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9 See Allwood, Andersson and Dahl (1977) for details of translating from Eng-
lish sentences into such logical formulae. We will look at this strategy again in
chapter 10.

10" For simplicity this section has concentrated on the relationship between proposi-
tions and the utterance of full sentences. In fact as we can see from examples

1 and 2 below, in the right context propositions can be communicated by less
than full sentences:

1 What’s the longest river in the world?

2 a. The Nile is the longest river in the world.
b. The Nile is.
c. The Nile.

It seems reasonable to say that in the context of the question in 1 above, each
of 2a—c can communicate the proposition THE NILE IS THE LONGEST
RIVER IN THE WORLD, even though only 2a is a full sentence: 2b is a
reduced or elliptical sentence, while 2c is of course just a noun phrase. This
is another example of the possible indirectness of the relationship between
utterances, sentences and propositions: a proposition can be communicated by
the utterance of various grammatical units, one of which is a sentence. See
Lyons (1981: 195ff.) for discussion of this point. We assume here that gram-
matical units like sentence (S), noun phrase (NP), verb phrase (VP), etc. are
defined and specified at the level of syntax.

11 From The Economist, 23 February — 1 March 2002: 69.

12 From The New Scientist, 23 February 2002: 33.
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chapter 2

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter we look at the basic quf:stﬁon of how it is that vlve C;ntuts)e
language to describe the world. How Is it pogsxble for‘ examp E, ttaWhayz
uttering strings of sounds I can convey mformatlon to a listener abou ot
is happening in a scene, say, outside my window? Clearly all lalzhguages b
speakers to describe, or as we might say rrfo‘del, aspects of What ey ;?er )
We routinely pick out, for example, individuals or locations, as in:

2.1 I saw Nelson Mandela on television last night.
22 We've just flown back from Paris.

where Nelson Mandela and Paris are names allowing us to do this. In semunincu
this action of picking out or identifying with wqrds is often called refer‘r ll]lu
or denoting. Thus one can use the word qu to refer to or dt;n‘ot(:f‘::
city. The entity referred to, in this case the city, is usqally ca.llcfd t;c I;L t;m
ent (or more awkwardly, the denotatum). Some wrltcrs,ﬂhkc. J(j”n y: s
(1977: 396-409), separate the terms refer anc} depqte. For t}'lus&,’wr{l L]I'
denote is used for the relationship bctwcc_n a lmgmst.lc expression afn ‘1'1‘L
world, while refer s used for the action of a speaker in picking out El]lllltﬂ
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in the world, We will adopt this usage, so that it I say A sparrvow flew into
the voom, 1 am using the two noun phrases a sparrow and the room to refer
to things in the world, while the nouns sparrow and room denote certain
classes of items. In other words, referring is what speakers do, while denot-
ing is a property of words. Another difference which follows from these
definitions is that denotation is a stable relationship in a language which is
not dependent on any one use of a word. Reference, on the other hand is
a moment-by-moment relationship: what entity somebody refers to by using
the word sparrow depends on the context.

As we shall see, there are different views of how semanticists should
approach this ability to talk about the world. Two of these are particularly
important in current semantic theories: we can call them the referential
(or denotational) approach and the representational approach. For
semanticists adopting the first approach this action of putting words into
relationship with the world s meaning, so that to provide a semantic de-
scription for a language we need to show how the expressions of the language
can ‘hook onto’ the world.

Thus theories of meaning can be called referential (or denotational)
when their basic premise is that we can give the meaning of words and
sentences by showing how they relate to situations. Nouns, for example, are
meaningful because they denote entities in the world and sentences because

they denote situations and events.! In this approach, the difference in mean-
ing between the sentences:

2.3 There is a casino in Grafton Street.
2.4 There isn’t a casino in Grafton Street.

arises from the fact that the two sentences describe different situations. If
we assume the sentences were spoken at the same time about the same
street, then they can be said to be incompatible, i.e. one of them is a false
description of the situation.

For semanticists adopting the second approach our ability to talk about
the world depends on our mental models of it. In this view a language
represents a theory about reality: about the types of things and situations in
the world. Thus, as we shall see in later chapters, a speaker can choose to
view the same situation in different ways. Example 2.5 below shows us that

in English we can view the same situation as either an activity (2.5a) or as
a state (2.5b):

2.5 a. Joan is sleeping.
b. Joan is asleep.

Such decisions are influenced by each language’s conventional ways of

viewing situations. We can compare the three ways of saying that someone
has a cold in 2.6-8 below:
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2.0 Hnglish

You have a cold,

2.7 Somali

Hargab baa  ku haya,
a.cold Focus you has ‘
‘A cold has you. i.e. ‘“You have a cold.

2.8 Irish
T'a slaghdan ort.
is a.cold on.you "
‘A cold is on you.” i.e. “You have a cold.

Lo S 5
n l “L p SS
‘h( l'Ll‘ﬁ()ll. III IrlSh, 2.8, t}le situation 18 \/lev‘/ed as locatlol‘. dle peISOIl 18 [.llL
l“( ation t r the dlSCaSC o(e Shall 1001( at suc 11rerences la[e p D
“' lh( lLdl VV()rld situ ns. €S O
“l”ll(.“LLd l)y the COIlCCptual structures C()IlVCIlthIlahZCd m our larlguag‘..
° > g
i 1mn ab() t tlle W()I‘ld. III Ieferentlal the()l‘leS meanin, dEIlVLS
e pl()CeSS talk g u )
g g g aCh 3 3
uppro thCS meanin derl‘/es fl()IIl lang g b ll’lg r conce
tu |l structures. IhlS lff T .
l
N g
p f
gu
we review some bQSIC theOIleS ab() conce rom Ile hll()SO IllCal all(.l
5 Lll()l() lcal llteratute Flnall W cus
IIl\(/i ])SyChOIOgy haVe ll’lﬂuel’lced [lle WayS t}la[ semanticists view llhe tas k (’i

describing meaning.

