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LEXICON AND MEANING

• There is an intimate connection between words and their meanings.
• Consider how a single word can alter the meaning of a message entirely:

The interrogating officer moved closer to the prisoner.
‘Let’s see how you like this’, he said.
He then hit the prisoner with a truly vicious question.

v.s.
The interrogating officer moved closer to the prisoner.
‘Let’s see how you like this’, he said.
He then hit the prisoner with a truly vicious truncheon.



LEXIS AND MEANING

• Some words may serve as “cue” or signal an upcoming statement.
• Consider the phrase “in other words”, which usually introduces a statement related to what 

was previously said, but differently formulated.

• “In other words” is often used as a clarification or simplification of what was previously 
stated.

I worship the ground you stand on, dearest Patricia. 
I bless the day that you were born, 
and I rejoice in every breath you take. 
In other words, sweet Patty, I love you.



LEXIS AND MEANING

• There are also links among words that resemble meaning, called 
synonyms.

• Synonyms: Can replace each other without any noticeable 
change in meaning involved.

a) They stumbled into the sitting room and collapsed on the 
floor.

b) They stumbled into the sitting room and collapsed on the 
ground.



LEXIS AND MEANING

When changing words leads to changing meanings:

• Sue lives up North, well in the Midlands really, not too far 
from Leicester. 

• It says here in the paper that he lived off ‘immortal earnings’. I 
suppose they mean ‘immoral’.



MEANING SEEN AS REFERENCE OR 
DENOTATION

One way words convey meaning:

• “…language conveys meaning partly by…pointing to various 
kinds of phenomena in the ‘real world’. “ (Singleton, 2000: 64).

• Physically pointing to something may serve the same function 
as naming something.

• EXAMPLE:

• While ordering food in a foreign language abroad you may find it 
useful to point at what you want, if you feel insecure about your 
linguistic abilities.



MEANING SEEN AS REFERENCE OR 
DENOTATION

• DENOTATUM an actually existing object referred 
to by a word, sign, or linguistic expression.

• Reference: “When a linguistic expression ‘points’ in a 
particular context to a specific entity, attribute, state, 
or process.” (Singleton, 2000: 64).

• Referent: refers to the phenomenon being labelled or 
identified.



MEANING SEEN AS REFERENCE OR 
DENOTATION

• An expression may also identify a whole class of phenomena:

• In the following expression the wolf does not refer to one 
particular wolf but to an entire category of mammals:

• The wolf is a much misunderstood animal.



MEANING: REFERENCE AND 
DENOTATION

GENERAL/CLASS Meanings:

Even though they taste nice, baked beans are actually quite good 
for you.

Sunday night is as quiet as the grave around these parts.



TRADITIONAL ACCOUNTS OF LEXIS 
AND MEANING

• ‘Denotation’ à a traditional approach to modelling meaning and language.

• Language communicates meanings “via concepts constructed out of our experience of the 
relevant denotata” (Singleton, 2000: 65).

• Under this account “each linguistic form is associated with a concept, and each concept is the 
mental representation of a phenomenon in the ’real world’” (ibid).

CONCEPT

FORM ‘REAL WORLD’ 
PHENOMENON



DIFFICULTY WITH REPRESENTING 
‘MEANING’ IN A TRIANGULAR MODEL

• It implies that each particular form is uniquely associated with a single particular concept.

• It fails to account for cases where more than one expression is associated with a single 
meaning 

• It doesn’t account for cases where a single expression is associated with more than one 
meaning.

• Leads to an atomatistic/reductionist view of language. 

• It treats each (word) form and its meaning as continuous, isolated and self-contained.



DENOTATION AND ‘REAL WORLD’ 
CONCEPTS

• But do references always denote things in the real world?

CONSIDER THE FOLLOWING:

• Do words like “if”,  “and”, “should”,  and “nevertheless” denote things in the 
real world?

• All of these have meaning, but they are not earned by observable or class-
related phenomena. 

