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Handout One 

Preliminaries 
Semantics in Linguistics
Semantics: It is the study of meaning communicated through language. It is one of the linguistic levels a semanticist investigates. Other levels of language are important here too. Language consists of sound, form and meaning. Example: colorless green ideas sleep furiously, Chomsky.  
The word semantics is derived from the Greek semaino, meaning, to signify or mean. 
The aim of semanticists is to explain and clarify the nature of meaning. Semantics is an attempt to set up a theory of meaning which must account for some basic facts about meaning. 
The semanticist is committed to describing a speaker’s semantic knowledge since linguistic description is an attempt to reflect that knowledge. 

What is meaning? 
A phenomenon by which we can say that something (words, signals) etc. stand for something else. These are all called signs. The relationship between these signs is called meaning. So semantics helps us understand each other as we share a particular system and an understanding of that system. 

What are words? 
Words are symbols (nouns, pronouns, adjectives, verbs, and adverbs) representing objects (concrete or abstract, or imaginary), actions (physical or mental), events and states (past, present, future or hypothetical), qualities (attributes, properties, or features), feelings, emotions, intentions, locations, etc. 

Two main types of meaning in general: 
Speaker meaning; Word or Sentence meaning. 

SPEAKER MEANING is what a speaker means (i.e. intends to convey) when he uses a piece of language.

SENTENCE MEANING (or WORD MEANING) is what a sentence (or word) means, i.e. what it counts as the equivalent of in the language concerned.

Speaker Meaning Characteristics 
· Speakers perform what’s described as speech acts as opposed to physical or mental acts. These are acts of communication which serve different communicative functions. They represent what humans do with language, e.g., apologizing, giving advice, making a request, making a promise, warning etc.  
· meaningfulness may not necessarily be equated with informativeness. While it is true that many sentences do carry information in a straightforward way, it is also true that many sentences are used by speakers not to give information at all, but to keep the social wheels turning smoothly. 
· Same sentences with different meanings: Speaker meaning is reflected in that the same sentences are used by different speakers on different occasions to mean different things.

· Literal (conventional) vs. non-literal meaning. 
A literal meaning occurs when the speaker speaks in a neutral, factually accurate way. A non-literal meaning results when the speaker deliberately describes something in untrue and impossible terms in order to achieve special effects. Hearers recognize non‑literal uses as semantically odd, i.e. factually nonsensical like 'eating a horse' (to indicate how hungry a speaker is), but then are motivated to give them some interpretation by an assumption that speakers generally are trying to make sense. The hearer then makes inferences in order to make sense out of a non‑literal utterance.  

· Speakers as a source of meaning.   Information about meaning primarily comes from native speakers of languages. Semanticists may be good at describing meanings, or theorizing about meaning in general, but they have no advantage over any normal speaker of a language in the matter of access to the basic data concerning meaning. 

SENTENCE MEANING CHARACTERISTICS
· Meaning may deal with whole classes of words; e.g., proper and common nouns, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions etc. 
· Our knowledge of word and sentence meaning allows us to determine whether sentences are the same, contradictory, ambiguous or entail some facts. 
· Word meaning: Knowing a language means that a person knows thousands of words which she/he keeps in a mental store linguists call a lexicon, similar to dictionaries. The mental lexicon is a large but finite body of knowledge, part of which must be semantic. This lexicon is not completely static because we are continually learning and forgetting words. 
· Sentence meaning: Phrases and sentences also have meaning but it differs  from word meaning in productivity and compositionality. 
· Productivity - Speakers regularly create sentences that they have never used or heard before, confident that their audience will understand them. Commenting on the creativity of sentence formation, Chomsky states that a relatively small number of combinatory rules may allow speakers to use a finite set of words to create a very large, perhaps infinite, number of sentences. Rules for sentence formation are recursive, allowing repetitive embedding or coordination of syntactic categories.
· Compositionality: This means that the meaning of a sentence or an expression is determined by the meaning of its component parts and the way in which they are combined using combinatorial rules. Therefore, meanings of sentences cannot be listed in a lexicon like the meanings of words: they must be created by rules of combination too. Sentence meaning is compositional.

SEMANTICS AND OTHER FIELDS 
SEMANTICS AND SEMIOTICS
Communicating meaning through language is only a part of a larger task of investigating how people understand meaning. Words form a system of signs or symbols where one thing stands for another. This process of creating and interpreting symbols, sometimes called signification, is far wider than language. Scholars like Ferdinand de Saussure have stressed that the study of linguistic meaning is a part of this general study of the use of sign systems, and this general study is called semiotics. Semioticians investigate the types of relationship that may hold between a sign and the object it represents, between a signifier and its signified. Semiotics investigates this relationship distinguishing between icon, index and symbol. 

· An icon is where there is a similarity between a sign and its signified, as for example between a portrait and its real life subject, or the road sign for falling rocks. There is no real connection between an object and an icon of it other than the likeness, so the mind is required to see the similarity and associate the two itself. A characteristic of the icon is that by observing it, we can derive information about its signified. For instance, if you don't know what a llama looks like, seeing an image of one will teach you a great deal about its appearance. 
No other kind of sign gives that kind of information.