2.2 Reference

2.2.1 Types of reference

: saflv Gt s > i ifferences in
We can begin our discussion by looking briefly at some ma{]or dif B
the ways that words may be used to refer. For the introductory \.l set
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of this chapter we will for the most part confine our discussion to the
referential possibilities of names and noun phrases, which together we can
call nominals, since the nominal is the linguistic unit which most clearly
reveals this function of language. Later, in chapter 10, we look at a more
fully fledged theory of denotation and discuss the denotations of other lin-

guistic elements like verbs and sentences. In this section we discuss some
basic distinctions in reference.

Referring and non-referring expressions

We can apply this distinction in two ways. Firstly there are linguistic expres-
sions which can never be used to refer, for example the words 50, very,
maybe, if, not, all. These words do of course contribute meaning to the
sentences they occur in and thus help sentences denote, but they do not
themselves identify entities in the world. We will say that these are intrin-
sically non-referring items. By contrast, when someone says the noun car in
a sentence like Thar car looks vicious, the noun is a referring expression since
it is being used to identify an entity. So nouns are potentially referring
expressions.

The second use of the distinction referring/non-referring concerns poten-
tially referring elements like nouns: it distinguishes between instances when
speakers use them to refer and instances when they do not. For example,

the indefinite noun phrase 4 cholecystectomy is a referring expression in the
following sentence:

2.9 They performed a cholecystectomy this morning.
where the speaker is referring to an individual operation but not in:
2.10 A cholecystectomy is a serious procedure.

where the nominal has a generic interpretation. Some sentences can be
ambiguous between a referring and a non-referring reading, as is well known
to film writers. Our hero, on the trail of a missing woman, is the recipient
of leers, or offers, when he tells a barman I’m looking Jor a woman. We know,

but the barman doesn’t, that our hero won’t be satisfied by the non-referring
reading.

Constant versus variable reference

One difference among referring expressions becomes clear when we look at
how they are used across a range of different utterances. Some expressions
will have the same referent across a range of utterances, e.g. the Eiffel Tower
or the Pacific Ocean. Others have their reference totally dependent on con-
text, for example the items in bold below, where to identify the referents we
need to know who is speaking to whom, etc.:
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411 I wrote to you,
412 She put it in my office.

1 ‘times described as having
Hxpressions like the Pacific Ocean are sometimes described .‘d » h’wt
‘ ‘ ile ssions like he, etc. are sai g
ference, while expressions like 1, yvou, she, !
gunstant reference, w . . ; 4, $A e
varlable reference. To identify who is being referred E) by ptrortl pheys
-y . ¢ = ex w
1 § about the con
‘e > sly need to know a lot o
e, 1, vou, etc. we obviou il
thewe wm':is' were uttered. We look at such C()ntext—defpendenltqeekmeaning
. i ixi m from G m
& ‘re se the term deixis, a ter c;
chapter 7, where we will u . e
nm:;hlv ‘pointing’, as a label for words whose denotational cap y
ubwiously needs contextual svilpportf. et e e e S
' es so far tu m A
In fact, though, our examp : ey
rely on some
\an § 7, most acts of referring i :
we shall see in chapter 7, : : S
information: for example, to identify the referent of th(j,[ no;nm P
; 1 ttered.
of the United States we need to know when it was u

Kelerents and extensions
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et of As mentioned earlier, in { ‘
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(‘l')'/ 7), the relationship between an expression and its extension
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denotation. . )
As we mentioned, names and noun phrases, WhilCh totgetl;?;1 v:s Fa.
) . . . . . n S u :
3, are atic case of linguistic eleme .
nominals, are the paradigm i S e e
secti ine some of the main ways
{he next sections we outline . oags that CADTins R
. The 1 s of different nominals has, » .
{0 refer. The referential use . h s
i igation 1i of language a
‘rtant ¢ stigation in the philosophy ' : ‘ .
fmportant area of inve O
\ ite mes, common nouns, de : .
0 large literature on na > € . ‘ gl
won't attempt to cover the philosophical grgume?ts in dzetall h
just touch on some major aspects of nominal reference.

222 Names

i i i to be names.
‘I'he simplest case of nominals which have reference mlght ;ee;lmgeem -
Names after all are labels for people, places, etc. and often ¢



little other meaning. It does not seem reasonable o usk what the meaning
of Karl Marx is, other than helping us to talle about un individual,
Of course, context is important in the use of names: names are definite

in that they carry the speaker’s assumption that her audience can identify
the referent. So if someone says to you:

2.13 He looks just like Eddie Murphy.

the speaker is assuming you can identify the American comedian.

