Лекція 7. Context.
· Types of context.
· Grammatical and lexical context.
· Change of meaning.
· Broadening (or Generalisation) of meaning.
· Narrowing (or Specialisation) of meaning.
· Metaphor.
· Metonomy.
Meaning and Context
(In the beginning) One of the most important “drawbacks” of polysemantic words is that there is sometimes a chance of misunderstanding when a word is used in a certain meaning but accepted by a listener or reader in another. It is only natural that such cases provide stuff of which jokes are made, such as the ones that follow.
Customer. I would like a book, please.
Bookseller. Something light?
Customer. That doesn’t matter. I have my car with me.
In the conversation the customer is honestly misled by the polysemy of the adjective light taking it in the literal sense whereas the bookseller uses the word in its figurative meaning “not serious”, “entertaining”.
Generally speaking , it is common knowledge that context is a powerful preventative against any misunderstanding of meanings. For instance, the adjective dull, if used out of context, would mean different things to different people or nothing at all. It is only in combination with other words that it reveals its actual meaning: a dull pupil, a dull play, a dull razor blade, dull weather, etc. Sometimes, however, such a minimum context fails to reveal the meaning of the word, and it may be correctly interpreted only through a second degree context, as in the following example: The man was large, but his wife was even fatter. The word fatter here serves as a kind of indicator pointing that large describes a stout man and not a big one.
Semantic structure of a word depends upon the word’s relationships with other words in typical contexts.
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3.5. CAUSES OF DEVELOPMENT OF NEW MEANINGS

Most scholars distinguish between the terms development of meaning (when a new
meaning and the one on the basis of which it is formed coexist in the semantic structure of
the word, as in mill, carriage, etc.) and change of meaning (when the old meaning is com-
pletely replaced by the new one, as in the noun meat which in Old English had the general
meaning of “food” but in Modern English is no longer used in that sense and has instead
developed the meaning “flesh of animals used as a food product™).

The first group of causes of development of new meanings is traditionally termed his-
torical or extra-linguistic.
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The first group of causes of development of new meanings is traditionally termed his-
torical or extra-linguistic.

Different kinds of changes in a nation’s social life, in its culture, knowledge. technol-
ogy. arts lead to gaps appearing in the vocabulary which beg to be filled. Newly created
objects, new concepts and phenomena must be named. Languages are powerfully affected
by social, political, cconomic, cultural and technical change. The influence of those factors
upon linguistic phenomena is studied by sociolinguistics. It shows that social factors can
influence even structural features of linguistic units: terms of science, for instance, have a
number of specific features as compared to words used in other spheres of human activity.

We already know of two ways for providing new names for newly created concepts:
making new words (word-building) and borrowing foreign ones. One more way of filling
such vocabulary gaps is by applying some old word to a new object or notion.

The word being a linguistic realisation of notion, it changes with the progress of human
consciousness. This process is reflected in the development of lexical meaning. As the hu-
man mind achieves an ever more exact understanding of the world of reality and the objec-
tive relationships that characterise it. the notions become more and more exact reflections of
real things. The history of the social, economic and political life of the people, the progress
of culture and science bring about changes in notions and things influencing the semantic
aspect of language. For instance, The word space meant “extent of time or distance™ or “in-
tervening distance”. Alongside this meaning a new meaning developed “the limitless and
indefinitely great expanse in which all material objects are located”. The phrase outer space
was quickly ellipted into space. Cf. spacecraft, space-suit, space travel, etc.
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The extra-linguistic motivation is sometimes obvious. but some cases are not as
straightforward as they may look. The word bikini may be taken as an example. Bikini, a
very scanty two-piece bathing suit worn by women, is named after Bikini atoll in the West-
ern Pacific but not because it was first introduced on some fashionable beach there. Bikini
appeared at the time when the atomic bomb tests by the US in the Bikini atoll were fresh
in everybody’s memory. The associative field is emotional referring to the “atomic™ shock
the first bikinis produced.

The tendency to use technical imagery is increasing in every language, thus the expres-
sion to spark off in chain reaction is almost international. Live wire “one carrying clectric
current” used figuratively about a person of intense energy seems purely English, though.

Other international expressions are hlack box and feed-back. Black box formerly a
term of aviation and clectrical engineering is now used figuratively to denote any mecha-
nism performing intricate functions or any unit of which we know the effect but not the
components or principles of action.

