within the framework of their mutual correlations 
and connections.

9.2 PRAGMATICS AND SEMANTICS

Semantics and pragmatics are both linguistic disciplines concerned with meaning, and although they are clearly 
defined, it is not often easy to delineate a strict boundary between them, especially when we get into details in our study 
and a deeper analysis of meaning. 

Pragmatics is a linguistic discipline which studies:

}	 the use of language,
}	 the influence the context has on meaning,
}	 intentions of speakers and the effects the communicative acts have on the listeners,
}	 a specific meaning in the given context, 
}	 the meaning of contextualised sentences or utterances.

The main framework of pragmatics, what it studies and the relation to semantics can be shown in the following 
diagram.

31	 For a further investigation in pragmatics, see Levinson (1983).
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Diagram 5. Pragmatics and its main elements

Linguistic meaning + context + speakers + referents

       Semantics + non-linguistic meanings

The comparison of semantics and pragmatics, what they have in common and how they differ can be shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Pragmatics and semantics – comparison

Semantics Pragmatics

Studies linguistic meaning Studies a concrete linguistic meaning in a 
particular context

Investigates conventional meaning 
(What does a word mean/denote?)

Investigates meaning in use  
(What does the speaker mean by uttering the word?)

Concerned with describing meaning relations 
and combinations.

Concerned with the relation between what is 
said and what is meant by the given utterance.

Studies context-independent meaning Studies context-dependent meaning

Studies speaker-independent meaning Studies speaker-dependent meaning

Meaning is not only related to language and its complexities, but it also depends on the real world that surrounds 
us, and the knowledge we have about this world. The domain of both disciplines overlap, and they also can be viewed 
as complementary disciplines, whose principles and findings can contribute to a better understanding of meaning 
perceived from different aspects. 

Semantics deals with those aspects of meaning which are constant and do not vary in terms of their dependence on 
the context – they are rooted in language and are related to linguistic meaning. On the other hand, pragmatics relies 
on the linguistic meaning and studies how it is used in context and how both the speaker and the hearer combine linguist 
knowledge with other context-related elements and their world knowledge in order to convey or infer the intended meaning. 

Now that the main aspects of pragmatics have been introduced, some concepts explained earlier in this coursebook 
can be clearer when approached within the framework of perception of meaning in pragmatics.

In the introductory chapter, sentence and utterance, as the key concepts in semantics, were explained and contrasted. 
The difference between a sentence and an utterance can be more clearly perceived from a pragmatic aspect. In other words, 
a sentence is a unit of a language system, an abstract formation, a string of words combined together with the respect 
of grammatical rules of language. On the other hand, an utterance, be it a word, phrase, or sentence, is the realisation 
of the word, phrase or sentence in communication. Utterances can be both complete and incomplete, grammatically 
correct or incorrect. Either way, their meaning can be clear and properly understood in context. 

The best examples which illustrate the vague line between semantics and pragmatics are the concepts of entailment, 
presupposition, implicature, which are all studied in semantics, but also redefined and given a specific concern within 
pragmatics. 
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We defined presupposition as a sentence sense relation, but also mentioned that some linguists think that presupposition 
should be studied within pragmatics. The nature of presupposition shows that a strict distinction between semantics 
and pragmatics cannot be made. In pragmatics, presupposition represents a type of pragmatic inference. Namely, when 
we use language in communication, we rely a lot on information which is not explicitly stated, i.e. we presuppose that 
the listener, or reader, has this previous knowledge. This means that in communication, the speaker assumes that the 
interlocutor has the background information, i.e. a lot is taken for granted.

9.3 MEANING AND CONTEXT

A speaker and a hearer use both linguistic knowledge and the context in order to infer meaning. There are three 
types of sources of knowledge that can be employed in order to understand and interpret the meaning of a sentence/a 
part of the sentence or a text used in a certain context:

1. knowledge we have about the physical context,
2. knowledge we gain from what has already been said,
3. common, background knowledge.