• They don’t map into any concrete concept.

• What about words like “mermaid”, “tooth fairy” “unicorn”, etc.? 



DENOTATION AND ‘REAL WORLD’ 
CONCEPTS

• Two or more expressions may be applied to exactly the same 
phenomenon but have different meanings:

• “Morning Star”

• “Evening Star”



NON-LINEAR RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
LEXIS AND MEANING

Other examples:

• The Lionheart vs. King Richard I of England

• Half-empty vs. half-full

• To tell lies vs. to be economical with the truth



STRUCTURALIST PERSPECTIVES ON 
MEANING

Alternate way of modelling meaning in language:
• “Structuralism”
• Founding father is Ferdinand de Saussure. 

• Structuralism believes that:
• (1) Every language has a unique pattern and is composed of units (Lyons, 1973: 11); 
• (2) Those units “can be identified only in terms of their relationships with other units in 

the same language” (ibid).
• What it means for the relationship between lexis and meaning:
• The relationship between lexis and meaning has to be interpreted in light of the 

relations between expressions in the same language system.



STRUCTURALIST SEMANTICS

• Structuralist semantics – lack of interest in diachronic 
semantics (how words change meaning through time) and 
historical linguistics.

• There is a strict distinction between diachrony (change across 
different points in time) and synchrony (apparent change, change 
in real-time).

• The focus is on stability, and not flexibility or change.



STRUCTURALISM

• Does not place emphasis on the relationship between concepts 
in the real world and linguistic form.
• It sees it as important, but nonetheless a non-fixed relationship.

• Words do change in both meaning and structure. 
• Structuralist semantics states that the value of a linguistic unit 

“derives both from the concepts for which it may be 
‘exchanged’ and from its set of relationships with other words 
in the language (system)” (Singleton, 2000: 66).



STRUCTURALISM: ANALOGY

Just like the value of a given coin (5 francs) is not as easily discernible 
without an understanding of how much that coin will buy you or what 
its worth – its value (concept), as well as an its relationship with other 
concepts of the same system, e.g. a coin of the same currency – one 
franc (the system).



LEXICAL FIELD THEORY

Lexical field theory
• The first manifestation of “structuralist semantics.”

• “reflects the general linguistic tendency to move from an isolating, atomistic, discrete 
view to a holistic, systematic approach” of meaning in language (Bussmann, 1998: 674).

• Based on the idea that “it is possible to identify within the vocabulary of a language a 
particular set of expressions or words (lexical fields) covering particular areas of 
meaning (semantic fields)”  and that their lexical organization allows for “relevant lexical 
units to mark out each other’s territory” (Singleton, 2000: 67).



LEXICAL FIELD THEORY

Follows the “System” approach from De Saussure’s structuralism:

Lexical field theory

• (a) the meaning of an individual word is dependent upon the meaning of the 
rest of the words of the same lexical or conceptual field (cf. musical scale)

• (b) an individual lexical field is constructed like a mosaic with no gaps; the 
whole set of all lexical fields of a language reflects a self-contained picture of 
reality.

• (c) if a single word undergoes a change in meaning, then the whole structure 
of the lexical field changes.

• ”The isolated historical study of words can be superseded by the study of 
lexical fields.” (Bussmann, 1998: 674)



STRUCTURALISM AND “THE LANGUAGE 
SYSTEM"

• Example of how structuralism and lexical field theory emphasizes the system 
(context) over the historical aspect of language:

COLOUR

• Colour is an undifferentiated by nature; it is organized into red, yellow, 
orange, green, etc. by the words which are used to identify particular 
areas of the spectrum.

• Different languages divide different colours differently.

• In Russian: there are two words for blue à goluboj (light blue) and sinij
(dark blue)

• In English: one word for blue.



BLOOMFIELD AND STRUCTURALISM

Leonard Bloomfield – American linguist and structuralist.

• Bloomfield was interested in observing language as a hard science.

