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Q&As Tutorial 8
In LFG feature matrices, is the order (top to bottom) of features relevant?

Generally speaking – no. In Bresnan et al. (2016), pp. 33-35, with
regards to grammatical functions (SUBJ, OBJ, etc.) they seem to follow
the order of words in a linear sentence, with the first word in the
sentence beeing topmost in the matrix. But this is not necessary, since
ordering constraints are dealt with by c-structure, rather than in the
f-structure matrices.
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Schedule (2023)

17/01/2023 Lecture 18 Introduction to Semantics
19/01/2023 Lecture 19 Word Meaning
24/01/2023 Lecture 20 Propositional Logic
26/01/2023 Lecture 21 Predicate Logic
31/01/2023 Lecture 22 Syntax & Semantics Interface
02/02/2023 Lecture 23 Semantics Summary
09/02/2023 Exam
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Semantics Literature

Kroeger, Paul (2019). Analyzing
meaning: An introduction to
semantics and pragmatics. Second
corrected and slightly revised
edition. (Textbooks in Language
Sciences 5). Berlin: Language
Science Press.

download at: http://langsci-press.org/catalog/book/231
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Semantics Lectures

I Lecture 18: Introduction to Semantics
Kroeger (2019), Chapters 1-2.

I Lecture 19: Word Meaning
Kroeger (2019), Chapter 5-6.

I Lecture 20: Propositional Logic
Kroeger (2019), Chapter 3-4.
Zimmermann & Sternefeld (2013), Chapter 7.

I Lecture 21: Predicate Logic
Kroeger (2019), Chapter 4.
Zimmermann & Sternefeld (2013), Chapter 10 (p.
244-258).

I Lecture 22: Syntax & Semantics Interface
Kearns (2011), Chapter 4.
Zimmermann & Sternefeld (2013), Chapter 4.
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Further Introductions

I Gamut, L.T.F (1991). Logic, Language, and Meaning. Volume 1:
Introduction to Logic. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

I Heim, Irene & Kratzer, Angelika (2008). Semantics in Generative
Grammar. Malden/Oxford/Carlton: Blackwell Publishing.

I Kearns, Kate (2011). Semantics. New York/London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

I Maienborn, Claudia, von Heusinger, Klaus & Portner, Paul (Eds.)
(2019). Semantics theories. Berlin/Boston: Walter de Gruyter.

I Zimmermann, Thomas E. & Sternefeld, Wolfgang (2013).
Introduction to semantics. An essential guide to the composition of
meaning. Berlin/Boston: Mouton de Gruyter.
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Form and Meaning: The Roots

“Signifié et signifiant” at three levels:

Level 1: Abstract Relation
Level 2: Concrete Mapping (Denotation)
Level 3: Metalanguage (Translation)

Saussure (1995). Cours de linguistique générale, p. 99.
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Core Concept: Arbitrariness

“For most words, the relation between the form (i.e.
phonetic shape) of the word and its meaning is arbitrary.
This is not always the case. Onomatopoetic words are
words whose forms are intended to be imitations of the
sounds which they refer to.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 6.

Arbitrary:

dog (English)
shun (Armenian)
cicing (Balinese)
gae (Korean)
aso (Tagalog)
etc.

Onomatopoetic:

bow-wow (English)
haf-haf (Armenian)
kong-kong (Balinese)
mung-mung or
wang-wang (Korean)
etc.
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However: Systematic Non-Arbitrariness

“[...] By analyzing word lists covering nearly
two-thirds of the world’s languages, we
demonstrate that a considerable proportion
of 100 basic vocabulary items carry
strong associations with specific kinds of
human speech sounds, occurring
persistently across continents and linguistic
lineages (linguistic families or isolates).
Prominently among these relations, we find
property words (“small” and i, “full” and p or
b) and body part terms (“tongue” and l,
“nose” and n).”

Blasi, Wichmann, Hammarström, Stadler,
& Christiansen (2016). Sound-meaning
association biases evidenced across
thousands of languages.
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However: Iconicity and Systematicity

“Figure 1. (A,B) Words show arbitrariness when there are conventional associations
between word forms and meanings. Words show iconicity when there are
perceptuomotor analogies between forms and meanings, here indicated by shape,
size, and proximity (inset). (B,C) Words show systematicity when statistical
regularities in phonological form, here indicated by color, serve as cues to abstract
categories such as word classes. For example, blue and orange might correspond to
cues indicative of English nouns and verbs.”

