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Foreword by Wenxu

Nothing is as easily overlooked, or as easily forgotten, as
the most obvious truths. The tenet that language is a tool for
-expressing meaning is a case in point. Nobody would deny it,
but many influential schools and trends in modern linguistics
have ignored it, and have based their work on entirely different
and often incompatible assumptions.

It would be fair to say that the twentieth century has not
been a very friendly one for semantics, dominated as it has
been by the two figures of Leonard Bloomfield, who believed
that meaning lay outside the scope of scientific inquiry, and
Noam Chomsky, whose primary focus has always been on for-
mal syntax. In many cases, the conviction that meaning can be
more or less ignored in the study of language is clearly linked
with a conviction that semantics is an independent field, which
can be left to those who happen to be interested in meaning,

while other linguists can devote themselves to something else,
| in particular, to syntax. Syntax is seen as more or less autono-
mous of semantics, and can be pursued independently. In re-
cent years, however, the times have been changing. We can
see “the greening of linguistics” , referring to the proliferation of
developments such as pragmatics, functionalism, and cogni-
tive linguistics, all of which are compatible with renewed inter-
est in semantics. And semantics has become the Cinderella of
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linguistics.

Semantics. Meaning, Structure and Cognition is one of the
recent publications on semantics in China. The author, profes-
sor Liu Shili, is an expert in the field of semantics, who is en-
gaged in teaching and research of semantics for many years.
Thus, | am not in the position to give my comments in detail.
Yet, what [ want to point out here is that this book has its own
prominent characteristics.

The ten chapters in this book are well elected and organ-
ized to deal with the important and hot topics in semantics.
Sure, one cannot expect the author to exhaust every aspect of
semantics. Nevertheless, we are delighted to find that the au-
thor has done a good job to provide us with the latest findings
in semantics, cognitive semantics in particular. Extremely im-
portant, and highly informative, to say nothing of those witty,
critical and insightful remarks which abound in the lines.

The book also has elaborate discussion of the fundamental
concepts for linguistic semantics, combining theoretical exege-
sis of several methods of inquiry with some detailed semantic
analysis. It aims to equip the reader with the basic tools and
skills needed to progress to original research in semantics. |
think the readership of this book can be undergraduate and
graduate students of linguistics and relevant areas of philoso-
phy, psychology, and education.

Expressing meaning through language is deeply infiu-
enced by the cognitive, and socio-interactive functions of lan-
guage. Semantics must explain how this is achieved by giving
a rational account of the structure of the meaningful categories

2



and constructions of human language, their properties, interre-
lations, and motivations. This book, | think, takes up the chal-
lenge to elucidate paths to that goal.

Finally, 1 want to stress that one of the problems with using
semantics is that all the semantic theories are largely based on
Western languages. Thus, they have assumptions that might
not be as applicable to Chinese. We encourage our Chinese
scholars to begin workings to develop some new theories of se-
mantics based on assumptions that are inherent in our own lan-
guage and culture. No doubt this development could be quite
welcome.

We welcome this new addition to the scholarship on se-
mantics and look forward to future developments in Chinese
scholarship in this area. And it is sincerely hoped that Profes-
sor Liu Shili will make greater contributions to the literature of
semantics in China.
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Chapter One: About Semantics

1.1 Introduction

Previously grammar, language philosophy (study the way people
communicate and the true/false value of sentences) , psychology (per-
ception of language) were the main trends of linguistic studies. Se-
mantics was not an independent branch. Saussure’s semiotics (instead
of semantics) mainly concerns itself with the human habit of identifying
and creating signs which make one thing stand for another. Three con-
cepts are of importance: 1. icon; a similarity between a sign and what
it represents (e. g portrait and real life subject) ; 2. index; the sign
is closely associated with its signified, often in a causal relationship
(e. g smoke is an index of fire); 3. symbol: only a conventional
link between the sign and its signified (e. g insignia/military rank;
mourning/black clothes in some culture or white clothes in others).

