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Introduction

1.1 The study of word meaning

Word meaning has been what philosophers and linguists are concerned
with and interested in, and the study of word meaning has been one of the
most important tasks the linguists have conducted.

Ogden & Richards (1923: 9 ~11) state in their book The Meaning of
Meaning that words mean nothing by themselves. It is only when they are used
that they stand for things, or, in a sense, obtain meaning. Besides the
referential use, words have the emotive function. What is well-known to word
meaning researchers is that they have established a triangular model between

thoughts, words and things, which are related to each other.

THOUGHT OR REFERENCE (CONCEPT)

Symbolizes Refers to

SYMBOL (WORD)  Stands for REFRENT (OBJECT)

Figure 1.1 The indirectness of the relations
between words and things
(Ogden & Richards, 1923; 11)

Between a thought and a symbol (a word) exist causal relations. When we

1
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speak , the words we use are caused by the reference we are making, on the one
hand, and by our own attitude, on the other hand. When we hear what is said,
the words cause us both to carry out an act of reference and to assume an
attitude which js almost the same as or similar to the speaker’s attitude.
Between the thought and the referent there is also a relation: either there is a
direct relation, as when we think about a flower we see, or there is an indirect
relation, as when we think of or refer to Aristotle, in which case there may be
a very long chain between the thought and iis referent. Between the symbol
(word) and the referent there is an indirect relation, in which the word is used
by someone to stand for a referent. In other words, the word and the referent
are not connected directly but only indirectly along the two sides of the triangle.

The essential assumption of their symhol theory is its subordination of the
word-thing relationship and, thus, the priority is given to the role of thought
and, more generally, mind. They argue that the word-thing relationship
should be regarded as subordinate because it is an indirect one, different from
the relationships that hold between thought and symbol and between thought
and referent. But Ogden & Richards consider the construction of the relation
between word and thing completely as a thought process (a mental act of the
individual ), and they see meaning embodied purely in symbols and language,
not in material things in the physical world. This makes them unable to answer
the question of where thought, symbols and language originate.

In terms of word meaning, R. H. Robins (1964) holds a different view
from Ogden & Richards. He points out that in much of the history of semantic
studies,. the investigation of word meaning has been concerned with the
referential use of a word, and that excessive emphasis has been put on that
part of word meaning which can be stated easily in isolation and treated either
as a two-term relation between the word and the referent ( the thing meant) ,
or as a three-term relation between word, speaker (or hearer) , and referent.
He argues that, for the goals of linguisiics, it is better to study meaning by a

more comprehensive treatment. Robins says that

.. we learn new words and extend and increase our knowledge

of the words we already know, as we hear and see them in fresh
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utterances and used slightly differently from the ways which we are
accustomed to. The meaning of a word, therefore, may be

considered as the way it is used as a part of different sentences.

(Robins, 1964 17)

According to Robins, words have meanings by virtue of their employment
in sentences. The meanings of words are better dealt with in linguistics in
terms of how they function than exclusively in terms of what they refer to. The
different kinds of reference are included as part of the function performed by
certain words in the sentences in which they are used. Although R. H.
Robins’ research into word meaning is undertaken in the sentence, his
research is confined to the static word meaning.

In D. A. Cruse’s (1986: 16) view, the meaning of a word is fully
reflected in its contextual relations; in fact, the meaning of a word is
constituted by its contextual relations. In other words, the meaning of a word
can be taken as a pattern of affinities and disaffinities with all the other words
in the language. Affinities can be classified into two types—syntagmatic and
paradigmatic. A syntagmatic affinity is established by a capacity for normal
association in an utterance. For instance, there is a syntagmatic affinity
between horse and neighed, wolf and hbwled, duck and quacked, because the
sentences The horse neighed, The wolf howled, and The duck quacked are
normal ( 54 HE, 2003: 72). A syntagmatic disaffinity is exposed by a
syntagmatic abnormality, which, however, does not violate grammatical rules ,
in other words, is grammatically acceptable. For example, the grass sneezed.
Paradigmatically, the greater a semantic affinity between two grammatically
identical words is, the more congruent their patterns of syntagmatic normality.
In his Lexical Semantics, D. A. Cruse establishes in a principled and
disciplined way the descriptive and generalizable facts about lexical relations.

The three representative views on word meaning mentioned above are to a
great extent different from each other, but there is something in common:
these studies of word meaning are all within the boundary of traditional
semantics, which is a static study chiefly concerned with lexical items and

their semantic features and semantic relations.
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