Dingemanse, Blasi, Lupyan, Christiansen, & Monaghan (2015). Arbitrariness, iconicity,
and systematicity in language.
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Examples: Iconicity

Dingemanse, Blasi, Lupyan, Christiansen, & Monaghan (2015). Arbitrariness, iconicity,
and systematicity in language.
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Examples: Systematicity

Dingemanse, Blasi, Lupyan, Christiansen, & Monaghan (2015). Arbitrariness, iconicity,
and systematicity in language.
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Core Concept: Compositionality

Two words might be productively combined to yield a new,
predictable meaning. Compositionality is a hallmark of
human language (and other communication systems) as it
enables the infinite use of finite means.

Amharic (amh, Afro-Asiatic)

(1) zaf
tree.NOM.SG

t@ll@q’
big

näw1

be.N.3SG
[NOUN ADJ VERB]
“The tree is big.”
big′(tree′)2

1Amharic is normally written in Ge’ez script. This is a transliteration into Latin script
based on Leslau (1995).

2This is the notation in Müller (2019). The notation in Kroeger (2019) for this
example would be BIG(t) – this notation will be used in the semantics part of this
course.
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However: Idioms

(2) Kim
kim

ha-t
have-PRS.3SG

de-n
ART-ACC.SG

Wald
forest

vor
because.of

lauter
all.the

Bäum-en
tree\-DAT.PL

nicht
not

ge-seh-en
PTCP-see-PTCP

literal translation: “Kim hasn’t seen the forest because of all the
trees.”
actual meaning: Kim was so concerned with the details that s/he
didn’t see the overall picture.

In the case of idioms (e.g. kicking the bucket), the intended
meaning of the sentence is not a linear combinatorial
derivation of its parts. Rather, a complex meaning is
assigned to the whole phrase.
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Three “levels” of meaning

1. Word meaning: Meaning assigned to individual words.

Example: kick; bucket

2. Sentence meaning: Meaning derived via combination of word
meanings (compositional). “The term sentence meaning refers to
the semantic content of the sentence: the meaning which derives
from the words themselves, regardless of context.”

Example: KICK(j,b), literally “John kicks the bucket.”

3. Utterance meaning (“speaker” meaning): “The term utterance
meaning refers to the semantic content plus any pragmatic
meaning created by the specific way in which the sentence gets
used.” Another definition is: “The totality of what the speaker
intends to convey by making an utterance.”

Example: John passes away.

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p.5.
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Example

Teochew (Southern Min Chinese, Sino-Tibetan)
(3) LW

you
chyaP
eat

pa
full

bOy?
not.yet

“Have you already eaten?”

Sentence meaning: “Have you already eaten or not?”, i.e.
a request for information.
Utterance meaning: Greeting like “hello” or ”how are you”
in English.
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 5-6.
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Reference
“[...] we will think about how speakers use language to talk
about the world. Referring to a particular individual, e.g. by
using expressions such as Abraham Lincoln or my father, is
one important way in which we talk about the world.”

“Philosophers have found it hard to agree on a precise
definition for reference, but intuitively we are talking about
the speaker’s use of words to “point to” something in the
world; that is, to direct the hearer’s attention to something,
or to enable the hearer to identify something.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 15 and page 17 respectively.
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Meaning as Reference

“What is relevant rather to our purposes is
radical translation, i.e., translation of the
language of a hitherto untouched people
[...] The utterances first and most surely
translated in such a case are ones keyed to
present events that are conspicuous to the
linguist and his informant. A rabbit scurries
by, the native says ‘Gavagai’, and the
linguist notes down the sentence ‘Rabbit’
or ‘Lo, a rabbit’) as tentative translation,
subject to testing in further cases.”

Quine (1960). Word and object, p. 28.
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Against Reference:
Words as Mental
Representations
“It’s just a classic error
that runs right through
philosophy and psychology
and linguistics
right up to the moment.
That’s the idea that words...
say, meaning-bearing elements,
like, say, “tree” or “person”
or, you know, “John Smith”
or anything...
pick out something
in the extramental world,
something that a physicist
could identify
so that if I have a word...
say, “cow”...
it refers to something,
and a, you know, scientist
knowing nothing about my brain
could figure out
what counts as a cow.
That’s just not true.”

