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[HL MEANING OF MEANING *HiS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN -REPRO-

DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
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. E ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS N
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ao ° : . _blv Don L. F . Nilsen . EDUCATION POSITION or Powcy O
r~ _ ) ;
ol . At the outset, [ must admit that the title of this paper is
i N ,. ' . ' . ’ . : . . : .. . . N _.~
¢ not entirely original.. In 1923, eleven years béfore I was born, ‘two .
) suholars by the names ot C.* K Ogden and I. A. Richards published.

=1

B thelr famous book entltLed The Meanlng of Meanlng Thlis book valuable'

Cas 1t is, wds not 1ntended to give flnal and 1rreversable answers to all
{uestxuns that mx&ht be abked about meaning; but rather, it was intended
to raise'uertgln 1ssues, and prov1de ertaln LnSJghtS ‘into the nature of -

meaning. The present paper has exéctly.the same purpose.'except that'lt"

o

o

~“has the advéntége ot being written fifty years later--a significant fifty
//7,,—‘ . ) . . . . . PN ’

vears, 1 ieel 1n terms of the'histery of“scholarship-related to Semantics.

0Ot course there are manv ways of attemptlng to resolve the dllemma
ol the meaning,of meaning..'My approabh will be to 1nve$tigate what
heantng }s by examihing what ituis not—;jh other words,VI‘would like to
xamine sOmeVeommon.misconceptidns or incé&pleteAconceétionS df méaning.

Nost people belleve thet synonyms are words which have the same
meanlng, and paraphrases are sentences whlch have the same meahlng
Some time ago, howeyer, linguists begah to attack word for- word trans-
lations en_the gre&nds that cognates, or Synohyms3 or sentences in two
different ianguages cénnotnmean e*actly the séme thing becauee they occur
" in eitferent sqcial.andslingu;stic,cqntexts; .But what about two

o

synonyms in the same language? I feel that no two words in any

FL c 0999 —

*Thls'paper was originally presented at a méét}ng of the Iowa Council -
~ of Teachers of English at Iowa Central Communlty College in Fort Dodge;
it has since .been somewhat revised. .
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language have exattlv the same meanlng. It would not burprlse me if
you gnuld Eheink of two common. words Whth are so allke in meaning that
it would be ditticult to artlculate,the difference." Nevertheless, I

-

. -‘- ) v ‘ ) N ; I “
feel that these two synonyms would dltier from each other in tone, or’

¢

QstyLé, orftormelity, or attitude: or in some,other”aspeet,uf'what we °
uell eonnbtatiqntb_And-the proeees of literary maturation (which we'as
'EnglishVteeuhersﬁere-intihatély‘eoncerned_withj is.lérgely_ebprbeess.of_
mak ing ffnepiédﬂ finer{ufstinctions betWeen wordS”whieh'are almost, but
notgexagtly, thc'same in meaning. Parldoxically, although no'single_indi—
'vlduul has the‘ebility tu urt}culate‘the dlfference between all Qf.fhe-
svnunyme-ef?a landuége-ifor any partieulaf painiof Sannyms,.thefe_are -

native bpedkers who can make the dlStlnCthﬂ in question. .

'¢>_ ) Lf 1o two'wordSoare exaetly the same in.meaning, then 1t follows
thdt no two bentences whth Lontaln deterent words can have the same
meaninﬂ.? The sentenc e "One of those mllltant BLack Panthers gunned down

pollee ottlter,' and the 5entence "One of our brothers . Shot a plg,
might be used to descrlbe exactly the same’51tuatlon But clearly these
EWO sentenues'do not.hQVe.the same meaning,.though in sqme sense they
. are peraphraées.of~eaeh other. They diffep'in style, end'tone,'and
tonmaljtyttand attitude, énd othep aspects of connotation;v In feet;'
athese sentenees'are the same in‘unly-Qne,respect-—they refen to the_seme.

real—wqud;eVentt "In other words, these twu-sentenees'have”the same Q’

aenotatiqn, end this ie the.neeeSSary_énd sufficient condition to make

themiparaphPaSes“

But now let-us go one step further, and consider sentences which

are nanaphfaSes of each other»meinly due to the fact that they confain
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'bésipally the same wofds, but iﬁva'differeﬁt-ordera »Dbes,a senténcé"
-;lLke'ﬁl léoked over -the qléQs” mean'the.géme-as "I looked the class
' uvér"?f.Dr'ddes "Last summér ﬁy boys wenti;o Arizona" mean fﬁelsame as
.”My-bo;s weﬁt'té Afizona;last summer'?. Or,.finally; does ﬁThe maskedu
pidef éﬁowed ﬁs a silvér 5Qlief"Amean the same .as "A Silver:bullet:was
:shown us by the ﬁaskéd rider™? -Again; we héve.té say thaf>such'sentenée
‘paipsfhave the samé_truth vélue.v The'$entenée "Last sﬁmmer my bdys
'Qent to Arizona” is tfﬁe if and only ;f thetsenfEHOevﬁMy boys went
to_Afizona'Laéf suﬁmer"‘is true; but tpg? oniyjmeans that'these tﬁo

sentences afeﬁparaphrase§ bf each,qghé}f. It ddés nof méén'that-they
héye»thé géme:meanihg; They‘differ(in focus, and in naturainess, aﬁd ;-
‘they also differ,in-what I assﬁme the’iisteﬁér“alréady knéws.
.Therefore, the pext'gime a-linguisf asks you whether or»hqt a_transfqrmafién
‘éhangesimeaning; you can»ﬁespbnd, yes, it does éﬁange the connotation

part oiiaéaning,'énd it éTéhgés the foecus, but it dpesnff change

the denotatfop baftiéf me?nipg+fthé.tfﬁth valgg. )

I" -, . . - X
© Another thing that i’vhazy_in most people’s minds is the concept

' you would

of homonymy. If I askedu‘ou ta define.thé.terh "homgnym,v
probably séy, ﬁit‘s a,Worﬂ that sounds thé'sahe,as”another wbba; bqt'

is SpéLLed'djfferently,iand has a diffebéntbmeaning.? Sucﬁ.é definition
wbuld:féil to take into account the faét thaf there are_two‘types
'of homonyms. Homonyms like t—h—e-i;f, tfh—é-y<3¥r;é,-and f;hve—r—e,z
which are spelled différenﬁiy, are‘more'accuratelylpalléd homéghcnes.