Then there is the Definitions theory about the meaning of lan-
guage. According to this theory, to give the meaning of linguistic
expression we should establish definitions of the meanings of words
(e. g. dictionary definition). This idea is too simple and incomplete

because 1) linguistic knowledge (about the meaning of the words) is



different from encyclopedic knowledge (about the way the world is) ,
e. g. whether whale is regarded as fish or mammal, we know it is
dangerous; 2) contribution of context to meaning, e. g. different inter-
pretations for “Marvelous weather you have here on the island”. Se-
mantic analysis must be more complicated than attaching definitions to
linguistic expressions.

Modern linguistic description has different levels of analysis: pho-
nology, syntax, and semantics. Semantics is generally defined as the
study of meaning, which has always been a central topic in human
scholarship. But a distinction is usually made between two different
approaches to meaning. Linguistic semantics is the approach in
which more attention is paid to the meaning to the linguistic units
themselves, words and sentence in particular. Logical semantics is
the approach more concerned with the relationship between linguistic
expressions and the phenomena in the world to which they refer, and
the condition under which such expressions can be said to be true or
false. ‘

This book is entitled “Meaning, Structure and Cognition” on the
basis of the relationship between semantics and language. Semantics is
generally regarded as the study of meaning communicated through lan-
guage. Since language is a system, semantics also refers to the study
of the systematic ways those meanings are expressed in language. Se-
mantics has to deal with the syntax and function of language. But cog-
nitive linguists claim that language is a way of externalizing general
mechanisms of the brain. Our mind categorizes the world and some of
these conceptualizations become conventionalized, shared by people.
This is how meaning arises, ( Lakoff, 1987a) so semantics should

study thinking and cognition.

2



1.2 Linguistic starting point for semantics

Two principles of modern linguistic approach to semantics:

1) There is no escape from language;

2) Seeing the task of language as the explication ( explanation)
of the linguistic competence of the native speaker of a language.

Leech (1981) argues that the study of meaning should be free
from subservience to other disciplines. This leads naturally to the chal-
lenge: “How then should meaning be studied? What sort of questions
should we be trying to answer in setting up a theory of meaning? What
principles should form its foundations?” Leech’s attitude is “the
search for an explanation of linguistic phenomena in terms of what is
not language is as vain as the search for an exit from a room which has
no doors or windows, for the word ¢ explanation’ itself implies a
statement in language” .

Paraphrase or synonymy: sameness of meaning. e. g “The
defects of the plan were obvious” is a paraphrase of “the demerits of
the scheme were evident”.

Entailment and presupposition; types of meaning dependence
holding between one utterance and another. e.g “The earth goes
round the sun” entails “The earth moves”. “John’s son is called
Marcus” presupposes “John has a son”.

Logical inconsistency: a type of semantic contrastiveness be-
tween utterances. “The earth goes round the sun” is inconsistent with
“The earth is stationary”.

Tautology: a statement which has to be true by virtue of its

meaning alone. e. g “Monday came before the day which followed
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it” is communicatively empty.

Contradiction : statements that are, by virtue of meaning, nec-
essarily false. e. g “Everything I like I dislike” and “My brother
had a toothache in his toe” are not just informationally vacuous, but

are downright nonsensical.

1.3 Language and the real world

For the linguist, as for the philosopher, a crucial difficulty lies in
drawing a boundary not simply between sense and nonsense, but be-
tween the kind of nonsense that arises from contradicting what we know
about the language and meaning, and the kind of nonsense that comes
from contradicting what we know about the “real world”. For exam-
ple,

(1.1) a. My uncle always sleeps standing on one toe.

b. My uncle always sleeps awake.

Sentence (1. 1a) would be unbelievable because of what we know
about the world we live in, more specifically about the posture in
which sleep is possible. Sentence (1.1b) would be more than unbe-
lievable. It would point to the unimaginable, because of the contradic-
tion between the meanings of sleep and awake.

But the difference felt between (1.1a) and (1.1b) above is
brought out in the different strategies we adopt in trying to make sense
of them. It seems to be an incontrovertible principle of semantics that
the human mind abhors a vacuum of sense; so a speaker of English
faced with absurd sentences will strain his interpretative faculty to the
utmost to read them meaningfully.

For (1. 1a), two strategies of interpretation seem possible. The