Feed-back a cybernetic term meaning “the return of a sample of the output of a system
or process to the input, especially with the purpose of automatic adjustment and control” is
now widely used figuratively meaning “response”.

When the first textile factories appeared in England. the old word mill was applied to
these early industrial enterprises. In this way, mill (a Latin borrowing of the first century B.
C.) added a new meaning to its former meaning “a building in which corn is ground into
flour”. The new meaning was “textile factory”.

A similar casc is the word carriage which had (and still has) the meaning “a vehicle
drawn by horses”, but, with the first appearance of railways in England, it received a new
meaning, that of ““a railway car”.
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The history of English nouns describing different parts of a theatre may also serve
as a good illustration of how well-established words can be used to denote newly-created
objects and phenomena. The words stalls, box, pit, circle had existed for a long time before
the first theatres appeared in England. With their appearance, the gaps in the vocabulary
were casily filled by these widely used words which, as a result, developed new meanings.
Itis of some interest to note that the Ukrainian language found a different way of filling the
same gap: in Ukrainian, all the parts of the theatre are named by borrowed words: napmep,
n0dKca, avgimeamp, Gerbemani.

The changes of notions and things named go hand in hand. They are conditioned by
changes in the cconomic, social, political and cultural history of the people, so that the
extralinguistic causes of semantic change might be conveniently subdivided in accord-
ance with these. Social relationships are at work in the cases of elevation and pejoration
of meaning where the attitude of the upper classes to their social inferiors determined the
strengthening of emotional tone among the semantic components of the word.

Sociolinguistics also teaches that power relationships are reflected in vocabulary
changes. In all the cases of pejoration such as boor, churl, villain, etc.. it was the ruling
class that imposed evaluation. The opposite is rarely the case. One example deserves at-
tention though: sir + -ly used to mean “masterful” and now sirly means “rude in a bad-
tempered way”,
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New meanings can also be developed due to linguistic factors (the second group
of causes).

Linguistically speaking, the development of new meanings. and also a complete change
of meaning, may be caused through the influence of other words. mostly of synonyms.

steorfan Old Eng. — to perish  to die Scandinavian borrowing

to starve - to dic (or suffer) from hunger.

deor Old Eng. — any beast « animal borrowed word

deer — a certain kind of beast (UA. onenw).

The noun knave (O. E. knafa) suffered an even more striking change of meaning as a
result of collision with its synonym boy. Now it has a pronounced negative evaluative con-
notation and means ““swindler, scoundrel”

Why was it that the word mill — and not some other word — was selected to denote the
first textile factories? There must have been some connection between the former sense of
mill and the new phenomenon to which it was applied. And there was apparently such a con-
nection. Mills which produced flour, were mainly driven by water. The textile factories also
firstly used water power. So, in general terms, the meanings of mill, both the old and the new
one, could be defined as “an establishment using water power to produce certain goods™.
Thus, the first textile factories were casily associated with mills producing flour, and the new
meaning of mill appeared due to this association. In actual fact, all cases of development or
change of meaning are based on some association. In the history of the word carriage, the
new travelling conveyance was also naturally associated in people’s minds with the old one:
horse-drawn vehicle - part of a railway train. Both these objects were related to the idea of
travelling. The job of both, the horse-drawn carriage and the railway carriage, is the same:
to carry passengers on a journey. So the association was logically well-founded.
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Stalls and box formed their meanings in which they denoted parts of the theatre on the
basis of a different type of association. The meaning of the word box “a small separate enclo-
sure forming a part of the theatre” developed on the basis of its former meaning “a rectangu-
lar container used for packing or storing things”. The two objects became associated in the
speakers’ minds because boxes in the carliest English theatres really resembled packing cases.
They were enclosed on all sides and heavily curtained even on the side facing the audience so
as to conceal the privileged spectators occupying them from curious or insolent stares.

The association on which the theatrical meaning of stalls was based is even more curi-
ous. The original meaning was “compartments in stables or sheds for the accommodation of
animals (e. g. cows, horses, etc.)”. There does not seem to be much in common between the
privileged and expensive part of a theatre and stables intended for cows and horses. unless
we take into consideration the fact that theatres in olden times greatly differed from what
they are now. What is now known as the salls was, at that time, standing space divided by
barriers into sections so as to prevent the enthusiastic crowd from knocking one other down
and hurting themselves. So, there must have been a certain outward resemblance between
theatre stalls and cattle stalls. It is also possible that the word was first used humorously or
satirically in this new sense.