Noam Chomsky
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Semiotic Triangle (Triangle of Reference/Meaning)
“Semiotics is the study of the relationship between signs and their
meanings. In this book we are interested in the relationship between
forms and meanings in certain kinds of symbolic systems, namely
human languages. The diagram is a way of illustrating how speakers
use language to describe things, events, and situations in the world.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 16.

Ogden & Richards (1923).
The meaning of meaning, p. 11.

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 16.
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Denotational vs. Cognitive Semantics
“The basic approach we adopt in this book focuses on the link between
linguistic expressions and the world. This approach is often referred to
as denotational semantics [...] An important alternative approach,
cognitive semantics, focuses on the link between linguistic
expressions and mental representations.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 17.
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Denotational Semantics:
Types of Referring Expressions

“A referring expression is an expression (normally some
kind of noun phrase) which a speaker uses to refer to
something. The identity of the referent is determined in
different ways for different kinds of referring expressions.”

I Proper names (Mao Zedong)
I “Natural kind” terms (the octopus, humans, methane)
I Deictic elements (indexicals: you, here, now)
I Anaphoric elements (Georgei ... hei ...)
I Definite descriptions (this book, the sixteenth president)
I Indefinite descriptions (a cowboy )

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 18.
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Proper names

“A proper name [...] always refers to
the same individual. [...] For this
reason, they are sometimes referred to
as rigid designators.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 18.

Examples:

(4) King Henry VIII
(5) Abraham Lincoln
(6) Mao Zedong

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind” terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions
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“Natural kind” terms
“Natural kind terms, e.g. names of species or
substances, are similar. When they are used to
refer to the species as a whole, or the
substance in general, rather than any specific
instance, these terms are also rigid
designators: their referent does not depend on
the context in which they are used.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 18.

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind”
terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions

Examples:
(7) The octopus has eight tentacles and is quite intelligent.
(8) Camels can travel long distances without drinking.
(9) Methane is lighter than air and highly flammable.
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Deictic elements (indexicals)
“For most other referring expressions,
reference does depend on the context of
use. Deictic elements (sometimes called
indexicals) are words which refer to something
in the speech situation itself.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 18.

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind” terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions

Examples:
(10) I am not convinced. (pronoun referring to the speaker)
(11) You are a great person. (pronoun referring to the hearer)
(12) Here and now we will settle the issue.
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Anaphoric elements
“Third person pronouns can be used with
deictic reference, e.g. “Who is he?” (while
pointing); but more often are used
anaphorically. An anaphoric element is one
whose reference depends on the reference of
another NP within the same discourse. (This
other NP is called the antecedent.) [...]
Pronouns can be used with quantifier phrases
[...] but in this context, the pronoun does not
refer to any specific individual.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 18.

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind” terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric
elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions

Examples:
(13) Susan refuses to marry Georgei , because hei smokes.
(14) [Every boy]i should respect hisi mother. (Note: non-referring

anaphora)
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Definite descriptions
“Common noun phrases may or may not refer
to anything. Definite noun phrases
(sometimes called definite descriptions) [...]
are normally used in contexts where the hearer
is able to identify a unique referent. But definite
descriptions can also be used generically,
without referring to any specific individual.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 20.

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind” terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions

Examples:
(15) this book (referring)
(16) the sixteenth President of the United States (referring)
(17) Life’s battles don’t always go to the stronger or faster man.

(non-referring)
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Indefinite descriptions
“Indefinite descriptions may be used to refer
to a specific individual [...] or they may be
non-specific [...]. Specific indefinites are
referring expressions, while non-specific
indefinites are not. [...] In some contexts [...]
an indefinite NP may be ambiguous between a
specific vs. a non-specific interpretation.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 20.

Types

I Proper names

I “Natural kind” terms

I Deictic elements
(indexicals)

I Anaphoric elements

I Definite
descriptions

I Indefinite
descriptions

Examples:
(18) My sister has just married a cowboy. (referring)
(19) My sister would never marry a cowboy. (non-referring)
(20) My sister wants to marry a cowboy. (ambiguous)
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Sense vs. Denotation
“The German logician Gottlob Frege (1848-1925) was one
of the first people to demonstrate the importance of making
this distinction. He used the German term Sinn (English
sense) for those aspects of meaning which do not depend
on the context of use, the kind of meaning we might look
up in a dictionary.

