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CHAPTER ONE

Semantic Leaps

“One small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind.”
- Neil Armstrong

Uttered by Neil Armstrong just before he set foot on the moon, this
quote demonstrates how the same action can be interpreted in radically
different ways. In this case, Armstrong alludes to a literal construal of his
action and a more figurative one. Although it was a short distance from
the space probe to the moon's surface, Armstrong'’s step would not have
been possible without the combined efforts of those on the Apollo project
to conceive and implement the mission. As such, Armstrong’s journey
to the moon was a sign of the scientific progress made in the twentieth
century. The phrase “one giant leap” is not meant to be understood as a
physical action, but rather as a metaphor for the scientific progress that
had made the Apollo project possible.

Armstrong’s action can also be interpreted metonymically. Metonymy
is a figure of speech in which an object is referred to by one of its at-
tributes, or by something with which it is commonly associated. In this
case, Armstrong employs part-whole metonymy in which the whole
species (“mankind”) is evoked by one of its members. Because the jour-
ney represents the results of centuries of general scientific progress, and
more specifically the efforts of the thousands of engineers, scientists,
and bureaucrats involved in the Apollo program, Armstrong’s voyage
has been conceptualized as a public voyage on behalf of all earth-bound
humanity. In the metonymic mapping, the leap corresponds to the entire
journey from earth to the moon, which culminates in the final step.

The different possible interpretations of Armstrong’s step provide a
good illustration of how the significance of an action is dramatically
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altered by a change in background assumptions. Like the interpretation
of an action such as stepping onto the moon, interpreting the meaning
and significance of natural language utterances depends crucially on
contextual factors and background knowledge. Armstrong’s utterance,
for example, would be interpreted differently if he said it just before
stepping into the shower. We shall see that for action and language
alike, interpretation depends on the nature and scope of background
assumptions.

In an effort to concentrate on tractable problems, researchers in se-
mantics have traditionally focused on how to specify the literal meaning
of phrases such as “one small step,” thereby avoiding the more difficult
problem of figurative meaning (see, e.g., Barwise & Etchemendy, 1989).
However, more recent developments suggest the emphasis on these
sorts of expressions may have been somewhat misplaced. For exam-
ple, previous investigators have sought the locus of novelty in language
and thought in combinatorial processes. And, while combinatorial pro-
cesses are indispensable for explaining speakers’ productive capacities,
they do not provide a full account of novel language use. Moreover,
the focus on expressions whose truth values can easily be specified has
caused many investigators to overlook the constitutive role of context
in meaning construction.

In this book, I locate speaker productivity in the comprehension
mechanisms underlying semantic leaps — natural language construc-
tions that yield nonobvious meanings. Characterizing the human ability
to make semantic leaps will turn out to have implications for how speak-
ers represent, organize, and use their knowledge in the production and
interpretation of language. Just as Armstrong’s small step relied on the
heroic efforts of the members of the Apollo project, we will see how the
interpretation of natural language recruits an elaborate set of meaning
construction processes.

Semantic leaps is not a technical term, but, rather, a family of interesting
natural language phenomena. It includes all sorts of nonstandard mean-
ings absent from dictionaries and, typically, not computable by tradi-
tional parsers. Leaps include things such as metaphoric and metonymic
expressions, hyperbole, understatement, and sarcastic quips. They also
include things such as innuendo, subtle accusations, and the private

meanings that can arise when people live or work closely together. Many
leaps are necessary because of the way we deploy background knowl-
edge in meaning construction. For example, until given information to
the contrary, speakers tend to assume the pool in (1) is filled with water.

Semantic Leaps
(1) Everyone had so much fun diving from the tree into the swimming
pool, we decided to put in a little water.