The process of development of a new meaning (or a change of meaning) is tradition-
ally termed transference.
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Some scholars mistakenly use the term transference of meaning which is a serious mis-
take. Itis very importantto note thatin any case of semantic change it is not the meaning but the
word that is being transferred from one referent onto another (¢. g. from a horse-drawn vehi-
cle onto arailway car). The result of such a transference is the appearance of anew meaning.
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3.6. CHANGE OF MEANING
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Sometimes, the process of transference may result in a considerable change in range
of meaning. For instance, the verb 7o arrive (French borrowing) began its life in English in
the narrow meaning “to come to shore, to land™. In Modern English it has greatly widened
its combinability and developed the general meaning “to come™ (e.g. fo arrive in a village,
town, city, country, at a hotel, hostel, college, theatre, place, ctc.). The meaning developed
through transference based on contiguity (the concept of coming somewhere is the same
for both meanings), but the range of the second meaning is much broader.

Extension (widening of meaning) is the extension of semantic capacity of a word,
i.c. the expansion of polysemy in the course of its historical development, ¢.g. manuscript
originally “smth hand-written™.

Another example of the broadening of meaning is pipe. Its carliest recorded meaning
was “a musical wind instrument”. Nowadays it can denote any hollow oblong cylindrical
body (e. g. water pipes). This meaning developed through transference based on the simi-
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larity of shape (pipe as a musical instrument is also a hollow oblong cylindrical object)
which finally led to a considerable broadening of the range of meaning

The word bird changed its meaning from “the young of a bird” to its modern meaning
through transference based on contiguity (the association is obvious). The second meaning
is broader and more general
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It is interesting to trace the history of the word gir/ as an example of the changes in the
range of meaning in the course of the semantic development of a word.

In Middle English it had the meaning of ““a small child of either sex’. Then the word
underwent the process of transference based on contiguity and developed the meaning of
“a small child of the female sex™. so that the range of meaning was somewhat narrowed.
In its further semantic development the word gradually broadened its range of meaning. At
first it came to denote not only a female child but, also, a young unmarried woman, later,
any young woman, and in modern colloquial English it is practically synonymous to the
noun woman (e.g. The old girl must be at least seventy), so that its range of meaning is quite
broad. Cf. UA cmpinan. — cmpinamu v originally meant nyckamu cmpizy 3 nyxa, the word
gradually broadened its range of meaning to cmpinamu i3 6y0v-axoi 36poi, w0 epasxcae na
GI0CMaN (3 26UHIMIGKU, NICTONCMA YUl NYUIKLL).

Narrowing of meaning is the restriction of the semantic capacity of a word in the
historical development, ¢.g. in Old English the word (OE hl&fdize) denoted the mistress of
the house, i. e. any married woman. Later. a new meaning developed which was much nar-
rower in range: “the wife or daughter of a baronet™ (aristocratic title). In Modern English
the word Zady can be applied to any woman, so that its range of meaning is even broader
than that of the OE hl&fdize. In Modern English the difference between gir/ and lady in the
meaning of woman is that the first is used in colloquial style and sounds familiar whereas
the second is more formal and polite
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Here are some more examples of narrowing of meaning:

Deer: any beast — a certain kind of beast

Meat: any food — a certain food product

Boy: any young person of the male sex — servant of the male sex

It should be pointed out once more that in all these words the second meaning devel-
oped through transference based on contiguity, and that when we speak of them as exam-
ples of narrowing of meaning we simply imply that the range of the second meaning is
more narrow than that of the original meaning
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The man was large, but his wife was even fatter.

The word fatter here serves as a kind of indicator pointing that /arge describes a stout
man and not a big one

Current research in semantics is largely based on the assumption that one of the more
promising methods of investigating the semantic structure of a word is by studying the
word’s linear relationships with other words in typical contexts, i.c. its combinability or
collocability.

Scholars have established that the semantics of words characterised by common occur-
rences (i.c. words which regularly appear in common contexts) are correlated and, there-
fore, one of the words within such a pair can be studied through the other.

