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· Referential and functional approaches to meaning
· Types of word meaning: lexical, grammatical meanings.
· Implicational meaning.
· Polysemy.
· Synchronic and diachronic approaches to polysemy. 
· Diachronic and synchronic change of meaning.
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The modern approach to semantics is based on the assumption that the inner form of the
word (i.e. its meaning) presents a structure which is called the semantic structure of the word.

Thus, meaning is a certain reflection in our mind of objects, phenomena or relations
that makes part of the linguistic sign — its so-called inner facet, whercas the sound-form
functions as its outer facet:

Within grammatical and lexical aspects of a language grammatical and lexical mean-
ings are distinguished.

Grammatical meaning is defined as the expression in speech of relationships be-
tween words. The grammatical meaning is more abstract and more generalized than the
lexical meaning. It is recurrent in identical sets of individual forms of different words as the
meaning of plurality in the following words students, books, windows, compositions.

The definitions of lexical meaning given by various authors, though different in de-
tail, agree in the basic principle: they all point out that lexical meaning is the realization
of concept or emotion by means of a definite language system, cf.:
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The component of meaning proper to the word as a linguistic unit, i.e. recurrent in all
the forms of this word and in all possible distributions of these forms. (Ginzburg R. S.,

Rayevskaya N. N. and others).

The semantic invariant of the grammatical variation of a word (Nikitin M. V).
The material meaning of a word. i.e. the meaning of the main material part of the word
which reflects the concept the given word expresses and the basic properties of the
thing (phenomenon, quality, state, etc.) the word denotes. (Mednikova E.M.).

Meaning
Denotational |  Connotational (connotation) || Implicational
1 Stylistic
Significative connotation o -
function 1 lle_exp(esslve
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Figure 2
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The conceptual content of a word is expressed in its denotative meaning. To denote is
to serve as a linguistic expression for a concept or as a name for an individual object. It is
the denotational meaning that makes communication possible (see Figure 2)

Connotation is the pragmatic communicative value the word receives depending on where,
when, how, by whom, for what purpose and in what contexts it may be used. There are four
main types of connotations: stylistic, emotional, evaluative and expressive/intensifying

Stylistic connotations is what the word conveys about the speaker’s attitude to the so-
cial circumstances and the appropriate functional style (slay vs kill), evaluative connotation
may show his approval or disapproval of the object spoken of (cligue vs group), emotional
connotation conveys the speaker’s emotions (mummy vs mother; UA 6amvko vs mamro;
sioomutt vs crasemnuit vs cymnossicnuir.), the degree of intensity (adore vs love; UA simep vs
simepeys Vs eimpuuge vs 6impioza.) is conveyed by expressive or intensifying connotation.

The interdependence of connotations with denotative meaning is also different for
different types of connotations. Thus, for instance, emotional connotation comes into be-
ing on the basis of denotative meaning but in the course of time may substitute it by other
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types of connotation with general emphasis, evaluation and colloquial stylistic overtone
E.g. terrific which originally meant “frightening” is now a colloquialism meaning “very,
very good” or “very great”™: terrific beauty, terrific pleasure.

The orientation toward the subject-matter, characteristic of the denotative meaning,
is substituted here by pragmatic orientation toward speaker and listener: it is not so much
what is spoken about as the attitude to it that matters.

Fulfilling the significative and the communicative functions of the word the deno-
tative meaning is present in every word and may be regarded as the central factor in the
functioning of language

The expressive function of the language (the speaker’s feelings) and the pragmatic
function (the effect of words upon listeners) are rendered in connotations. Unlike the de-
notative meaning, connotations are optional

Connotation differs from the implicational meaning of the word. Implicational mean-
ing is the implied information associated with the word, with what the speakers know about
the referent. A wolfis known to be greedy and cruel (implicational meaning) but the denota-
tive meaning of this word does not include these features. The denotative or the intentional
meaning of the word wolfis ““a wild animal resembling a dog that kills sheep and sometimes
even attacks men”. Its figurative meaning is derived from implied information, from what we
know about wolves — ““a cruel greedy person”, also the adjective wolfish means “greedy™
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3.3. POLYSEMY. THE SEMANTIC
STRUCTURE OF A POLYSEMANTIC WORD

Most words convey several concepts and thus possess the corresponding number of
meanings. A word having several meanings is called polysemantic, and the ability of
words to have more than one meaning is described by the term polysemy.

Most English words are polysemantic. It should be noted that the wealth of expres-
sive resources of a language largely depends on the degree to which polysemy has devel-
oped in the language.

The number of sound combinations that human speech organs can produce is lim-
ited. Therefore at a certain stage of language development the production of new words
by morphological means becomes limited, and polysemy becomes increasingly important
in providing the means for enriching the vocabulary. The process of enriching the vo-
cabulary does not consist merely in adding new words to it, but, also, in the constant
development of polysemy.