· An index is where the sign is closely associated with its signified, E.G., smoke is an index of fire. An index has a causal and/or sequential relationship to its signified. An index is a directly perceivable event that can act as a reference to an event that is not directly perceivable, or in other words it is something visible that indicates something out of sight. You may not see a fire, but you do see the smoke and that indicates to you that a fire is burning. Similarly, you cannot see sadness, but you can see the tears that indicate it. The nature of the index has nothing to do with that of the signified, but the connection here is logical and organic -- the two elements are inseparable -- and there is little or no participation of the mind.

·   A symbol is where there is only a conventional link between the sign and its signified, as in the use of insignia to denote military ranks. Here, the connection between the sign and its signified is arbitrary, and depends entirely on the observer, or more exactly, what the observer was taught. Symbols are subjective, dictated either by social convention or by habit. Symbols are ideas, and whenever we use one we are only pointing to the idea behind that symbol. The $ symbol, astrological symbols, road signs, and white or black dresses are all symbols. A symbol can rarely tell us anything more about its signifier than we already know. 

Semantics and Pragmatics: They denote related and complementary fields of study, both concerning the transmission of meaning through language. Pragmatics is the study of the speaker's/hearer's interpretation of language. Interpretation of the sentence meaning depends on speaker’s wishes and the situation the participants find themselves in. For example, if a speaker says to a listener, The place is closing, this could have different meanings.  It may be used as a simple statement, or as a warning to hurry and get that last purchase (if they're in a department store) or drink (if in a bar). It could also be an invitation or command to leave. Some semanticists would claim that the non-situation-specific meaning is what semantics is concerned with. 

Pragmatics is the study of invisible meaning. Identifying what is meant but not said. A key factor in determining meaning here is context defined as “all the elements of a communicative situation: the verbal and non-verbal context, as well as the social context of the relationship between the speaker and hearer, their knowledge, and their attitude.” Although both semantics and pragmatics study the meaning of a linguistic form, they are different in relation to context. If context is not considered, the study is in the area of semantics; if it is considered, the study is in the area of pragmatics. 
Context comes from looking at what particular utterances mean in certain situations. For example: if someone says to you Marvelous weather you have here in Ramallah, you might interpret it differently on a cloudless sunny day than when the rain is pouring down. Similarly He's dying might mean one thing when said of a terminally ill patient, and another as a comment watching a stand-up comedian failing to get laughs. Or again: It's getting late if said to a friend at a party might be used to mean Let's leave.

Another difference between semantics and pragmatics is to distinguish between sentence meaning and speaker meaning. Semantics is concerned with sentence meaning and pragmatics with speaker meaning. This difference is shown in the use of pronouns. For example, if someone says to a listener Is he awake? The listener has to understand two things, the meaning of he in English; it means something like "male entity referred to by the speaker, not the speaker and not the person spoken to" and the second is how to work out who right now the speaker is referring to by he. Here, knowing the first is part of semantic knowledge and working out the second is a task for one's pragmatic competence.
Semantics mainly focuses on linguistic knowledge whereas pragmatics investigates the interaction between purely linguistic knowledge and general or encyclopedic knowledge. A semantics/pragmatics division enables semanticists to concentrate on just the linguistic element in utterance comprehension. Pragmatics would then be the field that studies how hearers fill out the semantic structure with contextual information (e.g., work out who the speaker is referring to by pronouns, etc.) and make inferences that go beyond the meaning of what was said to them (e.g. that I'm tired might mean Let's go home). 

 
Exercises 
 
1	Try to paraphrase (restate in your own words) each of the following uses of
the word mean as it is employed in the sentences below. Which sentences
are more reflective of speaker meaning and which are more reflective of
sentence meaning? Briefly explain.
a	I mean to be there tomorrow
b	A stalling car may mean a tune-up
c	Calligraphy means beautiful handwriting
d	It wasn't what he said but what he meant
e	What does the German word Hund mean?
f	Those clouds mean rain. 

2   Which of the following items appear to illustrate sentence meaning and which illustrate speaker meaning? 
a A bachelor is an unmarried man
b A red light means 'stop'
c  A fine product THEY put out! (THEY is strongly emphasized)
d The sentences in the following pair appear to be opposite in meaning:
1)	The bear killed the man
2)	The man killed the bear
e  My feet are killing me
3. We made the point that meaning is compositional. However, compositionality is restricted in compound words. a teacup is a cup used for tea, making the meaning predictable and, therefore, compositional. Divide the list below into two types: one where the meaning is predictable from the meaning of the two parts and a second type where the meaning is not predictable in this way. 
agony aunt; eye candy; houseboat; shopping list; blackmail; firsthand; housewife; software; boyfriend; flea market; human being; speed limit; businessman; foxhound; Mailbox; spin doctor; bus stop; gravy train; monkey business; sunglasses; climate change; greenhouse; mousetrap; sweatshop; daydream; horseshoe; nightmare; taste bud; doormat; hotdog; redhead; video game. 

