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Preface 

This is an introduction to semantics for readers new to the subject. The aim 
of the book is not to propose a new theory of semantics, nor to promote any 
single current approach but to give the reader access to some of the central 
ideas in the field and an introduction to some of its most important writers. 
Semantics, however, is a very broad and diverse field and keeping the book 
to a manageable size has involved a fairly firm selection of topics. Inevitably 
this selection will not please everyone but I hope readers will be able to gain 

a fee] for what doing semantics is like, and gain the background to proceed 
to more advanced and specialized material in the primary literature. 

The book assumes no knowledge of semantics but does assume a general idea 
of what linguistics is, and some familiarity with its traditional division into 
fields like phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, etc. Thus it would be 
useful if the reader had already looked at a general introduction to linguistics. 

The book is organized into eleven chapters, which are grouped into three 
main sections. Part I, Preliminaries, consists of the first two chapters and 
is concerned with the place of semantics within linguistics and its relations 
with the disciplines of philosophy and psychology, which share some of the 
same interests. Part II, Semantic Description, is the main part of the book 
and introduces central topics in the analysis of word and sentence meaning. 
Part III, Theoretical Approaches, reviews three important semantic theor
ies: componential theory, formal semantics and cognitive semantics. 

Each chapter includes a set of exercises to allow the reader to explore the 
issues raised, and suggestions for further reading. These will be a small 



XVIII Preface 

selection of works which provide accessible investigations of the chapter's 
topics. In the text there are a large number of references to the semantics lit
erature. These will frequently be works which are too specialized to attempt 
before the reader completes this book, but are given so that any particular 
interests may be followed up. 

Examples from different languages are given in the transcription of the 
original source, and are commented on only when it is germane to the 
discussion. A list of symbols and abbreviations used in this text is given in 
the Abbreviations and Symbols list on pp. xix-xx. 

I have used this book as a text in my courses in the Centre for Language 
and Communication Studies, Trinity College Dublin. I would like to thank 
my students for their responses and comments which have been invaluable 

in getting the text into its present form. I am indebted to Philip Jaggar, 
Mark Keane, James Levine and Feargal Murphy, who read the entire manu
script and made many suggestions, which improved the book and saved me 

from my worst mistakes. I am also grateful to those who commented on 
particular sections, discussed specific language data, and provided me with 
source materials, in particular Abdullahi Dirir Hersi, Jim Jackson, Jeffrey 
IZallen, Ruth IZempson, Patricia Maguire, Cathal 0 Hainle, Sarah Smyth, 

Tony Veale and Sheila Watts. I am also indebted to two anonymous reviewers 
of a preliminary draft who made detailed and very helpful suggestions. 
None of the above is of course responsible for how the book turned out in 

the end; that is entirely my responsibility. The first draft of the book was 
written while I was enjoying the academic hospitality of the Department of 
African Languages and Cultures of the School of Oriental and African 

Studies, University of London. I would like to thank the members of that 
department, in particular Dick Hayward and Philip Jaggar, for making my 
time there so enjoyable and profitable. That visit was supported by the 
Trinity College Dublin Arts and Social Sciences Benefactions Fund. I would 

like to acknowledge the encouragement and support of my colleagues in 
CLCS who make the Centre such a stimulating and enjoyable environment 

for research and teaching. In particular, I would like to thank its Director, 
David Little, for technical and administrative support in writing this book 
and John Duggan for help with all things computing. 

For this second edition I would like to thank all of the colleagues, readers 

and users of this book who sent me their comments. I would like to thank 
in particular Barbara Abbott, Martin Emms, T im Fernando, Jeffrey !(allen, 
Tadaharu Tanomura, Ib Ulbaek and Carl Vogel. I would also like to thank 
the anonymous reviewers who commented on the proposed revisions. I have 

made changes throughout the book that I hope will improve it but time and 
space constraints have meant that I have not been able to reflect all of the 
valuable comments I received. Finally I owe my greatest debts to Joan for 
her patience and support and to Alexander for getting me away from it all. 

The extract from the screenplay of Interiors in chapter 7 is used by kind 
permission, © 1977 United Artists Corporation. All rights reserved. 

J.I.S. 
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Context and Inference 217 

·.:. � . . . . � . . 