The first source of knowledge is available from the physical context, and it includes deictic expressions. For example, 
the meaning of the utterance "Leave it here" can be properly interpreted only if we know what "here" refers to.

The second source of knowledge is important if we are to interpret the meaning of a sentence composed of elements 
which refer to something that has previously been said, and, thus, we need to know what they actually refer to, i.e. we 
need to know the discourse topic (what the discourse or the text is about). For example, if we want to understand the 
meaning of the utterance 

	 "So he went to the bank", 

a wider context is needed, and if this context is 

"He was so busy and worked overtime for days, spending hours in a tight space of his office. He became tired and he 
realised he needed some open space and fresh air in the nature", 

the interpretation of the utterance would be 

	 "He went to the bank, by the river".

And the last source of knowledge – the common, background knowledge – contributes to the inferring of meaning 
to a high degree. It includes knowledge of the world, and can be culturally and individually conditioned. 

	 The following communication situation shows how important the background knowledge is, and it can be 
illustrated with the utterance exchange: 

	 One person says, "Let’s go to your favourite restaurant and order a stake", 

and the other person replies 

	 "It’s Wednesday".
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In order to understand this communication situation in a proper way, the following information is included in the 
interpretation of the second utterance: 

1. cultural information – in Orthodox tradition, Wednesday is the day when believers do not eat meat, and 
2. personal information – the person who responds to the first utterance respects this tradition.

The following example illustrates how context and non-linguistic elements define the utterance, even though it is 
not complete. If we meet someone and we are guessing who that person is, we can say the name of that person in the 
rising intonation, e.g. "Mark?". This is an incomplete utterance, shortened from "Are you Mark?", but the communicative 
situation is clear enough so that the meaning of the incomplete utterance can be understood. If the context is different, 
and the utterance is preceded by the question "Who won the competition?", the incomplete utterance "Mark" can also 
be used, which is, in this communicative situation, shortened from "Mark won the competition".

Although some statements are grammatically incorrect, their meaning can be well understood when used in specific 
contexts, and, therefore, the context helps to shape and give a grammatically incorrect sentence  the right and intended meaning. 

As it was described in the previous chapter, a sentence can be ambiguous in meaning, and this ambiguity can result 
either from the ambiguity of the word or words composing the sentence, or from the syntactic structure of the senten-
ce. For a proper understanding of such statement, we need to have both the context- and language-related knowledge. 

The following example can illustrate the importance of context and communicative situation for a proper understan-
ding of the conversation, which, at first sight, sounds illogical. The expected answer to the question 

	 "Do you know where my phone is?"

would be 

	 "Yes, I do", or
	 "No, I don’t."

However, if the answer is

	 "I see John playing in the corner", 

it makes sense in the context which includes the following elements: John is the speaker’s child who uses every opportunity 
to take his parents’ phone, steal away, and, crouched in the corner, play video games on the phone. With this background 
information, the answer would mean, 

	 "Yes, I know, it is in the corner. John has got it."

In any case, the answer as a linguistic expression has a different meaning outside the previously described context. 

Even those statements which have rather clear and unambiguous meaning can be interpreted differently depending 
on the context and circumstances in case of which they are used. The importance and the influence of the context will 
be illustrated while interpreting the meaning of an utterance with the following example: 

	 "It is freezing outside."

This utterance has an explicit meaning of the weather condition. At any rate, in terms of the purpose why it was uttered, 
it can be interpreted in different ways. The following interpretations illustrate some of the meanings of the utterance:

1) "So I’d rather stay at home."
2) "We need to put on some warm clothes before we go out."
3) "Our friends probably won’t come because they never leave their house in such weather."
4) "I need to bring in the vases with flowers."
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As the above examples illustrate, pragmatics studies what goes beyond explicit meaning, what is indirectly stated, 
involving the speaker’s intention and how a listener decodes the message. One of the key concepts in pragmatics refers to 
inference – a type of reasoning, a process of reaching a conclusion based on some evidence. Inference has an important 
role in connecting meaning to the context. More particularly, for a proper understanding of an utterance, it is necessary 
to have not only the language- and context-related knowledge, but also the awareness of the intention of the speaker, 
which refers to a very important aspect of pragmatics – speech acts. 