Upon learning there was no water in the pool we c!o a double rt:;lke,
imagining the scenario in which everyone has fun diving }nt; ax; e -152;
pool. This reanalysis process is called frame-shifting and is the top
Pali::;'t 1I deals with the sorts of leaps needed to combine mformat;)r:
and create new concepts. In particular, Chapters 5 through 7 fargue ;_
information integration recruits concepttfal b.lendmg, a §et of nonacrc\).m
positional processes in which the imaginative capacities of me i ggt
construction are invoked to produce emergent structure (Faucc;ln]r;; by
Turner, 1994; 1998). For instance, Chapter. 5 addresses conc:eliitkue o Zr;m
ing coded by modified noun phrases. While some examples, " T o
cow,” and “red apple,” don’t involve much of ’a leap, 0 1e(ars,, ke
ucaffeine headache,” and “topless bar,” rely extensively on bac c;g.ro ne
knowledgeabout the domains in question. Moreover, understanding

difference between “fake guns” and “real guns,” or “stone lions tz;x::
“real lions,” involves recruitment of knowledge about human prac

such as deception and representation. 3 .
Some leaps are made possible by the human ability to‘cor.\cepm;hze

one thing in terms of another. For example, in (2),'success in life has been

conceptualized analogically in terms of success in baseball.

(2) He's a guy who was born on third base and thinks he hit a triple.

However, as if the leap from baseball to swjlcce§s weren't enc;(u%:k; m:z
that the game in (2) has a woman giving birth in the ballpar’ th tapem
6 considers this and other instances of metaphor and analogy a sih "
to involve a blend of elements and structure from the two domains

are being conceptualized. ' ' )
Moreover, a similar blending process will be seen to operate in exam

ples like (3).

(3) 1 wouldn't go out with you if you were the last man on earth.

Surely, “I won't go out with you,” would suff'%ce to mak'e th;: speakaerez
point. However, by positing this armagedd'onhke s.cenano, tsh e man tge r-
to drive that point home. Chapter 7 considers this and 0 i‘; cog e
factual leaps in which speakers combine knowledge about l(: c mrent
state of affairs with knowledge necessary to understand arfl a e:i'nctive
reality. Overall, examples point to an important source of produ
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language behavior that, until recently, has largely escaped the notice of
researchers interested in meaning.

PartIIl addresses instances of frame-shifting and conceptual blending
in real-life examples of moral discourse. Chapter 8 explores how speak-
ers use terms to evoke culturally shared knowledge structures that can
influence the way we evaluate the world around us. For example, the
speaker in (4) draws on cultural understandings of action and respon-
sibility in order to frame the rape victim’s pregnancy as punishment.

(4) This bill is drawn so narrowly that it would punitively and without
compassion further harm an ldaho woman who may find herself in the
horrible, unthinkable position of confronting a pregnancy that resulted
from rape or incest.

In contrast, the speaker in (5) presents an alternative framing.

(5) The unwanted pregnancy flows biologically from the sexual act,
but not morally from it. ...Even degradation, shame, and emotional
disruption are not the moral equivalent of life.

Moreover, (5) represents the use of another sort of culturally based
knowledge structure, the pragmatic scale. Discussed in more detail in
Chapter 9, pragmatic scales consist of objects or events ordered along
a relevant semantic dimension. For example, the speaker in (5) evokes
a scale of potentially acceptable reasons for abortion. We shall see how
rejecting particular pragmatic scales can result in frame-shifting.

1.1 PRODUCTIVE LANGUAGE BEHAVIOR

1.1.1 Cats on Mats

Philosophers and linguists have each been impressed by different things
about human language competence, and semantics has been shaped
by both sorts of interests. For philosophers, the interesting thing about
language is its intentionality or aboutness. How is it that an arbitrary set
of symbols can represent things in the world? Linguists, on the other
hand, are struck by the fact that there are virtually no limits to what
competent speakers can say. We can understand sentences we’ve never
heard before and can generate a potentially infinite number of novel
ones.

These two issues, though potentially distinct, turn out to be related.
The philosopher’s problem of how “cat” can represent a cat has led to an

1.1 Productive Language Behavior 5

emphasis on truth and reference. The linguist’s problem of how a finite
brain can process a potentially infinite number of meanings has led to an
emphasis on compositionality. A language is compositional if the mean-
ing of a complex expression is systematically related to the meanings of
its constituents (Frege, 1970; 1892). The interests of philosophers and lin-
guists are complementary because semantics provides algorithms that
show how the truth of a complex expression depends on the truth of its
components. A good example is propositional logic, in which the truth
or falsity of any well-formed formula can be systematically determined
from the truth values of its component propositions and the truth tables
for the connectives.