• Americans that followed Bloomfield were only concerned with language 
phenomena that could be observed from a rigorous scientific analysis, they 
were not interested in modelling how “unobservable” concepts acquire 
meaning.

• “saw scientifically accurate definitions of meaning in terms of ‘real world’ 
phenomena to which words were applied as being possible for only a 
minority of expression.” (Singleton, 2000: 67).

• E.g. defining “minerals” = unproblematic.

• Defining “love” = ?



JOHN LYONS AND STRUCTURALIST 
SEMANTICS

• John Lyons: English linguist; found a widely acceptable way to model the lexicon 
and meaning from a structuralist approach.

1) Recognized the fact that meaning could derive from expressions’ relationship with the 
world, beyond the language (application in terms of reference and denotation).

2) Meaning of an individual word or expression also crucially depends on the system of a 
language, or the network relations into which a word enters.

• He refers to these network relations in terms of “sense”.

• Sense: his approach to the analysis of sense “…does not require prior identification of a 
concept or of the semantic network (field); the lexical field is defined in terms of the 
observable relationships between lexical expressions within particular contexts.”



SENSE THEORY AND STRUCTURALIST
SEMANTICS

• Example of how meaning depends on context:

• MOUTH

• ‘He has a rather small mouth.’

• ’The mouth of the river is difficult to navigate.’

• Different meanings, same/similar conceptà an example of polysemy.

• Cases where words have different meaning and refer to different concepts à
homonymy.

• Homonymy: when two distinct words are involved which simply happen to coincide formally.

• bank-bank (phonetically and orthographically identical)

• Row /raʊ/ ‘quarrel’ – row /rəʊ/ ‘propel a boat using oars’ (called homographs)



JOHN LYONS AND STRUCTURALISM

• RECALL: The meaning of words depend on how they map onto the system.
• Lyons distinguishes between two types of relations between meaning and 

expressions:

• Paradigmatic (Substitutional): expressions that “hold intersubstitutable 
members of the same grammatical category.”

• Syntagmatic (combinatorial): expressions that typically, though not 
necessarily, that “hold (relations) between different grammatical categories 
(E.g between nouns and adjectives, verbs and adverbs), which can be put 
together in grammatically well-formed combinations (or constructions).



SYNTAGMATIC RELATIONS

• Syntagmatic relations can be seen as one aspect of collocational and colligational relations of the 
lexicon.
• Collocational: characteristic co-occurrence patterns of two (or more) lexical items (”grass” and 

“green”; “write” and “read”).
• Colligational: a type of collocation, but where a lexical item is linked to a grammatical one. (e.g. 

“this” and “house”).
Example: “rancid” (adj.): highly unpleasant or repugnant; (foods containing fat or oil) smelling or 
tasting unpleasant as a result of being old and stale (e.g. rancid meat).
• “Rancid” usually combines with a limited amount of nouns (it has a restricted collocational 

range):
• Butter, lard, oil, etc.
• Its collocational range can be said to be dependent on semantic relations between words.
• Meanings of the nouns in question determine whether or not “rancid” can be used.



PARADIGMATIC RELATIONS

• John Lyons further divides paragdigmatic (substitudinal) relations into the following categories:
1) Synonymy

2) Hyponymy
3) Incompatibility 
• He defines these three categories in terms of logical relations between sentences, which he called postulates.
• Two logic postulates of importance:
• Entailment: one sentence entails another sentence in a given contextif the one necessarily 

implies the other. (I am a man – entails – I am a human; the two Is can refer to the same 
invidividual).

• Negation: one sentence negates another if one of the sentences denies the truth, or does not 
follow the logic, of the other (I am a man à I am a centipede*, where the two Is should refer 
to the same individual)



SYNONYMY

Synonymy: minimally different sentences entailing each other; where two or more sentences entail each 
other and differ by only one expression, the distinguishing expressions are taken to be 
synonymous.