The system of meanings of any polysemantic word develops gradually, mostly over
the centuries, as more and more new meanings are either added to old ones, or oust some of
them. So the complicated processes of polysemy development involve both the appear-
ance of new meanings and the loss of old ones. Yet, the general tendency with English
vocabulary at the modern stage of its history is to increase the total number of its mean-
ings and in this way to provide for a quantitative and qualitative growth of the language’s
expressive resources.
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Thus, stone has the following meanings:

1) hard compact nonmetallic material of which rocks are made, a small lump of rock;

2) pebble:

3) the woody central part of such fruits as the peach and plum, that contains the seed:

4) Jewellery, short for gemstone;

5) a unit of weight, used esp. to Brit, a unit of weight, used esp. to express human body
weight, equal to 14 pounds or 6.350 kilograms;

6) a calculous concretion in the body, as in the kidney, gallbladder, or urinary bladder;
a discase arising from such a concretion.

My brother-in-law, he says gallstones hurt worse than anything. Except maybe kidney
stones. (King)

The bank became low again, and Miro crossed the brook by running lightly on the
moss-covered stones. (Card)

“Here,” she said, and took off a slim silver necklace with an intricately carved pale
jade stone the size of a grape. (Hamilton)

Smoke curled lazily from the brown and gray rock chimney made of rounded river
stones. (Foster)

Ukrainian 3eas is also polysemantic:

1) pers Big Conus mmaxera;

2) BepXHiii wap 3cMHOI KOpH:

3) pevoBiHa TeMHO-GYPOro KOIBOPY. IO BXOJHTh J0 CKIaLy 3¢MHOI KOPH:

4) cywa (Ha BiAMIHY Bij BOAHOTO NPOCTOPY):

5) kpaina, kpaii, AcpraBa.
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Polysemy is very characteristic of the English vocabulary due to the monosyllabic
character of English words and the predominance of root words. The greater the frequency
of the word, the greater the number of meanings that constitute its semantic structure.
Frequency — combinability — polysemy are closely connected. A special formula known
as Zipf’s law has been worked out to express the correlation between frequency, word
length and polysemy: the shorter the word, the higher its frequency of use: the higher the
frequency, the wider its combinability. i.c. the more word combinations it enters; the wider
its combinability, the more meanings are realized in these contexts.

The word in one of its meanings is termed a lexico-semantic variant of this word. The
problem in polysemy is that of interrelation of different lexico-semantic variants. There
may be no single semantic component common to all lexico-semantic variants but every
variant has something in common with at least one of the others.

All the lexico-semantic variants of a word taken together form its semantic structure
or semantic paradigm. The word face, for example, according to the dictionary data has
the following semantic structure

1. The front part of the head: He fell on his face.

2. Look. expression: a sad face, smiling faces, she is a good judge of faces.

3. Surface, facade: face of a clock, face of a building, He laid his cards face down.

4. Impudence, boldness, courage: put a good/brave/boldface on smth, put a new face
on smth, the face of it, have the face to do, save one’s face.

STy e
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5. Style of typecast for printing: bold-face type.
No general or complete scheme of types of lexical meanings as elements of a word’s
semantic structure has so far been accepted by linguists. The following terms may be found

with different authors:

Meaning
direct  [#¥ figurative
main > derived
primary [« secondary
concret [ abstract
central  [*®| peripheral
general [e»  special

narrow

[» extanded

Figure 3
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Meaning is direct when it nominates the referent without the help of a context, in iso-
lation; meaning is figurative when the referent is named and at the same time characterized
through its similarity with other objects, Cf.

direct meaning figurative meaning
tough meat tough politician
head head of a cabbage
foot foot of a mountain
face put a new face on smth

Differentiation between the terms primary/secondary main/derived meanings is
connected with two approaches to polysemy: diachronic and synchronic.

If viewed diachronically, polysemy is understood as the growth and development (or
change) in the semantic structure of the word.

primary meaning — secondary meanings

table - Old Eng “a flat slab of stonc or wood”.— derived from the primary meaning

Synchronically polysemy is understood as the coexistence of various meanings of the
same word at a certain historical period of the development of the English language. In that
case the problem of interrelation and interdependence of individual meanings making up
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the semantic structure of the word must be investigated from different points of view, that
of main/derived. central/peripheric meanings.

An objective criterion of determining the main or central meaning is the frequency of
its occurance in speech. Thus, the main meaning of the word fable in Modern English is “a
piece of furniture™.

Polysemy is a phenomenon of language, not of speech. As a rule the contextu-
al meaning represents only one of the possible lexico-semantic variants of the word. So
polysemy does not interfere with the communicative function of the language because the
situation and the context cancel all the unwanted meanings, as in the following sentences:

The steak is tough.

