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Chapter Polonius:What do you read, my lord?

Hamlet:Words, words, words.
(W. Shakespeare. Hamlet)

Introduction.

Word, Vocabulary
and Lexicology

Lexicology can be defined as the study of lexis, understood as the stock of words in a given
language. This definition shows that the notion of “word” is central in the study of lexicology. So in
this chapter we will first deal with this notion in general, and then we will explore the internal
organization of the total stock of words in the English language. Lexicology is one of the levels of
language ahalysis, others being phonology, grammar and semantics. An attempt will be made in

this chapter to see how lexicology interacts with all these levels.

I.THE NOTION OF “WORD”

1.Do Words Exist?
Before we try to define the category of “word”, let us examine whether or not words really
exist in language. How many words does the following sentence contain;
Do words exist?
Obviously, three. This task seems very easy; in fact, almost simple-minded. This is because it is
so natural for us to pick out words from a speech signal that we do not even realize what is required

to accomplish such a task. To understand this process, let us first look at the speech signal itself

do-word , sig sis t

Fig.1.1 Spectrogram of Do Words Exist?
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Notice that there is nothing in the speech signal to indicate where one word ends or another begins.
Thus, the sentence that we hear as:

There are no spaces between spoken words.
could be represented on the level of the acoustic signal as something like this:

Therearenospacesbetweenspokenwords.

Beginning students of a language often assume that words are conveniently demarcated by the
writing system, and wonder what more evidence for their identification of word is needed. But we
have already seen that the spelling system is misleading as far as the phonetic properties of lexical
items are concerned, so there is no reason to take the boundaries imposed by the writing system too
seriously. Moreover, the separation of words by spaces does not always correspond to functional
realities. For example, in a new waste paper basket , the first two spaces do not have the same value
as the last two because the group waste paper basket, although represented by three words,
constitutes a semantic unit, while such a unit does not exist for the group a new waste. This point
can be further illustrated by compound expressions such as attorney general. Although written as
two “words” , many speakers pluralize the form as attorney generals (as in Kenney and Reno were
two attorney generals) . For these speakers the expression functions as a single word. Consequently ,

a definition based on writing traditions cannot be entirely satisfactory, either.

2.Bloomfield’s Definition of Word

Of course, words “really” exist. Although there are some difficulties in defining “word” from
phonetic and orthographical perspectives, most fluent speakers of English seem to know what a
word is. They know, for example, that words are listed in dictionaries, that they are separated in
writing by spaces, and they may be separated in speech by pauses. For linguists, word is an
intermediate structure smaller than a whole phrase and yet generally larger than a single sound
segment. Leonard Bloomfield, an influential linguist writing in
the 1930s, defines the word as follows;

A free form that does not consist entirely of lesser free

forms is a word. Thus, “boy”, which admits of no

further analysis into meaningful parts, is a word;

“boyish”, although capable of such analysis, is a

word, because one of its constituents, the “-ish” , is

a bound form; other words, such as “receive”,

“perceive” , “remit”, “permit”, consist entirely of

bound forms.

( Bloomfield 1933)

Giving up the phonetic and writing traditions of defining

the word, Bloomfield relies on purely formal criteria. He is the

first to suggest a formal definition of the word. He contrasts the  Leonard Bloomfield (1887-1949)
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word with other significant units: the morpheme or minimal meaningful unit and the syntagm or
structure, consisting potentially of more than one word. For him, a minimal is a morpheme.
A form which may occur alone is free. A form which may not occur alone is bound. For example,
dog and plant are free; -er and -ing as in worker and singing are bound forms. A word is a minimal
free form. Hence, a word is viewed as a form which can occur in isolation and have meaning but

which cannot be analyzed into elements which can all occur alone and also have meaning.

3.Characteristics of Words

3

Although it is difficult for us to develop a perfect definition for “word”, we can work out
some essential characteristics for it. Jackson & Amvela (2000: 50-52) consider that four
characteristics are essential in the definition of the word in English.