9.4 SPEECH ACTS

The theory of speech acts, originating from philosophy of language, contributes to the study of language from 
pragmatic perspective. Speech act refers to the act being performed while uttering a sentence in a certain communicative 
situation, and is connected with the intention the speaker involves and the effect the utterance has on the listener. We 
perform invitations, promises, warnings, requests, apologies, and the like. Speech acts are very important in communication.

 
	 The following types of speech acts are distinguished in pragmatics:

}	 locutionary
}	 illocutionary
}	 perlocutionary

Locutionary act is an act of saying something, an actual utterance. It is characterised by linguistic features – phonetic, 
morphological, syntactic and semantic. It is also related to the basic linguistic meaning.

Illocutionary and perlocutionary acts are of more importance in speech act theory and pragmatics. Unlike locutionary 
act, illocutionary act carries a certain intention on the part of the speaker. Illocutionary act refers to the intended meaning, 
and it comprises utterances which have some purpose. According to the nature of the purpose, illocutionary acts can 
be categorised into several types32:

}	 assertives (utterances used to inform about something, e.g. "Mary is very busy.")
}	 declarations (utterances which bring about a change. The verbs usually used in these acts are: to christen, to marry, 

to object, to pronounce, e.g. "And now, I pronounce you husband and wife.")
}	 commissives (utterances used to express a promise, guarantee, etc. – by saying something, a speaker commits 

himself to do something in the future, e.g. "I promise I will never do this again."),
}	 directives (utterances used to get the listener to do something, e.g. invitation, persuasion, begging, asking, requesting, 

etc. For example, by saying "I am begging you to stay with me", we ask other people to do something), and
}	 expressives (utterances used to express feelings and attitudes, e.g. apologising, sympathising, etc. For example, 

by saying "I apologise for being late", we express our feeling about the situation of being late.) 

And, finally, what characterises perlocutionary act is the effect it has on the listener or a reader. For example, the 
utterance

	 "Mary is very busy"

can have the following effects on the listener:

i.   he/she now knows something about  Mary,
ii.  he/she will try to help her,
iii. he/she will leave her alone.

32	 There are various classifications of illocutionary speech acts. In this coursebook, we relied on the classification provided by Bugarski (1996).
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9.5 DEIXIS

In order to interpret the relationship between language and context better and more effectively and precisely, it is 
important to understand the use of deictic expressions, or deixis, in communication. 

Deixis is a term originating from the Greek language, meaning "demonstration" or "indicating", "reference". Deixis 
refers to words which accomplish their full meaning when contextualised, i.e. wen used in a particular context. 	

The typical examples of deictic words are personal and demonstrative pronouns, adverbial words and phrases, and 
other grammatical elements whose meaning is clear from the context. 	

For example, the demonstrative pronoun this has variable meanings in context depending on the referent it addresses. 
If we say "Take this away", and point to the table "this" has the meaning of a table, and if we say "Take this one", and we 
point to the chair, than the meaning of the demonstrative pronoun this is a "chair". 

If the deictic information is absent from the communicative act, the receiver of the information cannot understand 
it properly, or he can even misunderstand the message. For example, if we come to someone’s office and find the notice 
"I will be back in one hour", we do not know when exactly this notice was put up, and when the clock started ticking. 
As a result of the absence of the deictic information related to "one hour", we can wait for a couple of seconds up to 
almost one hour.

Another deictic use is illustrated by the spatial deixis here/there which indicates the location of the speaker in 
comparison to the specified place. If we say "Don’t sit there – move a bit closer, next to me – yes, here", the meaning of 
the adverbs here and there is clear only in the context wherein the statement was uttered.

