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Typographic Conventions

n semantics and linguistics in general, it is customary to use special

formatting to indicate references to the objects of inquiry: words
themselves, their meanings, concepts, categories, semantic features,
and so on. It is, for example, important to mark cases where a word or
expression is used metalinguistically, that is, to refer to itself—there is,
after all, a vast difference between writing about the meaning of life and
the meaning of life (i.e. the word [ife), and the semanticist is (in his/her
day job at least) more likely to be concerned with the latter. There are
also general conventions for marking ungrammatical or anomalous uses
of language, which we have adopted here. For the purposes of this book,
we have also used special typographic conventions to mark important
terms as they are introduced and defined, and to indicate cross-

references to the entries for other key terms or key thinkers.

Italics is used to mark metalinguistic uses: In the sentence My dog
has fleas, the word fleas is in the plural.

Single quotation marks around a word or phrase (“°) mark meanings
of words/phrases: Spill the beans means ‘reveal the information!

SMALL CAPITALS are used to mark semantic features (e.g. [MALE]),
semantic roles (e.g. AGENT) or references to concepts and categories:
The boundaries of the category sporT are fuzzy—does chess count as a

sport?

xiii
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An asterisk (*) marks linguistic expressions that are ungrammatical,
that is, ill-formed according to the rules of the language (e.g. *I home
going).

A hash (#) marks linguistic expressions that are semantically
ill-formed or anomalous (e.g. #male mother).

A question mark (?) marks expressions whose grammatical or
semantic acceptability is questionable or borderline.

All of the above are conventions that are commonly used in
semantics.

In addition, we use the following typographical conventions in
order to highlight certain types of information in this book.

Bold font marks important terms as they are introduced within an
entry for a key term or a key thinker (e.g. ‘Closed-class words are also
called function words or grammatical words.).

BOLD SMALL CAPITALS mark cross-references to other entries in
the key terms or key thinkers section, where you can read more about
that term or thinker.

For example, ‘Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) is a
COMPONENTIAL semantic theory that has been developed by ANNA
WIERZBICKA and colleagues since the 1970s’ indicates that you can read
more about componential theories under the key term COMPONENTIAL
and about ANNA WIERZBICKA in the key thinkers section.

Xiv
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Intruductiun

P 1 eanings are ‘slippery customers. Take the word eat, for example.
It seems simple enough—we do it several times a day. But start
examining it in real English contexts (here in its past tense afe), and we

see that it can be used in many different ways.

(1) I ate a biscuit.
(2) 1 ate already.
(3) I had a car, but it ate too much fuel.

(4) I ate the cost of the defective software.

In (1) ate describes an action that T" did to a biscuit, which involves
putting it in my mouth, probably chewing it, and swallowing it. In (2)
what I ate is not mentioned, but we assume that it is something of meal-
like proportions—if someone asked Did you eat yet?, you wouldn’t
answer (2) if youd only had a biscuit. So is ‘meal’ part of the meaning of
eat here? In (3) and (4) the ingesting is metaphorical—in (4) it doesn’t
even refer to a physical action. So what is the meaning of eat? Does
it have just one? Does it have as many as four, or are some of these
interpretations due to the same ‘core’ meaning for eat? In other words,
is having different uses or interpretations the same as having different
meanings?

Let’s take another example—the use of not. Seems like a very simple
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word—it takes whatever you add it to and makes it mean the opposite.

But what is it added to in sentence (5)?
(5) You may not go to the party.

You have probably automatically interpreted this as meaning ‘you do
not have permission to go to the party; but it might also be interpreted as ‘you
have permission to not go to the party. (Imagine if you really didn’t want to
go to a party, but your parent or partner wanted you to. They might relent
and say (5) if you make your case against the party strongly enough.)

The fact of the matter is that most sentences and even words in
English or any other language can be interpreted in many ways. It’s also
the case that meaning—unlike more ‘concrete’ aspects of language like
grammar or pronunciation—is as abstract a thing as there can be. The
combination of the inherent ambiguity in language and the abstractness
of meaning forces serious students of meaning to rely on very precise
but abstract vocabulary for the description of meaning and of theories
of how meaning works. This book is to give students a guide to such
vocabulary and to some of the thinkers who invented it.

Meaning can mean many different things, and this book is focused
on a subset of the traditions that are concerned with meaning and a
subset of the phenomena that are considered to be meaning. Our focus
here is on linguistic semantics, the branch of the science of linguistics
that approaches the meaning of linguistic expressions with reference
to the structures of language that either reveal (or possibly constrain)
the range of possible linguistic meanings and the architecture through
which meaning is constructed or represented. Although scholars have
pondered the semantic aspects of language for millennia, the Anglo-
American tradition of linguistic semantics can be considered to be less
than a century old. '

For most of history, philosophers have been responsible for

thinking about the relationships between language, meaning and