First, the word is an uninterruptible unit. When elements are added to a word to modify its
meaning, they are never included within that word. They respect the internal stability of the word
and are added either at the beginning as prefixes of the word or at the end as suffixes. For
example, the prefix un- and the suffix -able may be added to the words lock and read and give
unlock and readable respectively. The word to which affixes are added and which carries the basic
meaning of the resulting complex word is known as the “stem” , which may consist of one or more
morphemes. The label “root” is used to refer to a stem consisting of a single morpheme.

Second, the word may consist of one or more morphemes. When it consists of one morpheme
only, then it cannot be broken down into smaller meaningful units, e.g. dog, hand, man, out,
work. These are called “simple” words, which are typically “minimum free forms” , in the sense
that they may stand by themselves and yet act as minimally complete utterances, e.g. in answer to
a question. When words consist of more than one morpheme, they may be either complex or
compound. Complex words may be broken down into one free form and one or more bound forms,
e.g. dogs, happily, quicker, whereas compound words consist of more than one free form, e.g.
birth + day, black + bird, candle + stick. Some cases incorporate the characteristics of both
complex and compound words, e.g. gentle + man+ly.

Third, the word occurs typically in the structure of phrases. Morphemes are used to build
words, words to build phrases, phrases to build clauses, and clauses to build sentences. This is the
typical mapping of lower level into higher level units. However, in a typical mapping, a higher level
unit may be used in a lower level unit. For example, a clause such as who came late may be used
like an adjective (word) to modify the head noun man in a sentence such as The man who came late
was my brother. This phenomenon is called “rank shift” by Halliday (1994 ).

Finally, it is also an important characteristic of each word that it should belong to a specific
word class or part of speech. Where the same form appears in more than one class, as frequently
happens in English, we regard the various occurrences as separate words (e.g. the verb smoke as
distinct from the noun smoke). It may even be suggested that a word is defined by two factors; its

semantic “nucleus” and the class to which it belongs.
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Il . THE ORGANIZATION OF ENGLISH VOCABULARY

Vocabulary can be defined as the total word stock of a language. It is more or less
synonymous with “lexis” and “lexicon” , with the first more colloquial, the third more learned and
technical, and the second situated half-way between the other two. It is generally agreed that the
vocabulary of a given language is not simply a listing of independent items (as the headwords in a
dictionary would suggest) , but is organized internally in one way or another. In this section, we

will explore the ways in which English vocabulary is organized.

1.The Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic Relations

The syntagmatic/paradigmatic distinction is one of the Saussurean distinctions that have
been of great importance in the development of structuralism. This dichotomy deals with the
relationships that hold between units in the language-system. The former is called relations “in
praesentia” while the latter relations “in absentia”. The syntagmatic relations which a unit
contracts are those which it contracts by virtue of its combination with other units of the same level.
For example, the word “old” is syntagmatically related with the definite article the and the noun
man in the expression the old man. The paradigmatic relations contracted by units are those which
hold between a particular unit in a given syntagm and other units which are substitutable for it in
the syntagm. For example, old is paradigmatically related with young, tall, etc. in expressions like
the old man, the young man, the tall man, etc. as man is paradigmatically related with woman,
dog, etc. in expressions like the old man, the old woman, the old dog, etc.

The notion of “paradigmatic relation” is of special relevance here. According to de Saussure,
every word is involved in a network of associations which connect it with other terms in the
language. Some of these associations are based on similarity of meaning, others are purely formal,
still others involve both form and meaning. In de Saussure’s graphic formula, a given term is like
the center of a constellation, the point where an infinite number of co-ordinated terms converge.
De Saussure tried to represent these associations in the form of diagram using the French word
enseignement ( “teaching” ) (de Saussure 1959: 126). Jackson & Amvela (2000; 13) modifies
the form of the diagram by giving one word a more central position and used English words to
illustrate the problem. Their diagram is reproduced below.

In the above diagram, four lines of association radiate from the noun lecturer. (1) connects it
with the verb forms lectured and lecturing by formal and semantic similarity based on the common
stem lecture; (2) connects it with teacher and tutor by semantic similarity; (3) associates it with
gardener and laborer because they all have the suffix -er forming agent nouns from verbs;
(4) associates it with the adjective clever and the inflected adverb quicker by accidental similarity
in their endings. In this way, any word chosen from a given context will suggest other words to us,

because they either resemble or differ from each other in form, meaning or both. De Saussure’s