But even granting the speaker’s calculation of such knowledge, how do
names work? This, like most issues in semantics, turns out to be not quite
as simple a question as it seems and we might briefly look at a couple of
suggestions from the philosophical literature,

One important approach can be termed the description theory, associ-
ated in various forms with Russell (1967 > Frege (1980) and Searle (1958).
Here a name is taken as a label or shorthand for knowledge about the
referent, or in the terminology of philosophers, for one or more definite
descriptions. So for Christopher Marlowe, for example, we might have such
descriptions as The writer of the play Dr Faustus or The Elizabethan Playwright

Another, very interesting, explanation is the causal theory espoused by
Devitt and Sterelny (1987), and based on the ideas of Kripke (1980) and
Donnellan ( 1972). This theory is based on the idea that names are socially
inherited, or borrowed. At some original point, or points, a name is given,
let us say to a person, perhaps in a formal ceremony. People actually present
at this begin to use this name and thereafter, depending on the fate of the
named person and this original group, the name may be passed on to other
people. In the case of a person who achieves prominence, the name might

named person, or know very little about him. So the users of the name form
a kind of chain back to an original naming or grounding. This is a very
simplified sketch of this theory: for example, Devitt and Sterelny (1987:
01ff.) argue that in Some cases a name does not get attached by a single
grounding. It may arise from a period of repeated uses. Sometimes there are
competing names and one wins out; or mistakes may be made and subse-
quently fixed by public practice. The great advantage of this causal theory
is that it recognizes that speakers may use names with very little knowledge
of the referent. It is €asy to think of examples of historical figures whose
names we might bandy about impressively, but, sadly for our education,
about whom we might be hard pressed to say anything factual.

So where the causal theory stresses the role of social knowledge in the use
of names, the description theory emphasizes the role of identifying know-

proposals. The importance of this debate is that the treatment chosen for
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)  term in the
i ocnn be extended to other nominaly lilke ||mum|lkhlul~.:”r e
HER ] ‘ . ‘ ; ; -
“;"l sophy of language for nouns referring to (lmfmn whit 1' LR i
:‘l:. " l// w o pold (see Schwartz 1979, 1980, Churchlanc A
ke giralle or g ! och o o
look ut thiy proposal later in this chapter,
J 24 Nouns and noun phrases
5e fer: indefinite and definite
Nouns and noun phrases (NPs) can be used to(;dc(; ;r;d;hg
i i idu -
NI can operate like names to pick out an indiv 5

[ spoke to a woman about the noise.

4. 14 . .
[ spoke to the woman about the noise.

b.

i s on whether the
where of course the difference betw_een the nomtll?alls'sltl:;lg e o e
woiman to whom the speaker refers is known to the Ii
identified ecarlier in the conversation. s Heiarintions whes e £
I)efinite noun phrases can also form definite -
" ipti as in:
erent is whoever or whatever fits the description,

n of the hockey team.
215 She has a crush on the caprain of

i re is no referent
An nccount of reference has to deal with cases Whﬁfe ft:; s s
1o it ;hc definite description, as in Bertrand Russell’s

2o The King of France is bald.

0w h( | lIlL lLi(.] ent 18 (0] Ieal f()l exa [) € l/le man in Zhe wron mask [0)} ,hc
V (& not ) m 1
E I )/ (). . W(, l()()k th p St S I)

i i ition.
I, when we discuss the semantic notion, p.res.ugpolsn;ither A
' N1’ can also be used to refer to groups of individuals, ‘

i as in 2.17, o1
vhere we focus on the individual members of tbe gr;}gp,
where § s
vollectively when we focus on the aggregate, as in

217 The people in the lift avoided each other’s eyes.

ift motor.
18 The people in the lift proved too heavy for the lift
indivi i of course
A Il as individuals and groups of individuals, nominals can
AN well as : ; o
denote substances, actions and abstract ideas, e.g
.19 Who can afford coffee?

.20 Sleeping is his hobby.

2.2] She has a passion for justice.
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We will see some attempts o sef
reflect such differences in chapter 0,

Some nominals are trickier in their de
the nominal no student in 2.22 below:

Up semantic classes of nominals to

notational behaviour: for example

2.22

No student enjoyed the lecture.

where no student does not of course denote an individual who enjoyed the
lecture. The meaning of this sentence can be paraphrased as in 2.23a, or in
a logical framework we will investigate in chapter 10, as in 2.23b:

2.23 a.  Of the students, not one enjoyed the lecture.
b. For each student %, x did not enjoy the lecture.

This complex denotational behaviour is characteristic of quantifiers: a
class of words that in English includes each, all, every, some, none, no. These
allow a speaker, among other things, the flexibility to predicate something
of a whole class of entities, or of some subpart, for example:

2.24 Every Frenchman would recognize his face.
2.25 Some Frenchmen voted for him twice.

2.26 A few Frenchmen voted for him.

Speakers can combine quantifiers with negative words to produce some
subtle effects; for example, the sentence:

2.27 Every American doesn’t drink coffee.

which has an interpretation which is not “The class of Americans does not
drink coffee’, but rather “Not every American drinks coffee.’ We will look at
some proposals for describing the use of quantifiers in chapter 10. Having
taken this brief look at the referential properties of nominals, in the next

section we take up the more general issue of the role of reference in a theory
of meaning.

2.3 Reference as a Theory of Meaning

As we observed earlier, perhaps the simplest theory of meaning 1s to claim
that semantics 7s reference, i.e. that to give the meaning of o word one shows
what it denotes. In its simplest form this theory would clatm that reference
picks out elements in the real world. As described by Ruth Kempson (1977:
13) such an approach might claim the following:

Ch|
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D _ incividunly
42N proper names denote indiv s
COmMmon names denote netn ol indivic
lenote actony
verbs ¢ i
djectives denote properties of individuals
aqajec b ‘ y " ‘
adverbs denote properties of actions
L b

P s wi is si est version
A uhe points out, there are a numbcr of pmhlcn‘lh.wntt}ll;l;u:nzrrlr;pivords e
wi n theory of semantics. Firstly it seems to PrLdlCt e i a reals
no nwunihg, for as we mentioned earlier, it is VCIX 1Cond Racuisirpyru
world referent for words like so, not, very, but, of. ste o eferent:
imany nominal expressions used by speake}'s doldng e i Eclow
exiuty or has ever existed, as the elements in bold in 2.