In keeping with the dual tasks of understanding compositionality and
intentionality, part of what a semantic theory is supposed to account for
is the relationship between the meaning of a sentence and facts about the
world that support the truth of the proposition or propositions expressed
by that sentence. Semanticists assume that to understand the meaning
of a sentence in the indicative mode is to understand the kind of a world
in which it could be used to make a true claim. Thus the main goal of
semantics is to provide truth conditions for sentences.

On an objectivist account, understanding the meaning of an utterance
such as (6) involves the ability to specify the conditions that make the
propositions stated by the utterance true.

(6) The cat is on the mat.

Moreover, the truth conditions for a complex expression are determined
systematically from those of simpler expressions. The lexical semanticist
accounts for the meanings of individual words, and the compositional
semanticist provides an account of how the meanings of words are com-
posed into the meanings of their constituents, and how constituents are
composed to yield the meaning of the sentence as a whole.

An important component of this account is that sentences have an
independent level of representation, syntactic structure, which is used
to compute an unambiguous semantic representation. Intuitively, the
meaning of (6) would be derived by combining syntactic and semantic
information about the components of the sentence. A “cat” is a carnivo-
rous mammal long domesticated by humans and kept as a pet. A “mat”
is a piece of coarse, woven, or plaited fabric used as a floor covering or a
support. The locative relation “on” indicates that the external argument
(in this case, “the cat”) is in a position in contact with and supported by
the top surface of the object (in this case, “the mat”).
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Accordingly, understanding the meaning of a sentence such as (6)
involves the ability to specify the conditions that make the propositions
stated by the utterance true. A semantic account should be able to dif-
ferentiate the meanings of (6) and (7). Clearly, the state of the world (or
worlds) in which (6) is true differs from that in which (7) is true.

(7) The mat is on the cat.

Further, this state differs in predictable ways concerning the spatial rela-
tionships between particular cats and particular mats. Formal semantics
captures the intuition that anyone who claims to understand the mean-
ings of (6) and (7) ought to be able to discriminate between a world in
which (6) is true and a world in which (7) is true. }

Of course, a real semanticist would not offer such a crude description
as this as a semantic account. To relate words to the world, the objec-
tivist semanticist (actually an extensional semanticist) employs set theory
to model properties with sets of objects that possess those properties,
and relations as ordered pairs (or triples, or quadruples, etc.) of related
objects. Semantics provides a set of functions that convert constituents
into sets that can be tested for truth in some model.

A semantic account can convert the English representation into an
unambiguous semantic representation such as might be provided by
predicate calculus. For example, for (8) we might derive the following
representation.

(8) A catison a mat.
(30)Ey)((Cat(x)&Mat(y))EOn(x,y))

The semantic representation is then tested for truth in a set theoretical
model such as the following:

{cats} ={Catl, Cat2, Cat3}

{hats} ={Hat1, Hat2}

{mats} = {Mat1, Mat2, Mat3}

{flies} = {Flyl, Fly2}

{on} ={<Catl, Mat3>, <Hatl, Cat1>, <Flyl, Hat1>}

In this model, the world consists of cats, hats, mats, and flies. To find
the truth value for (8), we first must find the truth value for (9) and (10).

(9) (3x)Cat(x) There is a cat.
(10) (y)Mat(y) There is a mat.

"1.1 Productive Language Behavior 7

To do so, we first check our model to see whether the set of cats, {cats},
contains any members, and second whether the set of mats, {mats},
contains any members. Because both of these return true, we can go on
to see whether any ordered pairs consisting of a cat and a mat are in the
set {on}. Thus in this model, (8) is true but (11) is not.

(11) Amatison a cat.