Example: Sentences that all entail each other:

• Ethelred the Unready died in 1016.
• Ethelred the Unready expired in 1016.
• Ethelred the Unready passed away in 1016.
• Ethelred the Unready popped off in 1016.

• Ethelred the Unread kicked the bucket in 1016.
• Ethelred the Unready snuffed it in 1016.

ØThese all differ by the expression underlined.

ØAccording to the definition they are all synonymous



SYNONYMY

• Think about which expressions you would use under specific contexts and why:

• Aid, assistance, help:

• The crisis cannot be solved without the aid of the international community.

• The crisis cannot be solved without the assistance of the international 
community.

• The crisis cannot be solved without the help of the international community.



HYPONYMY

• Hyponymy: the relation between more specific terms (e.g. 
spaniel) and less specific terms or superordinate terms (e.g. dog).

Consider the entailment of the following: 

• “I own a dog” ≠ ”I own a spaniel.”

• “I own a spaniel” = “I own a dog.”

• A hierarchical order should be taken into account when 
modelling hyponyms.

Brownie the Cocker Spaniel



HYPONYMY

• Hyponymous relations can be represented by inverted tree diagrams.

• The lower intersections or nodes can represent terms which are hyponymous to the ones 
above them, and the latter are in turn hyponymous to the ones above them.

animal

mammal bird lizard …

dog cat elephant

spaniel terrier

Cocker Spaniel King Charles Spaniel …



OTHER EXAMPLES OF HYPONYMS

• Claret is hyponymous to wine; wine is hyponymous
to drink; claret is also hyponymous to drink.

• Can you think of other examples?



INCOMPATIBILITY

2nd classification of the relation between lexis and meaning put forth by Lyons.
Incompatibility: defined in terms of negative entailment.
• Examples: “Johnny’s shirt is pink” entails “Johnny’s shirt is not green”.
• Pink and green are incompatible in this case.

• Plain, striped
• I was wearing a striped t-shirt.
• I was wearing a plain t-shirt.

• Distinguishes between 3 different types of incompatibility:
1) Complementarity
2) Polar antonymy
3) Converseness



INCOMPATIBILITY: COMPLEMENTARITY (1)

Complementarity: a subcategory of incompatibility; demonstrates a 
“one or the other” relationship between words (Singleton, 2000: 72).

• Also known as simple antonymy or binary antonymy.

• The assertion of one implies the denial of the other.

• Conversely: The denial of one implies the assertion of the other:
e.g. Dead or alive.

• “Nessie is alive” entails “Nessie is not dead.”

• Other examples: Pass/Fail; True/False, etc.



INCOMPATIBILITY: POLAR ANTONYMY (2)

Polar antonymy: not one or the other, but “the possibility of gradations 
between them” (Singleton, 2000: 72); also known as gradable antonymy.

• Rich/Poor
• The assertion of one implies the denial of the other, but the denial of one does not 

necessarily imply the assertion:

• Liz is rich = Liz is not poor.

• Liz is poor = Liz is not rich.

• Liz is not poor ≠ Liz is rich.

• Liz is not rich ≠ Liz is poor.

• Other examples: big/small, hot/cold.



INCOMPATIBILITY: CONVERSENESS (3)

Converseness: also known as relational oppositeness 

• “the relation that holds between expressions in sentences (differing only 
in respect of the converse expressions in question) which imply the 
denial of each other but which, after particular kinds of syntactic 
permutation have been effected, actually entail each other.” (Singleton, 
2000: 73).

• “Fred lent the flat to Michael” entails the denial that “Fred borrowed the 
flat from Michael.” (and vice versa).

• ”Fred lent the flat to Michael” entails and is entailed by ”Michael 
borrowed the flat from Fred.”

• Lend and borrow are converses of each other.



MERONYMY

• Meronymy:  A type of lexical relation; “covers part-whole connections” 
(Singleton, 2000: 74).

• “X is a meronym of Y” if it can form the subject of the sentence “An X 
is a part of a Y”.

• Y is labelled as a holonym of X.