129 In the painting a unicorn is ignoring a maiden.
130 World War III might be about to start.
1031 Father Christmas might not visit you this year.

We would have to make the rather odd claim that eg%)ress;ﬁril;ghfsetz;z:‘a:r::;
Winld War 111, and Father Christmqs are ‘meanmgless 1 1 én?if b
[ n relation between words apd items in Fhe .real wl(:: .a I aa
(hese expressions is not referring to anything in rea >3§ince hemcleasidth
i+ meaning, how do sentences 2.29-31 haye .meanmﬂg]. o caia
it seems that we must have a more sophlstlcateq el(; 51/1 e

A further problem is that even when we are talklcrilg a 0between i«
world, there is not always a one-to-one correspon inc;: il i e
expression and the item we want to 1c.16nt1fy. To take o
can refer to the same individual in different ways, as 1n:

2,32 Then in 1981 Anwar E1 Sadat was assassinated.
3.33 Then in 1981 the President of Egypt was assassinated.

El
In 2.32 and 2.33 the same individual is referred_ to by ? Ezyrr;f, TAS::Zir[W()
Sadat, and by a definite description, the Premdemlt) :bly By o say they
expressions would share the same referent but we pro e i Gl
have different meanings. If so, there is more to meam:ging i
might object that names do not really have an)y.mxi:i fmm. e
in English, where we commonly use names.dcrlvc‘ o o e Sl
like Hebrew, Greek, etc., but is not necessarily tr.u‘c 0 e D ey
even if we allow this objection, the ph.cnomcn(m 1s n(:) rt.(.)u i oxrtene
You might refer to the woman Yvhu lives ng);t d./(zf)ruﬂ_c );hc e it
seriptions like my neighbour, Pat’s mother, Mic 1ae \ 71 s," cxprCSSi(",“ miain
at St Helen’s School, etc. It seems clc:l.r' ,lh"u while the: S o
all refer to the same individual, they differ in meaning,. '
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lu‘ know that some nominal expressions refer to an individual but be ignorant
of (')lhcrs that do. We might understand expressions like the President of the
United States and the commander-in-Chief of the United States A‘rmea’ Fore t
but not l.mow that they both refer to the same man. This has traditionallb~
been an issue in the philosophical literature where we can find similar bu}tl
more complicated examples: the logician Gottlob Frege (1980) pointed out
that a speaker might understand the expressions the morning star and the
cvening star and use them to refer to two apparently different celestial bodies
without knowing that they both refer to sightings of Venus. For such a
speaker, Frege noted, the following sentence would not be a.tautology'

2.34 The morning star is the evening star.

r‘md might have a very different meaning from the referentially equivalent
sentence (but for our hypothetical speaker, much less informative):

2.35 Venus is Venus.

If we can understand and use expressions that do not have a real-world
referent, and we can use different expressions to identify the same referent
and even use two expressions without being aware that they share the samé
referent,. then it seems likely that meaning and reference are not exactly the
same thing. Or to put it another way; there is more to meaning thanyref—
erence. How should we characterize this extra dimension? One answer is to
follow Ereg§ in distinguishing two aspects of our semantic knowledge of an
expression: 1ts sense (Frege used the German word Sinn) and its reference
(Frege"s Bedeutung). In this division, sense is primary in that it allows refer-
ence: 1t 1s because we understand the expression the President of Ireland
that we can us‘e.it to r'efer to a particular individual at any given time. Other
\rt‘g:egi ec?escrlblng this same person will differ in sense but have the same

If we follow this line of argument, then our semantic theory is going to
be more complicated than the simple referential theory: the meaning of an
expression will arise both from its sense and its reference. In the next
section, we discuss some suggestions of what this sense element may be like.

2.4 Mental Representations

2.4.1 Introduction

l‘n th_e last section we concluded that although reference is an important
functllon of language, the evidence suggests that there must be more to
meaning than simply denotation. We adopted the convention of calling this
extra dimension sense." In the rest of this chapter we explore the view llmll
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wenne places a new level between words and the world: a level of mental
pepresentation.’ Thus, a noun is said to gain fts ability to denote because i
In nusociated with something in the speaker/hearer’s mind, This gets us out
ol the problem of insisting everything we talk about exists in reality, but it
iulnen the question of what these mental representations are. One simple
und very old idea is that these mental entities are images. Presumably the
pelationship between the mental representation (the image) and the real-
world entity would then be one of resemblance; see Kempson (1977) for
discussion. This might conceivably work for expressions like Paris or your
mother; it might also work for imaginary entities like Batman. This theory
however runs into serious problems with common nouns. This is because of
(e variation in images that different speakers might have of a common
noun like car or house depending on their experience. One example often
¢ited in the literature is of the word riangle: one speaker may have a mental
(image of an equilateral triangle, another might be isosceles or scalene. It is
difficult to conceive of an image which would combine the features shared
liy all triangles, just as it is difficult to have an image which corresponds to
ull cars or dogs. This is to ignore the difficulties of what kind of image one
might have for words like animal or food; or worse love, justice or democracy.
N0 even if images are associated with some words, they cannot be the whole
wory,

‘I'he most usual modification of the image theory is to hypothesize that
ihe sense of some words, while mental, is not visual but a more abstract
¢lement: a concept. This has the advantage that we can accept that a con-
cept might be able to contain the non-visual features which make a dog a
dog, democracy democracy, etc. We might also feel confident about coming
up with a propositional definition of a triangle, something corresponding to
'three-sided polygon, classifiable by its angles or sides’. Another advantage
for linguists is that they might be able to pass on some of the labour of
dencribing concepts to psychologists rather than have to do it all themselves.
Some concepts might be simple and related to perceptual stimuli — like
SUN," WATER, etc. Others will be complex concepts like MARRIAGE Or RETIRE-
minNT which involve whole theories or cultural complexes.