The task of the semanticist is to develop ways of transforming vague
and ambiguous natural language statements into one or more unam-
biguous semantic representations, and to develop procedures for test-
ing those representations for truth in a model. Adequacy of an account
depends on the extent to which the output of the formalism satisfies
our intuitions about the truth conditions and entailments of the original
natural language sentence. Note that here I've developed only a cartoon-
like explanation of how the semanticist operates. The reader interested
in a thorough introduction to modern formal semantics should consult
Dowty, Wall, & Peters (1981).

In any case, the formal approach to meaning has directly affected in-
fluential cognitive scientists such as Phillip Johnson-Laird, whose the-
ory of mental models (Johnson-Laird, 1983) attempts to integrate model
theoretic semantics with a theory of on-line language comprehension.
Clearly, the demands of psychological plausibility preclude any straight-
forward mapping between formal semantics and language understand-
ing: Itis unlikely, for example, that people represent infinite sets. Rather,
Johnson-Laird suggests that people construct models with individuals
and finite sets of individuals. Johnson-Laird’s mental models resemble
the models of semantics in two ways: First, they represent the world in
a structural way; second, one can ask whether a given sentence can be
true in one of Johnson-Laird’s models (Barwise & Etchemendy, 1989).

And, although he finds his belief problematic, Johnson-Laird (1989:
578) remains committed to the tenet of compositionality:

A major problem confronting the present theory is to reconcile two important
constraints on the process of comprehension. On the one hand, information from
an utterance is integrated into the existing model as a function of the referential
links, if any, between the utterance and the model; on the other hand, the inter-
pretation of the sense of a sentence almost certainly depends on combining the
senses of its constituent words according to the syntactic relations between them.

In fact, most semanticists working today have abandoned the idea
that natural language is fully compositional. However, the assumptions
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syt (o Fot:is osition). The following sections show that thlS‘ as-
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1.1.2 Mats on Cats

“ ing” applies to both linguistic ex-

o vions 2 P: rlinr:i(::’ulﬂ;i tStrtrtrelrarrfcl:‘:a:ncl)lfigthosipexpressions. In contrast,
P antic atmreferve “meaning” for the expressions themselves. An ex-
Semaf_‘mfls :h as (6) has a meaning that is independent of any }?arhcular
P et i Slivhich it might be uttered, while an utterance of .thls expl;ets~
Cf’“te;\‘ s content that depends on things such as the parhc;.ular ca to
wehi at;a eaker is referring. One might hope for a semantic theory to
e erizsion meaning to utterance content. Howex.'er, 1 shall argu;a
rt:xlaitazziould tackle the opposite problem: hgw meaning ({opstvz;;xlc ‘i "
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ial relationship obtains. However, :
Yéﬁt;zirntthsetsot::'izzil which the cat in (6) is in outer space.

, : Al
ose that the cat and the mat are in exactly the rela@;ms ﬂ;ieeplt;te; 2\[ a;r

---Supp both floating freely in outer space, perhaps outside nMﬂkdepictedif

tha(;ylxa}lf:ilt()gei:her: In such a situation the scene would be just as we

g .
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we turned the paper on edge or upside down since there is no gravitational field
relative tow

hich one is above the other. Is the cat still on the mat? And was the
earth’s gravitational field one of the things depicted in our [original] drawing?

Is the cat on the mat — or is the mat on the cat? Further, consider
the case in which the mat is stiff, and has been stuck into the floor at
an acute angle. Searle urges us to imagine that the cat is d
lying on the top edge of the mat. Is the cat on the mat? Alternatively,
.the cat might be in the normal configuration but suspended by wires so
that she places no pressure on the mat. Again, is the cat on the mat?
Although we can come up with an answer to the question of whether
the cat is on the mat in each of these cases, the answers are far from
determinate. Searle’s point is precisely that we have to come up with an
answer, rather than consulting the output of a context-invariant seman-
tic function. While a semantic function might help to establish the truth
of (6) in normal situations, these examples suggest that the function
needs to be augmented in cases where normal conditions don’t obtain.
Thus Searle argues that giving truth conditions for an unambiguous

sentence’s literal meaning relies upon the assumption of the correct set

of background conditions. Searle’s argument thus suggests that truth
conditions are not sufficient to s

pecify all possible sentence meanings,
let alone all utterance meanings.

