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LIS R  Semantics in finguistics

1.1 Definition of semantics

Semantics is the branch of linguistics which studies meaning in language.
This definition is simple and straightforward. Semantics, however, is probably
the most controversial branch of linguistics. This is not surprising if we look at it
more closely. For one thing, there are several aspects of meaning in language. We
can study the meanings of individual words, that is, lexical meaning. We can also
study the meaning of sentences, that is, structural meaning. We may also want
to examine the meaning resulting from uttering certain words and sentences in
certain sequences. This will involve us with logic. In addition, it is reasonable to
ask generally about the nature of meaning in relation both to our minds and to the
outside world. This will involve us with philosophy. As a result of these differing
aspects of meaning, there have been many approaches to semantics. They have
involved not only logic and philosophy but also sociology, psychology and
cognitive science. So those who are intended to do semantics should at least have

a nodding acquaintance with these branches of study.

1.2 Semantics and semiotics

Semiotics investigates the types of relationship that hold between a sign
(linguistic or non-linguistic) and the object it represents, or in Ferdinand de
Saussure’s terminology between a signifier and its signified. Semantics only

studies the relationship that holds between a verbal or linguistic sign and the
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object it represents. In other words, semantics only studies the meaning of
linguistic signs. Thus we may say that semantics is a sub-discipline of semantics.
C. S. Peirce divides the non-linguistic signs into three kinds: icon, index,
and symbel. An icon is where there is a similarity between a sign and what it
represents, as for example between a portrait and its real subject, or a diagram of
an engine and the real engine. An index is where the sign is closely associated
with its signified, often in a casual relationship; thus smoke is an index of fire.
Finally, a symbol is where there is only a conventional link between the sign and
its signified, as in the use of insignia to denote military ranks, or perhaps the way
that mourning is symbolized by the wearing of black clothes in some cultures, and

white clothes in others.

1.3 Semantics and pragmatics

Both semantics and pragmatics are linguistic studies of meaning, but each
of them studies different aspects of meaning. Semantics studies the meaning that
is context-free, while pragmatics studies the meaning that is context-dependent.
This distinction is based on the assumption that what essentially distinguishes
semantics and pragmatics is whether in the study of meaning the context of use is
considered: if it is not considered, the study is confined to the area of traditional
semantics; if it is considered, the study is being carried out in the area of prag-
matics. But this is not a successful assumption for differentiating between the
two. We know from our own experience of language use that semantics also has
to make use of contextual clues and enrich the information provided by words and
grammatical constructions. Hence both semantics and pragmatics make use of
context to a smaller or greater degree: the two fields are not disjoint. That is why
some topics specially studied in pragmatics are also discussed in this book (See
chapter 7 and 8).

1.4 Some important assumptions

In this section, we will introduce some basic ideas that are assumed in many
semantic theories. These basic ideas will be mentioned frequently in the following

chapters. So it is quite necessary for readers to have a first acquaintance with them



