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What is Semantics? 


Linguistics 3430

Professor Michaelis

August 22-24, 2005

I  What it’s not (necessarily)

A Semiotics

Interpretation of symbols found in literature, popular culture, advertising, folklore. 

B Psychoanalysis

Interpretation of language used by a patient in a psychotherapeutic setting as it a way of discerning the patient’s unconscious beliefs and emotions. 

C Sociology

Interpretation of usage in a sociopolitical framework, as represented by the work of Deborah Tannen. Tannen claims that a woman’s developmental history leads her to favor conversational strategies which build solidarity and intimacy. 

D Language criticism

Using semantic analysis to create usage guidelines for people. 

1. Conservative language criticism. Language is being corrupted, with the result that words have lost their historical meanings and constructions have lost their logic. 

I could care less!

His attitude really exasperated the situation.

How big of a box do you need?  

Everyone should retain their ticket. 

My arm was literally falling off. 

Who did you get a ride with?

· Something conservative language critics often fail to acknowledge: spoken language is different from written language:

You can't always go by sizes, you know. You'll go to a department store and try on three different sizes in three different manufacturers and they all fit, you know, differently. But uh that’s the main thing is that I can't tell.

2. Radical language criticism. Linguistic analysis can be used to expose manipulative tactics used by political groups or advertisers. Linguistic analysis can be used to encourage people to abandon linguistic habits that perpetuate negative attitudes toward traditionally recognized oppressed groups. 

· Political language. George Orwell (“Politics and the English Language”): 

If you simplify your English, you are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the necessary dialects, and when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even to yourself. Political language [is] designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind. 

· Bill Clinton, in grand jury testimony, after asserting that he had told the truth when he confirmed the truth of Lewinsky’s affidavit denying an improper relationship (8/17/98):

Question: I just want to make sure I understand you correctly. Do you mean today that because you were not engaging in sexual activity with Ms. Lewinsky during the deposition that [your] statement [was truthful]? 

Clinton: No, sir. I mean that at the time of the deposition, we had been—that was well beyond any point of improper contact between me and Ms. Lewinsky. So that anyone generally speaking in the present tense saying that was not an improper relationship would be telling the truth if that person said there was not, in the present tense—the present tense encompassing many months. That's what I meant by that—not that I was—I wasn't trying to give you a cute answer to that.

· Since July, members of the Bush administration have begun to replace the term ‘the global war on terror(ism)’ with the term. ‘the global struggle against violent extremism’. What follows from this ‘rebranding’? A ‘struggle’ may not be winnable in the way that a war is. Extremism, unlike terrorism, is a political ideology.

· Advertising. Advertisers may exploit our willingness to cooperatively interpret an assertion. What’s said may be true while what is implied is false. 

Reduces plaque and tartar better than regular Crest. (Rembrandt ad)

There are many pain medications on the market. Only one will save your life. Bayer. (Bayer ad)

Better Ingredients. Better Pizza. (This slogan was the subject of federal litigation.)

· Usage and oppression (‘p.c.’ concerns). 

II What it is

A The study of the ‘blueprint’

How do people construct interpretations that are so rich, and so similar to one another, based on such a vague set of instructions? Humor shows how skillful we humans are at making a lot from a little:
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B The Standard Definition of Semantics

The study of the concepts that people compile in their heads when they process the meanings of words (nouns, verbs, prepositions, articles) and the grammatical constructions in which those words appear. 

She put the beer in the fridge. 

She was putting the beer in the fridge.

Stupidly, she put the beer in the fridge.

She put the beer in the fridge stupidly.

She must have put the beer in the fridge. 

The beer, she put in the fridge.

C Basic Principles

1. Words provide ways of construing the world. 
Sven bought the Volvo from me for $1500.

I sold the Volvo to Sven for $1500. 

I charged Sven $1500 for the Volvo.

We touched ground at 2 PM.

We touched land at 2 PM.

shiv

white lie

red state

soccer mom

blogosphere

2. There is a fundamental difference between structure words (and word parts) and content words. 

· Content words (open-class, rich, culturally specific, pretty easy to define): nouns, verbs, adverbs, adjectives

· Structure words (closed-class, schematic, universal, learned early in cognitive development, often very hard to define): articles, conjunctions, suffixes, prepositions

3. Word meaning determines sentence meaning (lexical projection).

give <agent, goods, recipient>

We gave her the account. 

4. Words often have multiple meanings.
She ran along freeway.

The road runs along the freeway.

The bird flew over the valley.

The wire hangs over the yard.

The hose is long.

The test was long.

She opened the can. 

She opened the door. 

5. Constructions have meanings. 
He’s laughing all the way to the bank. 

She cried her eyes red.

It’s Gardenias I can’t stand!

6. Languages differ in the way they encode scenes. 

Passage fromThe Hobbit. He still wandered on, out of the little high valley, over its edge, and down the slopes beyond. 

French translation: Il continua d’avancer au hasard, sortit du haut vallon, en franchit le bord et descendit la pente au-delà. 

“He continued to advance haphazardly, exited from the high small valley, crossed the edge of it, and descended the slope beyond.”

7. Words change their designations from literal meanings to more expressive meanings, in the course of use (grammaticalization). 

Is that a real Rolex?
He’s a real fool.  (intensifier)

If she goes, we’ll find it hard to replace her. 

If you need anything, my name is Maggie. (speech act)

While I was there, I saw two people I knew.

While she is a reasonable person, she is not someone I’d want as a committee member. (concessive)

D Major issues

1. Is metaphor just poetic language, or is metaphorical thinking central to the way in which we understand events, states, and actions in our world?

Time is a moving object; Time is movement along a path

We’re coming up on winter break.

Winter break is coming toward us. 

In the weeks ahead, we’ll learn about meaning.

In the following weeks, we’ll learn about meaning. 

An argument is a journey

Now we’re coming to the main point.

You just jumped several steps there.

We’re just going around and around on this.

How did you get from your premise to your conclusion?

Are you following me?

2. To what extent is meaning ‘in the words’ and to what extent is it inferred from context?

Think of the assertion: I have four dollars. 

What if this speaker in fact has five dollars? Is s/he lying? Being uncooperative?

3. How much meaning can be derived directly from the meanings of the words and the way in which those words are combined and how much meaning is idiomatic?

She helped herself to a slice of pie. (??Can I help you to some pie?)

They kept tabs on the situation. (??I kept a couple of  tabs on him.)
What’s that statue doing on the lawn?

Now watch me drop it! 
E What sort of data do we use when we perform semantic analysis?

1. Permutations. The primary data are sentences, often in isolation. Sentence relations (e.g., synonymy, contradiction) are observed. Nonsentences (sentences that would sound bizarre to any native speaker) play a big role in semantic analysis:

Look! Harry is running by the house!
*Look! Harry runs by the house!
There stood a cow.

??There mooed a cow. 

She skipped down the street.

??She giggled down the street.

2. Ambiguity: When a sentence has more than one interpretation, we need to figure out the source of each interpretation:

· Constructional ambiguity: She ran the dog tired. She shmoozed her way down the receiving line.

· Lexical ambiguity: The bill was huge.

· Scope ambiguity. She didn’t invite many people.

· Priming: The astronomer kissed a star. The rabbi got hit on the temple. The plumber lit his pipe. 