Thus, if one intends to investigate the semantic structure of an adjective, one would
best consider the adjective in its most typical syntactical pattern A+N. For instance, a study
of typical contexts of the adjective bright in the pattern will give us the following sets:

a) bright colour (flower, dress, silk, etc.).

b) bright metal (gold, jewels, armour, etc.),

¢) bright student (pupil, boy, fellow, etc.),

d) bright face (smile, eyes, etc.) and some others

These sets will lead us to singling out the meanings of the adjective related to cach set
of combinations:

a) intensive in colour,

b) shining,

¢) capable,

d) gay, etc.
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For a transitive verb, on the other hand, the recommended pattern would be V' + N
(verb + direct object expressed by a noun). If, for instance. our object of investigation are
the verbs to produce, to create, to compose, the correct procedure would be to consider the
semantics of the nouns that are used in the pattern with each of these verbs.

There is an interesting hypothesis that the semantics of words regularly used in com-
mon contexts (e. g. bright colours, to build a house, to create a work of art, etc.) are so
intimately correlated that cach of them casts, as it were, a kind of permanent reflection on
the meaning of its neighbour: a notorious criminal, thief, gangster, gambler, gossip, liar,
miser, etc.

All this leads us to the conclusion that context is a good and reliable key to the mean-
ing of the word. Yet, even the jokes given above show how misleading this key can prove
in some cases. And here we are faced with two dangers. The first is that of sheer misun-
derstanding, when the speaker means one thing and the listener takes the word in its
other meaning.

The second danger has nothing to do with the process of communication but with
research work in the field of semantics. A common error with the inexperienced re-
search worker is to see a different meaning in every new set of combinations. Here
is a puzzling question to illustrate what we mean. Cf.: an angry man, an angry letter. Is
the adjective angry used in the same meaning in both these contexts or in two different
meanings? Some people will say “rwo” and argue that, on the one hand, the combinability
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is different (man — name of person; letter — name of object) and, on the other hand, a let-
ter cannot experience anger. True, it cannot; but it can very well convey the anger of the
person who wrote it. As to the combinability, the main point is that a word can realise the
same meaning in different sets of combinability. For instance, in the pairs merry children,
merry laughter, merry faces, merry songs the adjective merry conveys the same concept
of high spirits whether they are directly experienced by the children (in the first phrase) or
indirectly expressed through the merry faces, the laughter and the songs of the other word
groups

The task of distinguishing between the different meanings of a word and the different
variations of combinability (or. in a traditional terminology, different usages of the word)
is actually a question of singling out the different denotations within the semantic structure
of the word. Cf.:

1) asadwoman,

2) asadvoice,

3) asadstory,

4) a sad scoundrel (= an incorrigible scoundrel)
5) asadnight (= a dark, black night, arch, poet.)

By the term context we understand the minimal stretch of speech determining each
individual meaning of the word. The context individualises the meanings, brings them out.
The two main types of linguistic contexts which serve to determine individual meanings of
words arc the lexical context and the grammatical context. These types are differentiated
depending on whether the lexical or the grammatical aspect is predominant in determining
the meaning.
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Figure 8
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In lexical contexts, of primary importance are lexical groups combined with the

polysemantic words under consideration.

The adjective heavy in isolation possesses the meaning “of great weight, weighty”.
When combined with the lexical group of words denoting natural phenomena as wind,
storm, etc. it means “striking, following with force, abundant”, ¢.g. heavy rain, wind,
storm, ete. In combination with the words industry, arms, artillery and the like, heavy has
the meaning “the larger kind of something™ as heavy industry, artillery.

In grammatical context it is the grammatical (mainly the syntactic) structure of the
context that serves to determine various individual meanings of a polysemantic word. Con-

sider the following examples:
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1) I made Peter study;
He made her laugh;
They made him work (sing, dance, write...)
2) My friend made a good teacher. He made a good husband
In the pattern to make+N(Pr)+Vinf the word make has the meaning “to force”, and
in the pattern fo make +A+N it has the meaning “to turn out to be”. Here the grammatical
context helps to determine the meaning of the word “to make™
So, linguistic (verbal) contexts comprise lexical and grammatical contexts. They are
opposed to extra linguistic contexts (non-verbal). In extra-linguistic contexts the meaning
of the word is determined not only by linguistic factors but also by the actual situation in
which the word is used.




