Lecture8
Semantics
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Semantics is the study of the meaning of words, phrases
and sentences
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The hamburger ate the boy

This sentence is syntactically good, but semantically odd.
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Since the sentence
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The boy ate the hamburger
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Is perfectly acceptable
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Agent and theme
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The boy as ‘the
entity that performs the action’, technically known as the

agent.
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the ball as ‘the entity that is involved in or affected by
the action’,
which is called the theme
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Although agents
are typically human (The boy), they can also be non-

human entities that cause
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a natural force (The wind), a machine
(A car), or a creature (The dog), all of which affect the

ball as theme.
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The boy kicked the ball.
The wind blew the ball away.
A car ran over the ball.
The dog caught the ball
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The theme is typically non-human, but can be human
(the boy), as in The dog
chased the boy.
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Lexical relations
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In everyday talk,
we often explain the meanings of words in terms of their

relationship
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This approach is used in the semantic description of
language and treated as the analysis of lexical relations.
The lexical relationswe

have just exemplified are synonymy (conceal/hide),
antonymy (shallow/deep)

and hyponymy (daffodil/flower).
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Synonymy
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Two or more words with very closely related meanings
are called synonyms
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common examples of

synonyms are the pairs: almost/nearly, big/large,
broad/wide, buy/purchase,

cab/taxi, car/automobile, couch/sofa, freedom/liberty.
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Antonymy
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Two forms with opposite meanings are called antonyms
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alive/dead, big/small, fast/slow, happy/sad, hot/cold,
long/short, male/female, married/single, old/new,

rich/poor, true/false.
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Hyponymy

When the meaning of one form is included in the
meaning of another, the

relationship is described as hyponymy.

Examples are the pairs: animal/dog,

dog/poodle, vegetable/carrot, flower/rose, tree/banyan
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living thing

creature

plant

insect vevetable  flower tree

F

rosc  banyan  pie

animal

dog horse snake ant cockroach  carrol

poodle asp
Prototypes
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The idea of ‘the characteristic instance’ of a category is
known as the prototype.
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Homophones and homonyms

When two or more different (written) forms have the
same pronunciation, they
are described as homophones
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bare/bear, meat/meet,
flour/flower, pail/pale, right/write, sew/so and to/too/two.
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Whenwe encounter two or morewords with the same
formand related meanings,
we have what is technically known as polysemy
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person at the top of a company or department,
and many other things
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run mountain bed person Foot
person does, water does, colors do
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Word play
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Mary had a little lamb, we think

of a small animal, but in the comic version Mary had a
little lamb, some rice

and vegetables, we think of a small amount of meat. The
polysemy of lamb

allows the two interpretations
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Metonymy
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The relatedness of meaning found in polysemy is
essentially based on similarity.

The head of a company is similar to the head of a person
on top of and controlling

the body
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There is another type of relationship between words,
based simply on

a close connection in everyday experience. That close
connection can be based

on a container—contents relation (bottle/water, can/juice),
a whole—part relation

(car/wheels, house/roof) or a representative—symbol
relationship (king/crown,

the President/the White House). Using one of these
words to refer to the other

Is an example of metonymy
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