‘I'his seems reasonable enough but the problem for many linguists is that
puychologists are still very involved in investigating what concepts might be
like. Unless we have a good idea of what a concept is, we are left with rather
empty definitions like ‘the sense of the word dog is the concept DOG.’

It is at this point that different groups of linguists part company. Some,
like Kempson in the quotation below (1977: 16—17) have seemed sceptical
of psychologists’ success and do not see much point in basing a theory of
meaning on reference, if reference is based on concepts:

2,30 What is involved in this claim that a word has as its meaning a
‘convenient capsule of thought’ [Edward Sapir’s definition of mean-
ing]? If this is a retraction from an image theory of meaning, as it
is, then it is a retraction from a specific, false claim to one that is
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entirely untestable and hence vacuous, It does no more than

substitute for the problem term meamng the equally opaque term
concept.

Kempson makes this point as part of an argument for a denotational seman-
tics and in favour of modelling sense in a formal, rather than psychological
way. Linguists who favour a representational approach have gone on to set
up models of concepts to form the basis of semantics, throwing linguistic
light onto a traditional line of research in cognitive psychology. There are a
number of proposals for conceptual structure in the semantics literature; we
shall look at some details of these later, especially in chapters 9 and 11. For
now we can follow this representation line of enquiry and briefly examine

some basic approaches from the psychological literature to the task of de-
scribing concepts.

2.4.2 Concepts

If we adopt the hypothesis that the meaning of, say a noun, is a combina-
tion of its denotation and a conceptual element, then from the point of view
of a linguist, two basic questions about the conceptual element are:

1 What form can we assign to concepts?
2 How do children acquire them, along with their linguistic labels?

We can look at some answers to these questions. In our discussion we will
concentrate on concepts that correspond to a single word, i.e. that are lex-
icalized. Of course not all concepts are like this: some concepts are described
by phrases, as the underlined concept in 2.37 below:

2.37 On the shopping channel, I saw a tool for compacting dead leaves
into garden statuary.

We can speculate that the reason why some concepts are lexicalized and
others not is utility. If we refer to something enough it will become lexic-
alized. Possibly somebody once said something like 2.38 below:

2.38 We’re designing a device for cooking food by microwaves.

describing something that for a while was given the two-word label micro-
wave oven, but is now usually called just a microwave. Presumably if every
home ends up having a tool to turn leaves into statues, a name for it will
be invented and catch on. We see this process happening all the time of
course as new concepts are invented and new words or new senses of old
words given to them. An example of such a recent introduction is phreaking,
now to be found in print and dictionaries with its colloquial meaning ‘gaining

’
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241 18 an animal,
has four legs,
1s striped,
is a herbivore, etc.

The problem we face though is: which of these is necessary? The first
obviously; but the rest are more problematic. If we find in a herd of zebra,
one that is pure white or black, we might still want to call it a zebra. Or if
by some birth defect, a three-legged zebra comes into the world, it would
still be a zebra. Similarly, if a single zebra got bored with a grass diet and
started to include a few insects, would it cease to be a zebra? These, you
might think, are rather whimsical questions, perhaps problems for philo-
sophers rather than linguists, and indeed this zebra example is just a version
of Saul Kripke’s example about tigers (Kripke 1980: 119-21), or Putnam’s
fantasy about cats (Putnam 1962). If we suddenly discovered that cats had
always been automata rather than animals, would the meaning of the word
car be different? Questions such as these have important consequences for
our ideas about concepts: if we cannot establish a mutual definition of a
concept, how can we use its linguistic label?

Another argument against necessary and sufficient conditions as the basis
for linguistic concepts is Putnam’s (1975) observations about ignorance.
Speakers often use words to refer knowing very little, and sometimes noth-
ing, about the identifying characteristics of the referent. Putnam’s examples
include the tree names beech and elm: like Putnam, many English speakers
cannot distinguish between these two trees yet use the words regularly. Such

a speaker would presumably be understood, and be speaking truthfully, if
she said:

2.42 In the 1970s Dutch elm disease killed a

huge number of British
elms.

Perhaps as Putnam suggests, we rely on a belief that somewhere there are
experts who do have such knowledge and can tell the difference between
different species of tree. In any case it seems, as with other natural kind
terms like gold or platinum, we can use the words without knowing very
much about the referent. It seems unlikely then that a word is referring to
a concept composed of a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, or what
amounts to the same thing, a definition.

This is reminiscent of our earlier discussion of the use of names. There
we saw that one of the advantages claimed for the causal theory of names
over the description theory is that it allows for speaker ignorance: we can
use a name for a person or place knowing little or nothing about the refer-
ent. This parallel is overtly recognized by writers such as Putnam (1975)
and Kripke (1980), who have proposed that the causal theory be extended
to natural kind terms. The idea is that natural kind terms, like names, are

originally fixed by contact with examples of the kind, T'hereafter, speakers
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sparrows, pigeons and hawks, and we compute the likelilhood of something
we meet being a bird on the basis of comparison with these memories of
real birds. An overview of this area of investigation is given by Medin and
Ross (1992).