Searle suggests that the establishment of the truth ¢
the most transparent sentence is not context-indepen
the assumption that conditions are normal. In this way, judgments of
truth resemble judgments of category membership. While thereisa great
deal of disparity in people’s truth and category-membership judgments
concerning atypical cases, people tend to agree in their judgments of
more typical cases (see Lakoff, 1987; Taylor, 1995). A similar process
underlies both sorts of judgments. Context-independent meaning is an
illusion based on the fact that a competent language user will create a
context when none is provided.

Any given expression permits an indefinite number of interpreta-
tions that depend upon a speaker’s understanding of the relevant con-
text. Considering the immense variability in the utterance meaning of

(6), Langacker (1987 155) argues that a compositional account based

On context-invariant meanings is unlikely to have much explanatory
content.

rugged, and

onditions for even
dent, but relies on

Consider The cat is on the mat. Prototypically it describes a situation where a mat
is spread out on the ground and a cat is sitting or lying on it. Already there is



10 Semantic Leaps

indefinite variability, since the cat can be of any size, coloring, or subspecies; the
mat is similarly variable; the cat can assume many different postures; and so on.
But this is only the beginning. Possibly the mat is rolled up in a bundle and the
cat is sitting or lying (etc.) on top of it. Maybe the operator of a slide show has
just managed to project the image of a cat onto a mat being used for a makeshift
screen. The sentence is appropriate in a mat factory where a worker has just
finished decorating a mat with the outline of a feline. Conceivably a wrestler is
holding an exhibition match with a tiger and has just succeeded in pinning its
shoulders to the floor of the ring. The possibilities are obviously endless. -

Pointing to the plethora of scenarios to which (6) might be applied,
Langacker suggests there is a gap between the abstract specification of
expression meaning and the rich content of particular utterances. By
definition, there is some abstract commonality between the pet cat, the
projected cat, and the tiger that licenses the use of the term “cat” in all
three cases. However, Langacker seems to question whether there is any
more content to this suggestion than the definition itself. Merely positing
an unspecified abstract notion of cathood does little to explain it. Thus
Langacker suggests the notion of context-independent meaning leaves
animportant component of productive language behavior unexplained.

After all, a speaker whose entire linguistic repertoire consisted of (6)

could potentially use that philosophical chestnut to express an infinite
number of different things. This property of utterances reflects human
productivity just as surely as does center embedding. Moreover, while
grammatical regularities often prove to be important for distinguishing
between scenarios in which (6) does and does not apply, they do little
to explain the immense variability in the configurations of cats on mats.
Because the meanings provided by a compositional semantics leave this
component of productive language behavior unexplained, they are nec-
essarily incomplete. If we are ever to explain how speakers can relate
(6) to all its variegated instantiations, we need to look beyond compo-

sitional mechanisms.

1.1.3 The Centrality of Mapping

Indeed, there are a number of problems that semanticists have assumed
to be uninteresting, and subsidiary to the development of a theory of
meaning, that turn out to be quite interesting for the cognitive scien-
tist interested in a broader range of in;ellige:gt behavior. In particular,
the way in which speakers construct utterance meaning on-line can po-
tentially reveal general cognitive capacities, This section considers a

1.1 Productive Language Behavior

(14) Sammy hit the bail right out of the park

In (12), the “bapy” i
sy a small leathey
with air, In Ty s sphere, orange .
(14), the "bal(l%’Si)slaﬂ’slreru;?lavlihilts . bhrown, thfee‘dimeniosglb;?;;géigu:
stitched cowh; ©sphere, filled with yarn ang .
whide, Clear]y (12)~( 14) each suggest}; differerf:);:::d WItg
€, an

the speaker’s under: i
. . Standm f " ” .
in which it's embeddeg, € of “ball” varies ag 4 function of the game

ing. However, the existence of an

nu;itiarrlsts?nding, Johnson-Lajrg (1981 1983) has
g inferences based on the reference of exp.
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example, Anderson & Ortony (1975) found “shafid’varved as a better

recall cue than “fish” for (15). Buc

‘ ort

(15) A fish attacked the swimmer. % X s
VI V4

Similarly, Garnham (1979) has found that the .c:d “fried” is a better
recall cue than “cooked” for (16), but not for (17). .