• EXAMPLE:

• A finger is part of a hand.



MERONYMY

• It is possible to represent meronym-holonym relations in inverted trees, where meronymy
is represented as the relationship between a lower node and a higher node.

• E.g. finger is a meronym of hand, which in turn is a meronym of arm, which in turn is a 
meronym of body.

• Meronymy – not consistently transitive in the way hyponymy is:

Finger is a meronym of (/part of a) hand.

Hand is a meronym of an arm.

* A finger is a part of an arm.



MERONYMY

Other examples: petal – flower; roof – house.



COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS

• Influenced by structuralist semantics.

• Tries to model at the structure of meaning by breaking up lexical meaning into components.

• Semantic markers (or semantic features): components of meaning; underlie sense relations.

• The relationships between words can be represented by using + or - symbols.

• Consider the words: human being, man, woman, boy, girl, and lad.

Human being man woman boy girl lad

+human +human +human +human +human +human

+male -male +male -male +male

+adult +adult -adult -adult -adult



COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS: SEMANTIC 
MARKERS OR SEMATIC FEATURES

• Deconstructing the meaning of lexemes

• Componential analysis is economic

• Some semantic markers are universal



COMPONENTIAL ANALYSIS

Entailment relationships 



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO MEANING

Prototypical sense:

• It is interested in observing how language relates to the mind; it is 
inspired by work from cognitive and psycho- linguists.

• Prototype theory: states that we construct in our mind a world of 
‘ideal exemplars’ (categories), and that these exemplars represent ‘real 
world’ phenomena with ideal sets and characteristics. 

• This approach emphasizes personal experience and makes room for 
cultural differences.

• The ‘ideal exemplars’ are our prototypes.

• Prototype of a ”Bird” would contain information such as ‘has wings’ 
and ‘flies’ , but this would not impede us from recognizing ‘Penguin’ as 
a bird.



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO 
MEANING

• Prototypical (aka stereotypical, focal or nuclear) 
semantics

• E.g. bird
• /MOVES/                                 1.0
• /HAS WINGS/                         1.0
• /HAS FEATHERS/                   1.0

• /FLIES/                                     0.8
• /SINGS/                                    0.6
• /IS SMALL/                              0.5

Gradual versus categorical analysis
Degree of exemplarity



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO MEANING

• Prototypes have fuzzy boundaries and allow for indeterminacy.

• The strength in prototype theory is that it does not follow a “check-
list” view of modelling meaning i.e. no checklist theory of definition.

• Its drawbacks: 

• It appeals more to the traditional denotational view of meaning (denoting 
things in the real world, things we know to be true).

• With prototype theory how would we model words like “alas”, “albeit”, 
or “become”?



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO MEANING

Conceptual semantics (proposed by Ray Jackendoff)

• “Semantic structure coincides with conceptual structure”, thus 
“any semantic analysis is also an analysis of mental 
representations.” (Singleton, 2000: 78).

• Believes that human beings equipped with the following knowledge:

a) Some very basic concepts ”which are applicable to the 
interpretation and categorization of a whole variety of 
experiences.”

b) “some principles of concept-combination.” (Singleton, 2000: 
78).



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO MEANING

• Lexical meanings are constructed on the basis of the interaction 
of the following:

1) Our ’inborn’ conceptual primitives;

2) Our inborn concept-combining principles;

3) Our experience of the world;

4) Our experience of language.



COGNITIVE APPROACHES TO MEANING

• Conceptual semantics suggested that there are limits to the lexical meaning that 
human beings can generate. 

• These limits have to do with ‘well-formedness’, that is, what type of combinations of 
concepts our innate primitive and principles will allow.

• Conceptual semantics also believes that lexical entries for physical object words 
involve three-dimensional model representations, in other words, prototype images 
but with more structure.

• Criticism of conceptual semantics:

• There is no sufficient evidence to support the claim that linguistic meaning 
parallels conceptual structure (78).
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