The notion of deixis also nicely illustrates the distinction between semantics and pragmatics – when meaning 
belongs to a language, and when language information needs to be supplemented by the use in context in which event 
this meaning is actualised. 

9.6 IMPLICATURE

And, finally, a very important aspect of pragmatics refers to the notion of conversational implicature, or just 
implicature. The phenomenon of implicature reveals how important context is in actualisation and understanding of 
linguistic structures. Implicature contains information present in an utterance but not explicitly stated. The exchange 
of information stated in the following pair of utterances illustrates the use of implicature in conversation:

	 A. "Did you buy some bread?"
	 B. "The bakery was closed."

The answer implies that the intended meaning is "No".

Implicature also contributes to economy in communication because having stated something which implies additional 
information, we do not have to state this information explicitly. 

9.7 CLOSING REMARKS ON PRAGMATICS

All the above-mentioned concepts show the complexity of meaning, and how it is important to employ a variety of 
elements – which belong to both linguistic and non-linguistic area – if we aim at a proper understanding of a diverse 
corpus of possible meanings. This last chapter, although of an introductory nature, contributes to a deeper understanding 
of meaning in language, and opens the door to an amazing world of meaning, which is still to be pursued and discovered 
by those keen to find out more about the intricacies of meaning in language and real-life world.  
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Chapter 9 Questions to discuss and exercises

Part 1. Questions related to theoretical background

1. What does pragmatics study?
2. Circle the word which best fits into the following descriptions:

a. Semantics deals with those aspects of meaning which are constant/variable and, depending on the context, can 
change/do not change.

b. Pragmatics relies on the linguistic meaning and studies how it is used in language/context. 
3. A speaker and a hearer use both _____________ and ___________ in order to infer meaning.
4 What does speech act refer to?
5 What are the typical examples of deictic words?
6 What is inference?
7 What does presupposition mean?
8 Explain the difference between sentence and utterance from a pragmatic point of view.

Part 2. Application of theory

1. Analyse the following examples and decide what kind of act the speaker performs while uttering these sentences.

a. "I apologise for being late."
b. "I pronounce you husband and wife."
c. "I kindly ask you to stay with us a bit longer."
d. "I assure you I will finish the assignment on time."
e. "I really appreciate your kindness."
f. "Can you say it again, please?"

2. What are the possible intentions of the speaker when he utters the following sentences?

a. "There is a glass on the table."
b. "He turned 21 last Friday."

3. What possible effects do the following utterances have on the hearer?

a. "John wants to leave."
b. "Children are coming home."

4. Identify deictic elements in the folllowing sentences.

a. "Don’t leave it there!"
b. "I am very busy this week."
c. "I invited Ava to come, but she was too busy."
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5. What do the following utterances pressupose:

a. "Jack apologised for being so rude."
b. "When did you graduate from university?"
c. "If only I had not forgotten about my sister’s birthday."
d. "Mike failed the exam."
e. "He didn’t want to make the same mistake."
f. "I wish I were more patient with them."

6. Think of a sentence which could be interpreted differently depending on the context/background information.

7. Context clues – match the example and the type of clue.

a. This situation is a conundrum, a puzzle that's difficult to solve.
b. Jane is gregarious, unlike her sister who is shy and reserved.
c. His cat has a kind disposition – she has never scratched anyone.
d. The doctor's writing was utterly illegible; no one could read those scribbles.

i.   antonyms as clues
ii.  definitions as clues
iii. explanations as clues
iv.  synonyms as clues

8. Use background knowledge to explain the humour in the following joke.

"A Scotsman and his wife walked past a  swanky new restaurant. "Did you smell that  food?" she asked. "Incredible!" 
Being a kind-hearted Scot, he thought, "What the heck, I'll  treat her!" So, they walked past it again!"