This is a tough problem.

Prof. Holborn is a tough examiner.

When analysing the semantic structure of a polysemantic word, it is necessary to dis-
tinguish between two levels of analysis.

On the first level, the semantic structure of a word is treated as a system of mean-
ings. For example, the semantic structure of the noun fire could be roughly presented by
this scheme (only the most frequent meanings are given):

Figure 4




image14.png
Figure 4

Fire,n
1
Flame
1 11 l l v \4
An instance of Burning The Strong
destructive material in shooting of feeling,
burning: e. g. astove , guns, ete.; passion,
a forest fire fire-place, ¢.g. to open enthusias
etc., e.g. (cease) fire m;eg a
There is a speech
Jire in the lacking
next room. fire.
A camp fire.

The above scheme suggests that meaning I holds a kind of dominance over the other
meanings conveying the concept in the most general way whercas meanings [1-V are as-
sociated with special circumstances. aspects and instances of the same phenomenon.

Meaning I (generally referred to as the main meaning) presents the centre of the se-
mantic structure of the word holding it together. It is mainly through meaning I that mean-
ings I1-V (they are called secondary meanings) can be associated with one another, some
of them exclusively through meaning I, as, for instance, meanings IV and V.
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It would hardly be possible to establish any logical associations between some of the
meanings of the noun bar except through the main meaning;

11

Bar,n

I

The profession of
barrister, lawyer; e.g.
go to the Bar; read for

(In a public house or hotel) a
counter or room where
drinks are served; e.g. They
went to the bar for a drink

the Bar

1

1

Any kind of barrier to prevent
people from passing.

Figure 5

Meanings II and III have no logical links with one another whereas each separately
is casily associated with meaning I: meaning II through the traditional barrier dividing a
court-room into two parts; meaning I1I through the counter serving as a kind of barrier
between the customers of a pub and the barman.

Yet, some semantic structures are arranged on a different principle. In the following
list of meanings of the adjective dull one can hardly hope to find a generalised meaning
covering and holding together the rest of the semantic structure.
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Dull, adj.

1. Uninteresting, monotonous, boring: ¢. g. a dull book, a dull film.

II. Slow in understanding, stupid: ¢. g. a dull student.

III. Not clear or bright; e. g. dull weather, a dull day, a dull colour.

IV. Not loud or distinct; ¢. g. @ dull sound.

V. Not sharp: . g. a dull knife.

VI. Not active: ¢. g. Trade is dull.

VII. Secing badly: ¢. g. dull eyes (arch.).

VIII. Hearing badly: e. g. dull ears (arch.),

Yet, all these seemingly miscellancous meanings have the implication of deficiency
in common that of colour (IIT), wits (II), interest (I). sharpness (V), etc. The implication
of insufficient quality, of something lacking, can be clearly distinguished in each separate
meaning.

In fact, each meaning definition in the scheme can be subjected to a transformational
operation to prove the point.

Dull, adj.

1. Uninteresting — deficient in interest or excitement.

I1.. Stupid - deficient in intellect.

I11. Not bright - deficient in light or colour.
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IV. Not loud — deficient in sound.

V. Not sharp - deficient in sharpness.

VL. Not active - deficient in activity.

VII. Seeing badly — deficient in eyesight.

VIII. Hearing badly - deficient in hearing.

The transformed scheme of the semantic structure of dull clearly shows that the centre
holding together the complex semantic structure of this word is not one of the meanings but
a certain component that can be easily singled out within each separate meaning.

Each separate meaning seems to be subject to structural analysis in which it may be
represented as sets of semantic components. In terms of componential analysis, one of the
methods of semantic rescarch, the meaning of a word is defined as a set of elements of
meaning which are not part of the vocabulary of the language itself, but rather theo-
retical elements, postulated in order to describe the semantic relations between the
lexical elements of a given language.

The scheme of the semantic structure of dull shows that the semantic structure of a
word is not a mere system of meanings. for each separate meaning is subject to further
subdivision and possesses an inner structure of its own.

Therefore, the semantic structure of a word should be investigated at both these levels:
a) of different meanings, b) of semantic components within each separate meaning. For a
monosemantic word (i.c. a word with one meaning) the first level is naturally excluded

The leading semantic component in the semantic structure of a word is usually termed
denotative component (also. the term referential component may be used). The denota-
tive component expresses the conceptual content of a word.

The following list presents denotative components of some English adjectives and verbs:
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Figure 6

Denotative components

lonely, adj. alone, without without company
notorious, adj. widely known

celebrated, adj widely known

to glare, v. to look

to glance, v. to look

to shiver, v to tremble

to shudder, v. to tremble

It is quite obvious that the definitions given in the right column only partially and in-
completely describe the meanings of their corresponding words. To give a more or less full
picture of the meaning of a word, it is necessary to include in the scheme of analysis addi-
tional semantic components which are termed connotations or connotative components.