There is another approach to typicality effects from within linguistics,
which is interesting because of the light it sheds on the relationship between
linguistic knowledge and encyclopaedic knowledge, a topic we discussed in
chapter 1. Charles Fillmore (1982b) and George Lakoff (1987) both make
similar claims that speakers have folk theories about the world, based on
their experience and rooted in their culture. These theories are called frames
by Fillmore and idealized cognitive models (ICMs) by Lakoff.” They are
not scientific theories or logically consistent definitions, but collections of
cultural views. Fillmore gives an example of how these folk theories might
work by using the word bachelor. It is clear that some bachelors are more
prototypical than others, with the Pope, for example, being far from proto-
typical. Fillmore, like Lakoff in his discussion of the same point (1987: 68—
71), suggests that there is a division of our knowledge about the word
bachelor: part is a dictionary-type definition (perhaps simply ‘an unmarried
man’) and part is an encyclopaedia-type entry of cultural knowledge about
bachelorhood and marriage — the frame or ICM. The first we can call
linguistic or semantic knowledge and the second real-world or general know-
ledge. Their point is that we only apply the word bachelor within a typical mar-
riage ICM: a monogamous union between eligible people, typically involving
romantic love, etc. It is this idealized model, a form of general knowledge,
which governs our use of the word bachelor and restrains us from applying
it to celibate priests, or people living in isolation like Robinson Crusoe on
his island or Tarzan living among apes in the jungle. In this view then using
a word involves combining semantic knowledge and encyclopaedic know-
ledge, and this interaction may result in typicality effects.

Prototype theory,® frames and ICMs are just a few of the large number
of proposals for conceptual structure. We will look at some suggestions from
the specifically linguistics literature in later chapters.

2.4.5 Relations between concepts

One important issue that our discussion has bypassed so far is the rela-
tional nature of conceptual knowledge. We will see in chapter 3 that words
are in a network of semantic links with other words and it is reasonable to
assume that conceptual structures are similarly linked. Thus if all you know
about peccary is that it is a kind of wild pig and of pecorino that it is a kind
of Italian cheese, then your knowledge of these concepts ‘inherits’ know-
ledge you have about pigs and cheese. This has implications for our earlier
discussion of how much knowledge a speaker has to have in order to use a
word. It suggests that the crucial element is not the amount of knowledge
but its integration into existing knowledge. Thus, knowing that a peccary is
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that is most used in everyday life; it is acquired first by children; in experi-
ments it is the level at which adults spontaneously name objects; such
objects are recognized more quickly in tests, and so on.

This model has proved to be very robust in the psychological literature,
though the simple picture we have presented here needs some modifications.
It seems that the relationship between the basic level and the intermediate
term might vary somewhat from domain to domain: man-made categories

atural kind terms, and the relation-
ship may vary depending on the person’ i

average person.

2.4.6 Acquiring concepts

walking with someone whose language you do not kno
runs past, says Gavagai. You do not know whether i
instruction, or what the content might be: “They are

good to eat’, ‘Wow, that scared me’, etc. To understand that you are being

glven a name you need to know something about the language that the
ostension takes place in. So in English, a sentence frame like ‘It @’ tells you
this. Similarly, you cannot even tell what is being pointed to without some
linguistic support: is it the whole rabbit, its tail, or the way it is running?
The point is that even ostensive definition depends on prior knowledge of
some word meanings. Where, we may ask, do these come from? Are we
forced to admit that We may be born with certain basic concepts innately
within us? See J. A. Fodor (1975, 1980, 1981b) and Samet and Flanagan
(1989) for discussion of these ideas. Once again, we will not try to deal with
these issues in detail here; we can merely point out that the acquisition of
concepts must be a more complicated process than simple ostension,

Our discussion in this section has focused on the relationship between

words and concepts; in the next section we discusy the relationship between
words and thinking in general.

W, who when a rabbit
t is a warning or an
a menace’, ‘They are
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H Words, Concepts and Thinking
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2.43 As an example of the manner in which terms that we express by
independent words are grouped together under one concept, the
Dakota language may be selected. The terms naxta’ka TO KICK,
paxta’ka TO BIND IN BUNDLES, yaxta’ka'T'O BITE, ic’a’xtaka
TO BE NEAR TO, boxta’ka TO POUND, are all derived from the
common element xtaka TO GRIP, which holds them together,
while we use distinct words for expressing the various ideas.

It seems fairly evident that the selection of such simple terms
must to a certain extent depend upon the chief interests of a people;
and where it is necessary to distinguish a certain phenomenon in
any aspects, which in the life of the people play each an entirely
independent role, many independent words may develop, while in
other cases modifications of a single term may suffice.

Thus it happens that each language, from the point of view of
another language, may be arbitrary in its classifications; that what
appears as a single simple idea in one language may be characterized
by a series of distinct phonetic groups in another. (Boas 1966: 22)

Boas observed that the effect of this was largely unconscious because the
use of language is largely an automatic process which we do not normally
pause to reflect on.

These observations open the debate in this literature about the relation-
ship between language, culture and thought. To what extent does the par-
ticular language we speak determine the way that we think about the world?
Perhaps Boas’s most famous student is the anthropologist and linguist Edward
Sapir; in the following quotation, we see him proposing the view that the
particular language we speak conditions our conceptualization of the world:

2.44 Language is a guide to ‘social reality’ . . . Human beings do not live
in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity
as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the
particular language which has become the medium of expression for
their society. . . the ‘real world’ is to a large extent unconsciously
built up on the language habits of the group. No two languages are

similar to be considered as representing the same

social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct

worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached . . .

We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do
because the language habits of our community predispose certain
choices of interpretation . . . From this standpoint we may think of

language as the symbolic guide to culture. (Sapir 1949b: 162)

It seems fair to say that Sapir had a stronger view of the determining role
of language than Boas. Stronger still are the views of Benjamin Lee Whorf,
a linguist well known for his work on native American languages, especially the
Uto-Aztecan languages of the south west United States and Mexico, Whort
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There is also evidence from psychological experiments of visual thinking:
subjects seem able to manipulate images mentally, rotating them, scanning
them, zooming in and out, etc., exhibiting a variety of mental processes
which do not seem to involve language. Finally Pinker casts doubt on the
various attempts in psychological experiments to suggest that people from
different linguistic communities perform reasoning or other cognitive tasks
in any very different ways.!!

Such evidence for mental processes not involving language is often used
to argue that cognitive processes do not employ a spoken language like
English or Arabic but make use of a separate computational system in the
mind: a language of thought. For a philosophical defence of this position
see for example J. A. Fodor (1975, 1987). Stillings et al. (1995) provide a
range of evidence from psychological experiments to support the same view.
The basic idea is that memory and processes such as reasoning seem to
make use of a kind of propositional representation that does not have the
surface syntax of a spoken language like English.

Turning to the second type of argument — that language underspecifies
meaning — some indirect support for this position emerges from the char-
acteristic view of the communication of meaning that has emerged from
research in semantics and pragmatics, as we shall see in the course of this
book. It has become clear that meaning is richer than language at both
ends, so to speak, of the communication process. Speakers compress their
thoughts, and often imply rather than state explicitly what they mean, while
hearers fill out their own version of the intended meaning from the language
presented to them. This idea, that language underspecifies meaning and has
to be enriched by hearers, would seem to fit naturally with the idea that
speakers are putting their thoughts into language, i.e. translating into the
spoken language, rather than simply voicing their thoughts directly. This

does not of course provide direct evidence for this view: we could equally
imagine English speakers thinking in English and still compressing their
thoughts when speaking, on some grounds of economy and social cooperation.

Nonetheless these different types of argument are often taken, especially
in cognitive science, to support the view that we think in a language of
thought, sometimes called Mentalese. When we want to speak, we translate
from Mentalese into our spoken language, be it Mohawk or Russian. One
natural extension of this view is the proposal that everybody’s Mentalese is
roughly the same; that is that the language of thought is universal. Thus we
arrive at a position diametrically opposed to linguistic relativity: human
beings have essentially the same cognitive architecture and mental processes,
even though they speak different languages.'?

2.5.3 Thought and reality

If we leave this question of the relation between words and thinking for the

time being, we might ask whether semanticists must also consider questions
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however, that the methodological renuncration of ‘mentalism’
does not imply the acceptance of ‘mechanism’, as some linguists
have suggested . . . The position that should be maintained by the
linguist is one that is neutral with respect to ‘mentalism’ and ‘mech-
anism’; a position that is consistent with both and implies neither.
(1968: 408)

Thus some linguists have decided to leave the philosophical high ground
to other disciplines, to put aside discussion of the reality of the world, and
the nature of our mental representations of it, and to concentrate instead on
the meaning relations between expressions within a language, or to try to
compare meanings across languages. As we will see, this turning inward
towards language, a position we could call linguistic solipsism, " leads to
an interest in describing semantic relations like ambiguity, synonymy,
contradiction, antonymy, etc., which we will look at in chapter 3. The
decision is that it is more the task of linguists to describe, for example, how

to the real dogs running around in the world.

2.6 Summary

In this chapter we have seen that though it seems true that through language
we can identify or refer to real world entities, it is difficult to use reference

there are two different approaches to our ability to talk about the world: a
denotational approach which emphasizes the links between language and
external reality; and a representational approach which emphasizes the
link between language and conceptual structure. Each approach has to
answer certain key questions. For example, how do denotational approaches
cope with our ability to talk about imaginary or hypothetical entities? Of
representational approaches we might ask: do we need to establish a theory
of conceptual structure in order to describe meaning? In this chapter we
have seen some aspects of such a task.

These issues of the relationship between language, thought and reality
have typically led linguists to adopt one of three positions:

I to leave these issues to philosophers and psychologists and decide
that linguists should concentrate on sense relations within a
language, or between languages;

2 to decide that meaning is essentially denotation and try to develop
a theory to cope with the various types of reference we looked at
earlier in 2.4, including the ability to talk about imagined situations;
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b to decide that menning does rely on a theory of umccpl.uul structure
and go on to try to determine the nature of linguistic concepts,

We will see examples of each of these approaches in this t.)ook. The l,rsl
In characteristic of traditional semantics and especially of lexical semantics,
with its concentration on semantic relations like ambiguity, synonymy, e{nd
0o on, We turn to these topics in chapter 3. The second app.rogch, bcdmg
up denotational theories to cope with the referential chgrjclcte}'lstlcs of dlf.tc.rj
ent linguistic categories and the problems of mental entities, is c.haracterlstu
ol formal semantics, as we will describe in chapter 10. The third approach
Is characteristic of much recent work, as in Jackendoff’s (1990) cpnceptual
semantics, described in chapter 9, or cognitive semagtics_, which we tur_n
(0 In chapter 11. Before we look in detail at these_theorles, in part II of this
book we identify key areas of semantic description that any theory must
tome to terms with.

IN'URTHER READING

Devitt and Sterelny (1987) is an accessible overview of philosophical approaches to
feference. Martin (1987) discusses the topics in this chapt§r as part. of a gencra’il
Introduction to the philosophy of language. For an accessibl'e mtr.oductlon to Frege’s
dintinction between sense and reference and its place in his phllosophy see Kenny
(1905). Stillings et al. (1995) review the issue of mentall repre.septa.tlons from th;
perspective of cognitive science, the name usegi for an mterdwqphnary .a.pproa‘c
(v mental representations and processes, drawing on re§egrch In cognitive psy’—
thology, computer science, philosophy of mind and linguistics. Taylor (2003? I-S,.‘l
tomprehensive discussion of the implications of prototype tbeory for llngu1st1cs.
Medin and Ross (1992) and Eysenck and Keane .(2005) give introductions tf)
tognitive psychology which include accessible -discus'smns of the nature of conccipts‘.
Murgolis and Laurence (1999) provide a selection pf important readmg§ on conCLplt.\T.
An interesting collection of papers on the linguistic relat1v1'ty hypothesis is Gumperz
and Levinson (1996), which has useful introductory sections.