9. Use background knowledge to explain the meaning of the following sentences.

a. Al Capone's older brother was a federal Prohibition agent. 
b. The most shoplifted book in America is The Bible.
c. "Scotland has voted in favour of the UK staying in the EU by 62% to 38% - with all 32 council areas backing 

Remain. But the UK as a whole has voted to Leave - raising the prospect of Scotland being taken out of the 
EU against  its will."
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APPENDIX 1

TEST 1

Q1 

Semantics as a scientific linguistic discipline was first recognised as ____________.

a. historical semantics
b. semiotics
c. linguistic semantics

Q2 

Circle the correct proposition.

a. Semantics is considered to have historically developed from semiotics.
b. Modern semiotics is considered to have historically developed from semantics.

Q3 

Circle the correct proposition.

a. A sentence is any use of language, which can even be grammatically incomplete. 
b. An utterance is any use of language, be it a word, phrase, sentence, or a sequence of sentences, which can even 

be grammatically incomplete. 
c. An utterance can be considered as an abstract formation – a string of words combined together with the respect 

of grammatical rules of language.

Q4

_________ is defined linguistically, and it implies relations between linguistic expressions that exist within a language, 
while __________refers to the relationship between a language and the world.

a. reference, referent
b. sense, referent
c. sense, reference

Q5

Circle the correct proposition.

a. Referential meaning can be found in dictionaries, it is neutral and does not depend on context or the thoughts 
and emotions of those involved in a communicative situation.

b. The main distinction between concrete and abstract meaning refers to the lexical item.
c. Denotative meaning is secondary, derived, dependent on culture and a person or situation.

Q6

Through _________, some qualities are transferred from a source idea or object to a target idea or an object. The 
comparison with the source concept is implicit, and can lead to confusion if taken literally.

a. metaphor
b. metonymy
c. synecdoche
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Q7

Circle the proposition which is not correct.

a. In case of hyperbole, there is no irony, and the intended meaning is obvious.
b. In case of litotes, there is some subtle message underlying the statement which includes some ironic attitude.
c. Hyperbole is the use of language whose aim is to express understatement.

Q8

Polysemic words are words which have the same form, or pronunciation, but different meanings. 

a. True
b. False

Q9

Synonyms which have the same denotative meaning, but can differ in expressive or emotive meaning, style (colloquial 
and formal) and discourse are called _____________.

a. total synonyms
b. propositional synonyms
c. near-synonyms

Q10

Circle the correct proposition.

a. Hyponym has a more general meaning than the hyperonym.
b. Meronymy includes meronyms and holonyms – the first refers to the whole, and the latter denotes a part. 
c. Canonical meronyms imply that the relationship between a part and a whole is always present.

Q11

In semantics, when we mark the statement as "If I could, I would leave my home", we refer to it as a(n) _____________.

a. utterance
b. sentence
c. proposition

Q12

Choose which word best fits the sentence Five planets in our solar system are visible to the _______ eye. 

a. bare
b. naked
c. nude
d. uncovered 

Q13

What type of meaning do we refer to when we say "the verb catch is transitive"?

a. lexical
b. grammatical
c. referential
d. abstract
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Q14

The word _______ can be a synonym for the words "light" and "just". 

a. blond
b. fair
c. honest

Q15

Choose which synonymous word best fits in the sentence The weather is nice this morning. It's not hot yet, and there's 
a _______ breeze from the sea. 

a. chilling
b. chilly
c. cold
d. cool

Q16

Which word can be an antonym for the words "wrong" and "left"?

a. correct
b. right
c. true

Q17

Which word can be an antonym for the words "heavy" and "dark"?

a. light
b. night
c. weight

Q18

When we say "The speech you gave was not not too bad", we employ the semantic change of ________.

a. hyperbole

b. exaggeration

c. litotes

Q19

The word Britain in the headline Britain Votes Brexit illustrates the semantic change of _______.

a. metaphor
b. metonymy
c. hyperbole
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Q20

Compare the underlined words in the sentences

1. The horse was rushing about in the field, tossing its mane.
2. The main problem we are facing is the lack of support.

This is the example of ____________.