Frege used the term Bedeutung (English denotation) for
the other sort of meaning, which does depend on the
context. The denotation of a referring expression, such as a
proper name or definite NP, will normally be its referent.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 21.
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Example: Context-Dependence

“We have said that denotations are context-dependent.
This is not so easy to see in the case of proper names,
because they always refer to the same individual. Other
referring expressions, however, will refer to different
individuals or entities in different contexts.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 21.

(21) prime minister

Sense: “A prime minister is the head of a cabinet and the leader of the
ministers in the executive branch of government, often in a
parliamentary or semi-presidential system.”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prime_minister

Denotation: Singapore in 1975→ Lee Kuan Yew; England in 1975→
Harold Wilson; England in 1989→ Margaret Thatcher; etc.
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Example: Context-Dependence

“The denotation [set] of a content word depends on the
situation or universe of discourse in which it is used. [...]
For each situation, the sense determines a denotation set,
and knowing the sense of the word allows speakers to
identify the members of this set.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 21-22.

(22) to talk

Sense: “to speak; to have a conversation or discussion.”
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english-german/talk

Denotation set (in our world): {people, mechanical devices, parrots (?)}
Denotation set (in Alice in Wonderland): {people, mechanical devices,
parrots (?), playing cards, chess pieces, white rabbits, cats, dodo birds,
etc.}
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Example: Different Sense, Same Denotation

“Two expressions that have different senses may still have
the same denotation in a particular situation. [...]”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 22.

(23) the largest land mamal
(24) the largest African mamal

Denotation: the African bush elephant (context: 21st century)
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Example: Synonymous Expressions

“Such examples demonstrate that two expressions which
have different senses may have the same denotation in
certain situations. However, two expressions that have the
same sense (i.e., synonymous expressions) must always
have the same denotation in any possible situation.”
Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 22.

(25) my mother-in-law
(26) the mother of my spouse

Denotation: a particular female person (depending on the speaker)
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Beyond Denotational Semantics
“So, while we have said that we will adopt a primarily “denotational”
approach to semantics, this does not mean that we are only interested
in denotations, or that we believe that denotation is all there is to
meaning. If meaning was just denotation, then phrases [...] which have
no referent in our world at the present time, would all either mean the
same thing, or be meaningless. [...] Frege’s distinction allows us to see
that non-referring expressions [...] may not have a referent, but they do
have a sense [...]”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p. 22.

(27) the present King of France
(28) the largest prime number
(29) the diamond as big as the Ritz
(30) the unicorn in the garden
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Three “levels” of meaning

1. Word meaning: Meaning assigned to individual words.

2. Sentence meaning: Meaning derived via combination of
word meanings (compositional).

3. Utterance meaning (“speaker” meaning): “The term
utterance meaning refers to the semantic content plus any
pragmatic meaning created by the specific way in which the
sentence gets used.”

Kroeger (2019). Analyzing meaning, p.5.
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Variable Reference
Even if we assume that reference between forms and
meanings is generally possible (i.e. denotational
semantics), then there is still the problem of variable
reference, i.e. ambiguity, indeterminacy and vagueness.

Variable Reference

Ambiguity

Lexical Ambiguity

Polysemy

Systematic Non-systematic

Homonymy

Structural Ambiguity Referential Ambiguity

Indeterminacy Vagueness
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Summary

I The mapping between form and meaning is typically seen as
arbitrary and compositional. However, deviations from these
principles (iconicity, idioms) are common.

I Whether words, phrases, sentences directly refer to things in the
“real world” is one of the most longstanding debates in philosophy
and linguistics. As a consequence, there is a divide between
cognitive semantics and denotational semantics.

I There are different types of referring expressions: proper names,
natural kind terms, deictic elements, anaphoric elements, definite
and indefinite descriptions.

I There is a fundamental distinction between the sense (context
independent), and denotation (context dependent) of an
expression.
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Thank You.
Contact:

Faculty of Philosophy
General Linguistics
Dr. Christian Bentz
SFS Wilhelmstraße 19-23, Room 1.24
chris@christianbentz.de
Office hours:
During term: Wednesdays 10-11am
Out of term: arrange via e-mail
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