EXERCISES

2.1 Imagine the
nominal ex
the nominal to refe

a. We waited for twelve hdui's at Nairobi Airport.

b. They had no food.
¢.  Edward opened the cupboard and a pair of shoes fell out,



rraenrminariog

Henry is going to make a cake
Doris passed through the office v
He was ver by a bus in Do yb:

® o g

tive descriptions for the referents of the

The Senator paid a visit to the:Ukrainiian ‘capital.

The British Prime Minister refused to comment
'IheyarrwedonChmstmas Doy ... .
~~;rai'g‘;t<§ak,aibu‘s-‘t(‘)fWaShington e ..
- He had reached the summit of the tallest mountain in
. the~Wor1d.ﬂ,],* ... __

23 We discussed the de
thls theory‘VieWs;the 156
~ name ‘you‘re‘ckogri’uize decide on two different descriptive sentences
~ based on what you ,kn‘ow about the individual. ‘ ‘

Kaﬂ Marx .
Alexangerf(}rghém bl

 Discuss t00 how  causal th“edryfmi‘ght‘ explain your knéwledfge‘ ‘
- of these names. You might also discuss whether you think thar |
~ some c:)mbin:aitmn ‘bf~~fheSe ‘theories mi;gh‘tjbe"possible. : ,

24 ‘ste dxscussedthe tra
fined by a set of ne

tes might also define word
nitions of -

a. cake
b. boil

biscuit/cookie bread foil

bun
simmer grill

cracker

broil rOast,

fry sauté

(
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25 We discussed the prototype theory of concepts. Assumc.tha;
cach of the following is a label for a concept and suggest a list o
characteristic features for the concept’s prototype. Discuss some
actual examples of members of the category and grade them for

typicality, as we graded sparrow and peng n as examples of BIRD,

a.
o
€ 1 WO
d. MOTHER
€. SCIENCE | |
2.6 Using ;“)ka'raphrases, describe what is odd about‘ thg:’y‘kdkoil‘klowing
exchanges: : ‘ '
a. A:':,' No American came in here today.
B: What did he say?
b. A This sandwich is better than nothing,.
B: You're right. Nothing is worse than that sandwis;h.
ci A ‘Evérybody doesn’t know that.
B: Well then, let’s tell everybody.

NOTES

|

In chapter 10, Formal Semantics, we outline a Fregean-style derl'oFaFlijll:l:
semantics, where nouns denote entities, predicates denote. sets of entities, anc
sentences denote a truth-value — a true or false match with a s1tgatlon. 4
l‘or accessible introductions to the topics of naming and reference in the (}’h{l)h)
sophical literature, see Devitt and Sterelny .(1987), and Macnamara (1982),
Scee the articles in Frege (1980) for discusglon. . o -
In cognitive psychology and formal semantics a term intension is used , fH .|‘
similar notion. In this usage the intension of a concept or a yvord is the s¢ IIQ
criteria for identifying the concept together with the properties which relate it
‘I concepts.

lfil‘l v'l)(l-hlkl::llutlrllis Ii)mplies that the sense of a word is a conceptual’represenlflfnm
in-an-individual’s mind. This is somewhat different from Frege’s ‘emphasvns on
sense as a means of determining reference that is objccti‘vc, pub.ll(? apci inde
pendent of any one individual mind, Sce Kenny (1995) for a brief discussion
and Dummett (1981) for a detailed exXposition, . , '
Since in this section we will be talking about words, concepts, ;m.d things in the
world, and the relation between them, we will ndopt o typographical convention
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10
11

12

13

Proliminarios

to help us keep them apart: words will be in italics (dog); concepts in small
capitals (DoG) and things in the world in plain type (dog),

These proposals are similar to a number of suggestions within cognitive science
for representing knowledge: an example is Minsky’s (1977) frames. See Stillings
et al. (1995) for an overview of such proposals. The idea that concepts are based
on knowledge and theories about the world has been discussed in psychology
by several writers, for example Murphy and Medin (1985) and Keil (1987).
See Taylor (2003) for a detailed discussion of prototype theory and a sugges-
tion that this structure is not limited to word meaning but is characteristic of
all linguistic categories, even in syntax and phonology.

We discuss the comparison of colour words in different languages in section 3.7
later.

We will discuss these notions of tense, aspect, etc. in later chapters.

Such a study is Kay and Kempton’s (1984) experiment comparing speakers of
English and Tarahumara (a Uto-Aztecan language of Mexico) and their abilities
to sort and compare coloured chips in colour ranges where the two languages
differ.

This view also fits in well with the influential hypothesis of the modularity of
mind: that is that there are separate and self-contained faculties of mind, of
which language is one. In this view, these faculties function independently from
one another and from general cognition; they are dedicated to only one kind
of input (e.g. language; facial recognition); and they are not under conscious
control. See J. A. Fodor (1983) for discussion.

Here we are borrowing and adapting Putnam’s (1975) term methodological
solipsism, as discussed in J. A. Fodor (1981a). Putnam applies the term to

a decision to focus on language-internal issues, ignoring the connections to
thought and/or to the world.