Let us complete the semantic structures of the words given above introducing connota-
tive components into the schemes of their semantic structures:
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Figure 7

Denot. components Connot. components
lonely, adj. alone, without company  melancholy, sad
notorious, adj widely known for criminal acts or bad
traits of character
celebrated, adj. widely known for special achievement in
science, art,
to glare, v. to look steadily, lastingly: in anger, rage
to glance. v. to look briefly, passingly
to shiver, v. to tremble lastingly. (usually) with the cold
to shudder, v. to tremble briefly, with horror, disgust, etc

The systems of meanings of polysemantic words evolve gradually. The older a word is,
the better developed is its semantic structure. The normal pattern of a word’s semantic de-
velopment is from monosemy to a simple semantic structure encompassing only two or three
meanings, with a further movement to an increasingly more complex semantic structure.
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3.1. SEMASIOLOGY AS THE BRANCH OF LINGUISTICS.
REFERENTIAL AND FUNCTIONAL APPROACHES TO MEANING

Semasiology is the branch of linguistics concerned with the meaning of words
and word equivalents. The name comes from the Greek sémasia — signification (from
séma — sign sémantikos — significant and logos — learning). The main objects of se-
masiological study are as follows: types of lexical meaning, polysemy and semantic
structure of words, semantic development of words, the main tendencies of the change
of word-meanings. semantic grouping in the vocabulary system, i.c. synonyms, anto-
nyms, semantic fields, thematic groups, etc

Referential approach to meaning. The common feature of any referential ap-
proach is that meaning is in some form or other connected with the referent (object of
reality denoted by the word). The meaning is formulated by establishing the interde-
pendence between words and objects of reality they denote. So. meaning is often un-
derstood as an object or phenomenon in the outside world that is referred to by a word.

Functional approach to meaning. In most present-day methods of lexicological
analysis words are studied in context; a word is defined by its functioning within a
phrase or a sentence. The meaning of linguistic unit is studied only through its relation
to other linguistic units. So meaning is viewed as the function of a word in speech.

The meaning of a word though closely connected with the underlying concept is
not identical with it.

Concept is a category of human cognition. Concept is the thought of the object that
singles out the most typical, the most essential features of the object.
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So all concepts are almost the same for the whole of humanity in one and the same
period of its historical development. The meanings of words, however, are different in
different languages. That is to say. words expressing identical concept may have differ-
ent semantic structures in different languages. E.g. the concept of “a building for human
habitation” is expressed in English by the word house, in Ukrainian — 0iv, but their
meanings are not identical as house does not possess the meaning of “fixed residence
of family or houschold” (zomiska) which is part of the meaning of the Ukrainian word
Oim; it is expressed by another English word home.

The difference between meaning and concept can also be observed by comparing
synonymous words and word-groups expressing the same concept but possessing lin-
guistic meaning which is felt as different in cach of the units, e.g. big, large; 1o die 1o
pass away, to join the majority, to kick the bucket; child, baby, babe, infant

Concepts are always emotionally neutral as they are a category of thought. Lan-
guage, however, expresses all possible aspects of human consciousness. Therefore the
meaning of many words not only conveys some reflection of objective reality but also
the speaker’s attitude to what he is speaking about, his state of mind. Thus, though the
synonyms hig, large, tremendous denote the same concept of size, the emotive charge
of the word tremendous is much heavier than that of the other word
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3.2. TYPES OF WORD MEANING: LEXICAL,
GRAMMATICAL MEANINGS. DENOTATIONAL
AND CONNOTATIONAL COMPONENTS OF LEXICAL
MEANING. IMPLICATIONAL MEANING

Generally speaking, meaning can be more or less described as a component of the
word through which a concept is communicated, in this way endowing the word with
the ability of denoting real objects, qualities, actions and abstract notions. The complex
relationships between referent (object, ctc. denoted by the word). concept and word are
traditionally represented by the following triangle

Figure 1

Thought or Reference

By the “symbol” here is meant the word; thought or reference is concept. The dotted
line suggests that there is no immediate relation between word and referent: it is established
only through the concept.

On the other hand, there is a hypothesis that concepts can only find their realisation through
words. It scems that thought is dormant till the word wakens it up. It is only when we hear a
spoken word or read a printed word that the corresponding concept springs into mind.

The branch of linguistics which specialises in the study of meaning is called seman-
tics. As with many terms, the term semantics is ambiguous for it can stand, as well, for the
expressive aspect of language in general and for the meaning of one particular word in all
its varied aspects and nuances (i.c. the semantics of a word = the meaning(s) of a word).

The meanings of all the utterances of a speech community include the total experi-
ence of that community: arts, science, practical occupations, amusements, personal and
family life.