a. polysemy
b. homonymy
c. meronymy

Q21

Analyse the meaning the word skyline has today, ‘a horizon decorated by skyscrapers’. However, it used to mean ‘any 
horizon’. This example shows the semantic change of ___________.

a. elevation
b. generalisation
c. narrowing

Q22

Circle the best antonym for the word dissonance.

a. orator
b. accord
c. symphony
d. music 

Q23

Circle the best synonym for the word dissonance.

a. symphony
b. discordance
c. melodious 

Q24

Replace the underlined word by the most appropriate antonym in the sentence The speaker was unable to pacify the crowd.

a. excite
b. antagonise
c. threaten
d. challenge

Q25 

Replace the underlined word by the most appropriate antonym in the sentence I don’t think his account of things was monotonous.

a. agreeable
b. acceptable
c. varied
d. indecent
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Q26

If the word right can be defined as ‘considered fair or morally acceptable by most people’ and ‘on or towards the side 
of your body that is to the east when you are facing north’, it illustrates the example of _____________.

a. hyponymy
b. meronymy
c. polysemy
d. none of the above

Q27

The semantic relation existing among the words chemistry, biology, subject, physical education is called ____________.

a. homonymy
b. meronymy
c. synonymy
d. hyponymy

Q28

The semantic relation existing between the underlined words in the following sentences I can see (/si:/) the difference, 
and He spent his holiday by the sea (/si:/) illustrates the example of ________.

a. homonymy
b. polysemy
c. meronymy
d. hyponymy

Q29

Analyse the analogy head: body → lace: _____

Which word completes the second pair so as to reflect the same semantic relation existing in the first pair.

a. louse
b. shoe
c. equipment

Q30

Analyse the analogy chair: furniture → cottage: ________

Which word completes the second pair so as to reflect the same semantic relation existing in the first pair.

a. house
b. countryside
c. hut
d. cheese
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APPENDIX 2

TEST 2

Q1

Compare the following sentences containing the word pay. Circle the odd one.

a. She never pays attention to what I am telling her.
b. How much did you pay for the tickets?
c. Would you prefer to pay with/by cash, cheque, or credit card?
d. I pay my taxes.

Q2

Which verb cannot collocate with the noun awareness?

a. gain
b. get
c. raise
d. increase

Q3

Circle the correct proposition.

a. All collocations are fixed expressions containing elements which cannot be replaced by any other element.
b. All collocations are flexible expression, with a wide range of elements which could be replaced by some other 

element.
c. Collocations are relatively fixed syntagmatic combinations of two or more words.
d. The meaning of collocations is usually non-transparent.

Q4

Circle the proposition which is not correct.

a. Idioms respect the principle of compositionality.
b. Idioms consist of fixed lexical material.
c. Idioms are syntactically fixed expressions.
d. The meaning of idioms is opaque.

Q5

They are always on the ____________ young and versatile people.

a. search for      
b. terms of       
c. look out for
d. need for 
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Q6

If you take something with a pinch of salt, it means that ______________.

a. you are angry
b. you are bitter
c. you are suspicious
d. you are open-minded

Q7

Which words do not collocate?

a. highly educated 
b. highly profitable
c. highly unusual 
d. highly exhausted

Q8

Circle the correct proposition.

a. Paradigmatic relations refer to the relation a lexeme has with other lexical items which can replace it.
b. Paradigmatic relations refer to the combination of lexemes.
c. Idioms show paradigmatic relation of its elements.
d. Collocations show paradigmatic relation of its elements.

Q9

The proposition "My uncle has just arrived" consists of _____________.

a. one argument and one predicate
b. two arguments and three predicates
c. five arguments
d. one argument and two predicates

Q10

Circle the proposition which is not correct.

a. Proposition is the core semantic content of a sentence.
b. Proposition refers to the notion of truth.
c. Proposition is the same as sentence.
d. Proposition is independent of language.