(16) The housewife cooked the chips. [British English)
(17) The housewife cooked the peas. *
"
Thefe data suggest that in processing a sentence sugi"és (18), the
word “shark” would serve as a better recall cue than “it.” ’

(18) It frightened the swimmer.

Fron'w this, however, we should not conclude that the listener must always
consider “shark” as a possible meaning for “it.” Johnson-Laird (19831,)
argues that comprehension of (18) requires the listener to imagine a sce-
nario that is more specific than warranted by the meanings of the words
An ::id.eq.uate. understanding of the utterance of a particular open-class.
iv;rso;'e n;sefnewtably underdetermined by an abstract characterization of
These sorts of observations imply that a sense-based explanation of
lfmguage behavior will necessarily be incomplete. Whether or not a dis-
tinct sense is retrieved for lexical items, ultimately the language compre-
hension process involves the recruitment of knowledge about the likel
nature of the particular referents of the utterances. Understandin ”ballz
in (112)—(14)., for example, involves recruiting knowledge about t%le gen-
:z:nzc;(iesano and the sort of ball that is most likely to be present in that
Consequently, a speaker who doesn’t have the relevant cultural
knowledge about baseball might entertain a different understandin
of (14) than that of a sports-minded American. In contrast, an Indiaﬁ
speake‘zr of English might be a bit puzzled by (14) and attem;;t to under-
stand it as a strange variant on a cricket game. Regardless of whether
there are shared truth functions between the Indian and the American
sp_eaker, there is a need to account for differences in their understandin
Given that the content and extent of a speaker’s background knowled o
a.ffects her interpretation, it seems reasonable to postulate that inte 8:
tion with background knowledge is part of the interpretive processf.;r
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The dependent: %361 en a speaker’s understanding of “ball” and
her general conce v 5" tion of the scenario will become more obvi-

. ous if we consider :7) = ball” is understood in some less prototypical

situatior-_ 1ake, fo. .ple, the understanding of “ball” in the context
of the v1 20 game . .34 Jam. Here, the “ball” is a basketball, but not a
smalls re. Rather it's a moving set of orange pixels, arranged in a
roughly Stcular maruer, covering the area of a few square centimeters.
Thebali. JBA Jam shares few physical features witha “real” basketball,

_but functi 5 in a roughly analogous manner — that is, it is “dribbled”

electronica  and “passed” and “shot” by pushing buttons.

Moreove. 1e ball in NBA Jam is not the only two-dimensional entity
that we call a “ball.” We might point to a 4-inch picture of Shaquille
O'Neal on the sports page and remark (as in (19)) on how small the
“ball” looks in his hand.

(19) That ball looks so small in his hand.

Or, we might point to a 40-foot billboard of Scottie Pippen and note the
same thing.

Besides emphasizing the immense amount of contextual variability
in the set of objects to which “ball” can be applied, these examples are
also intended to highlight the systematicity in the disparate uses. For
example, in both readings of (19), it is not the objective size of the “ball”
that is being discussed, but the relative size of the ball and the man
who is holding it. Similarly, in NBA Jam, there is a systematic set of
correspondences between the objects and actions in the video game and
the objects and actions in its three-dimensional counterpart. However,
appreciating these correspondences requires the induction of an abstract
schema.

Similarly, we can use the term “ball” to talk about the implications of
televised sporting events. For example, during the Superbowl, Amer-
icans watching television might debate whether or not the “ball” was
carried past the first-down marker. Alternatively, during the World Cup,
those same Americans might scan the television screen in hopes of track-
ing the “ball.” Just as knowledge of the game can help understand the
significance of the game’s events and aid the tracking of the ball, knowl-
edge of the different games in which balls are used allows us to interpret
statements about “balls” in ways that are far more specific than would
be available from an abstract characterization of balls.

Now let’s consider the case of two college students up late studying
for an exam. Suddenly one crumples up a piece of paper and heaves it
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at the wastepaper basket. The other decides to make a game of itand the

two begin to shoot the “ball” at the “basket” from various spots around
the room. After a while, one of them might utter (20).

