
§12 MEANING (SEMANTICS)

The study of meaning is one area or level of linguistics
semantics
Words are related to each other
semantic relationships
For Semantic relationships (see Bierwisch 1970:166-184, Palmer 1976)

OVERVIEW

The study of semantics can help immensely in dictionary development, textbook development, and in teaching (in general) or learning a language.

1. Words can have (about) the same or similar meanings.
synonyms

big, large, huge, great – little, small, tiny, petite

2. Words can have (generally) opposite meanings.
antonyms

good – bad; easy – hard ~ difficult; tall – short

3. Some words are related as sets (rather than opposites).
semantic sets

male – female

I – you – we – they

eat – drink

4. Within such sets there can be a hierarchy, such that 
hyponym

words have a higher vs. lower level relationship


poodle, husky, beagle < dog


maple, oak, birch < tree


tuna, perch, salmon < fish

5. A word can have different, but related meanings.
polysemes

big = large, old(er), important, fat, tall

good = delicious (good food), fine (I feel good), intelligent (a good student), longish (a good walk), well-behaved (a good boy)

6. Words may sound the same but have completely

unrelated meanings.
homonyms

/rayt/ = «right» not left, «right» correct, «write», «wright»


/wel/ = water well, fine/good, to swell up, to appear
7. Words may be divided into smaller meaningful parts
components

ram {male sheep}, ewe {female sheep}, lamb {young sheep}

8. Words may not mean what their parts imply
idioms

come down with = catch a disease, e.g.,


Algernon came down with a cold

vs. its literal meaning of descend holding something


Algernon came down with the crayons.


silverfish = [insect sp. neither a fish nor silver]

Idiomaticity involves drastically different meanings for words or phrases which could not be predicted by a non-native speaker.

Kick the bucket means 'die' and has nothing to do with kicking or buckets!

9. The meaning of a word can be looked at in two ways:

what it actually refers to
denotation
certain cultural or social overtones it may have
connotation

shit = feces + {rude}

Note the evolution of "politically correct" speech in the USA, which overlaps with culture.

Negro => Black => African American
10. Translations can draw on word relationships
paraphrase

the boy / the youth / the young man

11. Translations can use more appropriate grammatical constructions

with different structures, yet have a related meaning
agnation

John bought the book


The book was bought by John


John's buying of the book


The book that John bought

Note: John's purchase of the book is a mixture of paraphrase and agnation.
SOME RELEVANT EXAMPLES FROM COMPARATIVE LINGUISTICS
1.
Synonymy (nearness in meaning) can represent either a near or identical correspondence and therefore presents no problem in establishing a reconstruction. Thus, Aklanon matá = Paiwan matsa 'eye' < PAN *maCá 'eye.' The vast majority of Austronesian etymologies represent synonymy across languages, which (if not the product of borrowing) renders them solid. However, when reconstructions are synonymous, there may be cause for some concern. At 7ICAL (Zorc 1997:615f) evaluated a number of them. In brief, when an innovation in form has replaced the semantic space occupied by a previous word, there is a justifiable case of synonymy (e.g., Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *há(η)saη => Proto-Northern Philippine *hadaη 'gills'). But when two etymologies appear to be nearly identical in meaning, one might well wonder if the proto-community distinguished them in some way (e.g., Proto-Austronesian *Rabí7iH vs. beRηi 'night')?

2.
antonymy (oppositeness in meaning) plays a significant role in Iban [see Blust 1980b] and may be the result of some form of speech disguise or social fad. Thus, PAN *qaηSit [AE4:030] > Aklanon aηhit 'having a strong body odor,' Amis 7aηsit 'stink of a skunk' universally refers to some form of {bad smell}, but Iban aηit has come to mean 'fragrance, sweet scent.' I have seen this process operative in Tagalog slang (Zorc 1991) and in Aklanon cynicism, where, for example, kúEaη sa inúm 'lacking drink' refers to a 'drunkard.'

3.
polysemy (multiple meanings) as in the case of Greater Central Philippine *húsay 'organize, settle, pacify; smooth, orderly; smoothe (out)' > Cebuano, Samar-Leyte (Waray) húsay 'orderly,' Tausug husay 'disentangle,' Hanunoo húsay 'caress, pet, stroke,' Western Bukidnon Manobo husey 'settle (a case).'

4,
narrowing or generalization, as when PAN *Si-ká7en 'used for eating' is applied very broadly to 'fish' in Kalamian ian, Chamorro guihan, Iban, Malay ikan, Fijian, Tonga ika, Bunun iska:n or Proto-Austronesian *qáyam 'domestic animal' > Western Bukidnon Manobo ayam 'domestic livestock' has come to mean Aklanon áyam 'dog,' Malay ayam 'fowl,' Amis 7ayam 'chicken,' Saisiyat 7æyam 'pork.'

5.
widening, a form of hyponymy, as with Paiwan tsiqaw 'fish' < PAN Ciqaw 'goatfish' [AE1:425, PTP:165]

6.
metonomy (nearness in space or time) is exemplified by the shift in meaning of Tagalog bibíg 'mouth' from PMP bi+bíR 'lip'. It may also apply in a case such as Proto-Austronesian *buqél [HLC:51] {protruding bone} > Aklanon bu7úE 'heel,' Western Bukidnon Manobo bu7el 'knee,' Cebuano bu7ul-2 'ankle,' Saisiyat bö7öl 'bone.'

7.
synecdoche (whole/part relationship) is exemplified by the development of meanings from Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *banua 'inhabited territory (human ecosystem)' > Aklanon, Cebuano bánwa 'town,' Malay benua 'continent,' etc. treated so thoroughly in Blust 1987:93f,99f).

8.
hyperbole (stronger to weaker meaning), as with Proto-Austronesian *bunúq 'kill, butcher' > Tagalog bunó7 'struggle' or Aklanon bunú7 'stab.'

9.
litotes (weaker to stronger meaning), as may be the case with Tiruray sila7 'lightning' < Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *silaq 'split.'

10.
degeneration (lower or more negative meaning), as with Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *tulíh 'earwax' > Malay tuli 'deaf' or Proto-Western-Austronesian *lalaw 'exceed, surpass, go beyond' > Western Bukidnon Manobo lalew 'grieve over s.t. to the extent that one does not eat.'

11.
elevation (higher or more positive meaning), as may be the case with Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *dátu7 'chief, head of a clan' >  Javanese ratu 'prince,' ke-ratO n 'court' or Tiruray datu7 'Moslem nobleman.'

12.
specialization (limitation to a specific field or sense) as in the scientific application of English 'mass' or 'energy,' whereby Proto-Western-Austronesian *gemi 'sucking fish, suckerfish,' Echeneis ~ Remora sp. is derived from Proto-Malayo-Polynesian *gemi 'hold on by biting' > Iban gemi an, Malay ikan gemi, Makassarese gammi, Wolio gomi [AE3:108, AE4:206].

13.
taboo, as in the case of English 'toilet' which has developed numerous circumlocutions such as 'bathroom,' 'W.C.,' 'lavatory,' etc. This may have been the case in the semantic development of Proto Malayo-Polynesian *ZuRúq 'sap' to Proto Southern Philippine *duRuq 'blood.'
14.
idiomaticity involves drastically different meanings for words or phrases which could not be predicted by a non-native speaker. Kick the bucket means 'die' and has nothing to do with kicking or buckets!
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