4.	Discuss the importance of contextual information in understanding an utterance of the following sentences: 
A.	Take another shot.
B.	Isabel is tall.
C.	It's too hot in here.
D.	Everyone has gone home.

Utterances, Sentences, and Propositions
These three terms are used to describe different levels of language. 
· UTTERANCE: An UTTERANCE is any stretch of talk, by one person, before and after which there is silence on the part of that person. Utterances are physical events that last for short times. An utterance is The most concrete, and it is created by speaking (or writing) a piece of language. If I say Linguistics is my favorite subject, this is one utterance. If another person in the same room also says Linguistics is my favorite subject, then we would be dealing with two utterances.
An utterance can be a sentence or part of a sentence, a sequence of sentences, a single clause, a phrase, or even a single word  but it has to be meaningful and belongs to a particular language. 
Accent and voice quality are features of utterances. 

· SENTENCE: A SENTENCE is an abstract  string of words put together by the grammatical rules of a language. The same sentence can produce different utterances. For example, if three other persons said Linguistics is my favorite subject, then we have 5 utterances of the same sentence. In other words, sentences are abstracted, or generalized, from actual language use. From the point of view of the speaker, sentences are abstract elements to be made real by uttering them; from the hearer's point of view, they are abstract elements reached by filtering out certain kinds of information from utterances. 
A sentence has the same words and same order. Any change in these two results in a new sentence. Example: Harry called up the president, Harry called the president up.  
A sentence is a grammatically complete string of words expressing a complete thought, whereas an utterance can be a token of a sentence or parts of a sentence, i.e., incomplete versions of whole sentences. 

· PROPOSITIONS: It is another further step of abstraction. A proposition is a description of an event, a situation or a state of affairs shared by different grammatical sentences or different language systems. In uttering a declarative sentence a speaker typically asserts a proposition. 
Propositions are more abstract than sentences because the same proposition can be represented by several different statements. Example: I met Alia at a party. It was at a party that I met Alia. It was Alia who I met at a party. They all express the same proposition: meeting Alia at a party. Similarly, the two sentences “Ahmad is Ali’s father, Ahmad is Ali’s male parent” have the same proposition.  
In deriving a proposition, it’s possible to delete verb endings, articles and other grammatical elements. Thus, propositions can be communicated by less than full sentences. 
Propositions are also thought of as the meanings of sentences. Roughly: for two sentences to have the same meaning is for them to express the same proposition.
Propositions are theoretical entities which are relied on in attempts to explain the concepts of truth and meaning. Truth values can be used to decide whether two sentences express same or different propositions. True propositions correspond to facts, while False propositions do not correspond to facts.
Propositions, unlike sentences, do not belong to any particular language. 

A proposition can be a shared element in different sentence types. For example the statement Joan made the cake, the question Did Joan make the cake?, and the command: Joan, make the cake share a propositional element: JOAN MAKE THE CAKE. In this view, these different sentences allow the speaker to do different things with the same proposition: to assert it as a past event; to question it; or to request someone to bring it about. 

Do not equate propositions with thoughts; a proposition is an object of thought. Thoughts are private, personal, mental processes, whereas propositions are public. a proposition is not a process, whereas a thought can be. 

One way to distinguish between the three concepts in writing is to italicize sentences, place utterances between quotation marks, and capitalize propositions. 

EXERCISES
1. Decide whether the following could represent utterances. 
(1) 'Hello' 
(2) 'Not much' 
(3) 'Pxgotmgt’ 
(4) [bookmark: _Hlk33050026]It’s not enough to answer all questions correctly, but what is more important is to understand what each points stands for.. 

2. Indicate whether the following questions apply to sentences or utterances? 
[bookmark: _Hlk33050784](1)	Do all (authentic) performances of Macbeth begin by using the same sentence?
(2)	Do all (authentic) performances of Macbeth begin with the same utterance?
(3) Does it make sense to talk of the time and place of a sentence?     
(4) Does it make sense to talk of the time and place of an utterance?
(5) Can one talk of a loud sentence?
(6) Can one talk of a slow utterance

3-1. For each of the following label it as an utterance (U) or sentence (S). 
(a)	'The train now arriving at platform one is the 11.15 from Haifa street’. 
(b)	The pelican ignores the linguist. 
 3-2. What is wrong with the following?
(a) John announced Mary's here in his squeakiest voice
(b) 'Mary thought how nice John was'

4. Do the following pairs of sentences represent the same or different propositions? 
(1) Harry took out the garbage
Harry took the garbage out. 
(2) John gave Mary a book
Mary was given a book by John. 
(3) Isobel loves Jim 
Jim loves Isobel. 
(4) George danced with Celia 
George didn't dance with Celia. 
(5)	Clara killed Jane 
Clara caused Jane to die. 

5-1. In the following utterances, is any proposition asserted by the speaker?
(a) 'Have you seen my toothbrush?' 
(b) 'Get out of here this minute!' 
(c) 'I'm afraid that I'll have to ask you to leave'. 
5-2 Would you say that the members of the following sentence pairs have the same propositional content?
(a) Go away, will you?
You will go away. 
(b) Pigs might fly
I'm a Dutchman 
(c) He is an idiot
Is he an idiot? 