(20) I'm getting good - I’ .
fimes. 58 ve gotten the ball into the basket the last three

Or after playing catch with a watermelon, a kid might oer (21) to

explain what happened to dessert.

(21) We were playing catch till jody dropped the ball.

,'lk;though neither of these cases involves a “real” game
“ball” to refer to the enti i imi v

Sariiakig ty that functions similarly to a “real”
‘ V\;e can also use the word “ball” to refer to entities that aren’t direétly
mz;) ved in games. For example, imagine a bowling trophy with a small
sculpture of a man, arm and leg extended, justabout to release the “ball.”

The football coach mi i ’ ’
o oach might point to X’s and O’s on the chalkboard and say

(22) By this point in the play, the ball is right here.

Recounting a playground basketball i
. ‘ game with a much tall -
nent, I might point to a spot above my head and say (23). OPRe

(23) So I'm going for the ball — which is way up here. . ..

Or, a musician might point to his saxophone and say (24).

(24) I'm Michael Jordan and this is my ball.

. %ﬂe philosophers have assumed a correspondence theory of truth
u;‘j which the core cases of meaning involve a straightforward relation-
:h p between wqrds and objects in the world, these examples highlight
' etsxtent to which language use often relates only obliquely to thu? S
gr tsevs;(zrld. It would”be c%’uite hard (probably impossible) to accouxg1t
for ¢ madgtg;rjncfel of “ball” on 'the }aasis of objective criteria. Besides
balls of leather and pigskin, we have balls made from fruit
ophy Tnetal, .and crumpled-up paper. We also have balls printed o '
news.pnnt‘, painted on wooden billboards, and composed entirel I;
moving pixels on the CRT. Some balls have physical extension w)llﬁ(l)
others correspond only to a blank spot on the coach’s chalkboarci or .
empty sPot in the air. Finally, it would appear that while some b h re
for playing games, others are for melodies. e

we use the term
ball in a
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However, these sorts of arguments are bound to draw a predictable
set of replies from the objectivist. For example, she could argue, quite

- rightly, that the term “ball” is merely vague. Surely, careful analysis

will reveal an abstract common meaning to the referential, metaphoric,

‘and represented balls. However, if this is the case, it’s not clear what

the abstract common meaning buys the language user. To capture the
full range of cases, the meaning would have to be so abstract as to
overlap with the meaning of other things, such as “saxophone.” Further,

it leaves unanswered the question of how the listener derives particular

understandings of utterances of “ball.”

Another retort is to suggest that the three-dimensional objects that
are so much fun to throw, catch, and kick are the core cases while the
others are parasitic extensions. However, this raises the issue of defining
exactly which cases are to count as the core uses. Is the ball in NBA Jam
a “core” instance of a ball or a representational extension? What about
a toddler’s toy football? My own intuition is that it depends on who's
playing with the ball. If two toddlers are playing catch with it, it might
count as a “core” instance of a ball. However, if two adults play with it,
it becomes more “peripheral.” Or what about a toy football used with a
G.I. Joe doll? The problem is that there don’t seem to be objective criteria
that definitively determine the set of utterances that reflect the core.

One possibility is tolet statistics adjudicate the core. On suchascheme,
speakers will consider the way in which a term is used most frequently
to indicate the core meaning. However, defining the core in this way
does not help us to identify the essence of the concept. Moreover, there
remains the problem of characterizing how the core meaning of “ball”
can be extended. Although extension sometimes depends on physical
resemblance to the core cases, there’s no consistent dimension of simi-
larity in which a “peripheral” type of ball is supposed to be measured.
Sometimes color is relevant, sometimes it’s not. Sometimes size is rele-
vant, sometimes it’s not. Sometimes relative size is relevant, sometimes
it’s not. As these examples are intended to demonstrate, an object can't
be defined in terms of objective criteria. It's not the case, for example,
that representational extensions of “ball” are all two-dimensional circu-
lar entities. Indeed, it would appear that the only property shared by all
the balls discussed here is that they have been construed as balls.