. c. <more than, as mapy as>
d. <five, fou_r>

. e: <non.e·, not all> ·-

7·.8 Below is a joke from the British comedian Les Dawson.(l979)�

Discuss the boy's behaviour in terms of Grice,'s conversatiqn,a]! 
maxims: 

#, 
4 ... 

', 

' 

'• - - •, � • ;"'\�·�· �-·: > : • • 
.,. • v •. , -� .. : • --�· • •, 

... ·Not too bright� that partioul�t .. Ja�L A. salesman found· him. &ittiPJt :.·. > )�.:. 
·. ·, - .. .' ():n, the dOOJ;Ste.p· ·One «d-ay.' .. ,1.$. your mother at ·ho-me .sonrty?'. ·a¢�. :. · ._ . 

· 
· >. asked. ''Y�s/ replied the bo_y" .s� the s:alesman ktiockect_on t�e door_··_·:··�:" .

_·· < _ :. _ .

. ·,.for a few minux�s, then · tr�i�4.:, riogirlg ·rb� bell;, fjnally b·e .. te��9� .. ��gl_.� '<: _. , _:. ·

��{-;,::,:··:::: :. ··, ;���:�:e;�!ea���t�i;e�;�t��:.�a�e· \:(?i:�:·!)u�a��;./.· ;. :; 
' • • > :· ' t�-e re,ply, '·only thisi�n't�:�;<·ii�useL ; .- ·

' ' ,' , • . ' 0 ',,
· 
• •  · :�.: • ':;", • -

I> , ... I • 0 

1 In this transcription, ' = low tone, e.g. e. 
2 Lyons ( 1977: vol. 2, 668ff.) distinguishes between textual deixis, where ref

erence is made to the surface form of words and sentences and impure tex
tual deixis, where reference is made to some underlying unit of discourse like
a point made, or an argument. He gives an example of the former involving an 
anaphoric use of it: 

A: That's rhinocerous. 
B: A what? Spell it for me.

where B is using it to refer not to a real rhinocerous but to the word rhinocerous 
just used by A. In this distinction, our examples here are of the impure variety.

3 In chapter 5 we saw that tense is a deictic system too: dividing zones of time
around the current act of speaking, i.e. the speaker's position in time. 

4 Other examples of such spatial metaphors include the one below which is the
normal Irish equivalent to English I enjoyed it: 

Bhain me taitneamh as. 
rook I enjoyment out of.it 
'I enjoyed it.'

5 The study of the role of cultural or comtnon-sense knowledge is an important
focus of investigation in the field of study known as the ethnography of 
communication. See Schiffrin (1994: 137-89) for an introductory survey.

6 The term mutual knowledge is often used as a more inclusive term than our
use of background knowledge, i.e. to cover knowledge gained from all the 
sources mentioned above_, including deixis, the discourse and background 





f8.1 Introduction 

Functions of 
Language: 
Speech as 
Action 

lin this chapter we maintain our focus on language use and we look at the 
11dea that part of the meaning of an utterance is its intended social function. 
�t seems clear that learning to communicate in a language involves more 
;than acquiring the pronunciation and grammar. We need to learn how to 
1ask questions, make suggestions, greet and thank other speakers. In other 
words, we need to learn the uses to which utterances are conventionally put 
in the new language community and how these uses are signalled, if we are 
to use the language in a realistic way. Similarly, as hearers, part of under
standing the meaning of an utterance is knowing whether we have been 
asked a question, invited to do something, etc. In a terminology introduced 
by J. L. Austin (1975), which we discuss in section 8.2, such functions of 

:language are called speech acts.

In the last chapter we discussed areas of meaning which highlight the role 
of context and speaker-hearer interpretation. We recognized that if we admit 
a distinction between semantics and pragmatics, some of these topics, e.g. 
conversational implicature, seem to fall under pragmatics, while others, like 
reference and deixis, seem to straddle the semantics-pragmatics divide. The 
study of speech acts occupies a similar border area. In many cases the 
intended function is linguistically coded: languages often have, for example, 
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Rappaport Hovav, M., 178n, 179-80n, 
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recursion, 10-11 

redundancy rules, 249-50 
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referential theory of meaning see 
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reverse see antonyms 

rheme, 218n 

Role and Reference Grammar, 11 
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see also componential analysis 

semantic field, 269-70 
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