Q11

If two statements hold the relationship of ________, it means that one of them is a logical consequence of the other one.

a. entailment 
b. entailing             
c. paraphrase
d. equivalence
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Q12

The type of meaning expressed by the sentence "Rome is the capital city of Italy" is called _______.

a. analytic            
b. synthetic           
c. propositional
d. eternal 

Q13

The type of meaning expressed by the sentence "Rome is the most beautiful city of Italy" is called

a. analytic            
b. synthetic           
c. propositional
d. subjective 

Q14

Ambiguity present in the sentence "I walked by the bank" is called ___________.

a. lexical ambiguity
b. syntactic ambiguity
c. lexical-semantic ambiguity

Q15

The sentence "His spirits improved when he got the good news" has a similar meaning with the sentence ______________.

a. His spirits picked up when he got the good news. 
b. His spirits picked along when he got the good news. 
c. His spirits picked on when the good news was got. 
d. His spirits picked up on when the good news was got. 

Q16

The semantic relation holding between the sentences "She had the pipes installed in her kitchen" and "The plumber 
installed the pipes in her kitchen" is called ___________.

a. entailment
b. causative have
c. paraphrase
d. presupposition

Q17

Which of the following sentences has the meaning "She went there as a convict to serve the sentence"?

a. She went to prison.
b. She went to a prison.
c. She went to the prison.
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Q18
Circle the correct proposition.
a A connection between sounds and their meanings is sometimes of arbitrary nature.
b A connection between sounds and their meanings is primarily of arbitrary nature.
c Sounds have their own meanings.
d Sounds are motivated in language.

Q19

The suffix -headed has two meanings – ‘refers to someone’s attitude or the way they behave’ and ‘describes the head 
of a person or the top part of something’. The suffix -headed in the noun clear-headed is equivalent to the meaning 
the suffix has in the noun __________.

a. curly-headed
b. cool-headed
c. crop-headed
d. bald-headed

Q20

Which sentence contains a tense whose time reference is somehow altered?

a. When I saw him, I immediately knew that something was wrong.
b. I will join you as soon as I finish this test.
c. He will come in a second.
d. I bought the book the other day.

Q21

The verb form knew in the sentence "I wish I knew the answer" expresses ____________.

a. fact
b. attitude
c. idea

Q22

The mood expressed by the verb form was trying in the sentence "She was trying to explain that to me last night" is 
called ___________.

a. active
b. indicative
c. progressive
d. finite

Q23

The aspect expressed by the verb form have been arguing in the sentence "We have been arguing for hours" is called _______.

a. active
b. indicative
c. progressive
d. finite
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Q24

Function words have both lexical and grammatical meanings to the same degree.

a. True
b. False

Q25

______________ genitive identifies the noun, e.g. the origin or possession.

a. classifying
b. quantifying
c. qualifying

Q26

Circle the correct proposition.

a. Finite verb forms have time, aspect, mood, person, number and voice.
b. Non-finite verb forms have time, aspect, mood, person, number and voice.
c. Both finite and non-finite verb forms have time, aspect, mood, person, number and voice.
d. Non-finite verb forms are used in main clauses.

Q27

The mood expressed by the verb form save in the sentence "God save the Queen!" is called __________.

a. conditional
b. indicative
c. imperative
d. subjunctive

Q28

Which sentence is not correct?

a. I will drop you off at the next stop.
b. Off you go!
c. He turned unexpectedly up.
d. She turned down the invitation.

Q29

Choose the sentence with the modifier in the correct place. 

a. I only have one question to ask before I leave.
b. I have only one question to ask before I leave.
c. I have one question only to ask before I leave.

Q30

Circle the correct sentence.

a. We regret informing you that your application hasn’t been accepted.
b. When the mom took the baby in her arms, it stopped to cry. 
c. I remember being so disappointed when he told me the news.
d. I watched him to cross the street without looking at the traffic lights.
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