The fact that so many instances of “ball” appear to be motivated
by abstract relational features suggests that an adequate account of
those relationships necessarily involves an appeal to human under-
standing. In particular, language use seems to reflect the establishment
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of correspondences or mappings between elements and relations in dif-
ferent contexts. For example, representations such as the photograph,

the billboard, or the television screen afford a systematic mapping of

terms for elements in games to apply to splotches of ink, -paint, @d
light. Although the entities in the representation are ontologically quite
distinct from those in the actual game, visual similarities exist. Further,’
the representation contains information about the relationships betwee.n
entities in the picture that correspond to relationships between the enti-
ties they depict, such as the relative size of a basketball and a basketball
player’s hand. .

A crucial component of understanding any usage of “ball” involves
knowing what portion of our vast knowledge about balls is to be at-
tended to, and what should be ignored. In the previous examples,vl
have suggested that the meaning of a word in a particular cor'ltext is
intimately related to the nature of the context. Moreover, ca?tunng 'the
way in which this understanding varies with the context is impossible
if we restrict ourselves to objective criteria of objects in the world. How-
ever, if we look instead to the cognitive processes that underlie meaning
construction, we can understand the contextual variability of utterance
meaning as reflecting differential access to information in memory as a
function of context.

In the case of the watermelon, for example, its construal as a ball
involves recruiting knowledge about how people typically play with
balls, while at the same time ignoring what balls are typically made of.
The case of the crumpled-up piece of paper is similar, and illustrates
how the flexible use of “ball” can be extended to incorporate other en-
tities in the college dorm room, such as the “basket” and inc'leed the
students’ “game” itself. Further, the use of terms in this way re%le.s upon
the constitutive nature of the participants’ construal of their activity. The
watermelon can be understood as a “ball” in (21) because the kids treat
it as a ball; similarly, the students understand their antics as a game.
This sort of language usage relies on the ability both to appreciate and
to create cross-domain mappings.

Although people’s behavior does not seem to reflect the use 9f a
context-invariant sense, it does seem to reflect knowledge of typical
scenarios in cases that provide no explicit context. For example, the
difference between the understanding of the balls in (12)~(14) results
from the way in which meaning inherently rests on an implicit set f)f
assumptions about the world in general and (in this case) games in

e
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particular. Further, when a proper context is provided, speakers can
accommodate even atypical scenarios. In all these cases, the speaker
exploits her knowledge about the context in order to create a scenario
that contains the right sort of a ball. So while referential applications
of “ball” appear to differ in kind from metaphoric and representational
applications of the term, they merely reflect different portions of the
spectrum of meaning construction.

1.2 BACKGROUND

While we tend to think of words like “cat,” “mat,” and “ball” as having
simple definitions, the previous examples demonstrate the variability
of meanings in concrete utterances - even in artificially constructed sce-
narios. Moreover, the particular character of utterance content seems to
depend on contextual factors in some nonrandom ways. On this view,
interdependence of meaning and background knowledge is no accident.
Contextual variation in meaning is ubiquitous because context is an in-
herent component in the meaning construction process. Background
knowledge affects utterance meaning precisely because utterances are
designed to evoke information from memory in a way that supports
action and interaction in the physical and social world.

This view stems from frame semantics and more generally from the
framework of cognitive semantics (Fillmore, 1982; Lakoff, 1988). Rather
than viewing the description of the world as the central function of
semantics, the cognitive semanticist treats meaning as a cognitive phe-
nomenon invoked to construe conceptual content. The cognitive seman-
ticist is less interested in the truth conditions for sentences than she is in
the cognitive operations that realize the production and comprehension
of linguistic utterances. Because cognitive activity mediates the relation-
ship between words and the world, the study of meaning is the study
of how words arise in the context of human activity, and how they are
used to evoke mental representations.

1.2.1 Frame Semantics

Fillmore (1982) suggests that the meaning of many words relies on
speakers’ experience with the scenarios and social institutions they pre-
suppose. For example, words such as “Tuesday” cannot even be defined
without providing a certain amount of background information about