And homonyms like b-a-n-k (of a river), and ‘b-a-n-k (for money),fyhich

are spelled the same, are more accurately-calléd‘homograghs.' Now, in case
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'you are not yéf adequately confused, let me.bring'in,still another
R : CE e ‘

éoncept, exemplified'by~b§w-kf6r arrows), and bow (of a Ship) i.e. words-

which are'spelled the same énd>have different meanings, butlﬁhich are

~different.from homonyhs, homophones; and homég;aphs, in that these

‘words sound differently. . Such pairs*as;bow—Bow_are called/hetefonymé.
Let 'us now turn to'another'difficult concept.' I'm sure that noone
‘would hesitate to define ‘thé. term "an}onym." I believe the definition

might go something like this: "Antoenyms are words. which have opposite

t

meanings.” If this werevthelcase,;we would'expect "elephant™ and "tooth-

pick™ to bé ﬁore likely to be aﬁtgnyms fhan‘@ohld "ménﬁ and "womah,"
tor surely an elepﬁant is less liké‘aftoothpick than isué'man like'a
womarn. ﬁq, in fact,_we,must_gay thég’antonyms are basica;ly the séme
:(thét ié, they are ;.embers éf the same éyntactic and semantic class),

énd they différ from eaéh other only on the basis of a singlefsemantid

- feature; in our example of man and woman, this feature is sex.

. P _ - . . , . _ -
Another thing not always realized is that a word can have more than one

" antonym, just as it can have more than one synonym. The word "whisper,"

A 'Ibr'ex?mpie, hay have either "shout" or "yell" as its antonym. But

tnis maktter is even more complicated. ‘Suppose you are asked to give an’
- & . o K
’l'a': . .

antonym far'the‘Word "

enunciate."” Since "enunciate' means to speak. -

cleafiy and'distinctly, you may give either "drawl" or "chatter" as

. n EEN ) ‘ a
an antonym, since these words both represent indistinct speech. If

3

I asked you to give.me the antonym of "slender," you might respond

" either with."skinny,” or "fat," depending on which semantic feature

of "slender” you were uéing;as the base, though "ékinny"'and.”fatu

are themselves antonyms of each other.
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Antonomy can contrast an action with a lack of action, as in

accept vs_refnse: it can contrast an action with the opposite action,
’ : ' R 2 E ) .
as.in button vs unhitton; it, can contrast an .action with that same

action done ditferently, as in walk vs run; it can contrast polar

_extremes suvh as always vs never, or it can contrast polar'non—

extremes such as seldom Vs usualLy, but since usually 'is synonymous

“with trequentgy, normallv, ard occa51onally, we Should not be surprlsed

that seldom has.normallv, and‘occ3510nallv as.lts antonyms as well as

o

'freguently.{

Now let us consider such words as buy vs sell, give vs take,

'and)borrow vs lend. Are such words antonyme; as'isfcommonly believed

fto beAthe case, or are suohjwords‘synonymeé There'is'evidence for

both argumente._ These~pairs'are synonymous in that both words of

“*ithe poir refer to the same redl-world evemt. I can look at a oarticular.
activity and l”have ohoice of deseribing thiS~same activity with the
sent;noe‘ John leant some money ‘to Mary," or "Mary borrowed some money
'from John." bo in a ‘sense, the words lend and borrow are Synonymous
But,'on.the’other hand, it might be‘ardued that the actlon of lendlng,v
vor:selling, or giving.is opposite in direction from the action of borrowing,
" or buying, or taking. A way out of this dilemna ié“to avoid theiissne
altogether. by prov1d1n0 a new Laterry label for such terms. ‘ Such pairs

.-are otten called converses.

Another faeulty coneeption that many people have about semantics

Ea

is, that ambiguity is bad, and to be avoided at all cost. ‘This is based
on another misconceptjon--that the only real reason.that language
exists is to relate as'directly as possible to the real world. If,

at the present time, I were writing for .a physics journal, I may be

6

e
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:gforcedv(at least.to‘some extent)ﬂte cdneeae that clean,.andﬂobjective,
and unambiguons; andlnneFeagive‘language“is the only legitimate goal,
for all'matters ot éignificanee lie in the real wonld,'and language is
a tool for nelating te the real world‘as'directly and,unambiguously

' as‘possible: But we are not;phygice teachers:.we are Engllsh
.teachers. jWe are concerned not_only‘with hqn language'relates to the
tangible, physical world, bnt alSo'with hOW it'relatee to worle of
imagination, of hypothesis of emotion 'of-laughter. 'fhe real concern
of English tEdLhEPS should not be basic lLteracy, where a person is .

'merely able to see somethlng in the real world and put ths down
aLcurately and unamblguously in writing. We should not be concerned so
muuh w1th the teachlnd of readlng and writing, as with the teachlng of

?

.Lnterestlng and Sophlstlcated readlng and wrltlng. In teachlng amb1gu1ty,
we ‘should be concerned not'only with how to avoid it, but also with how ‘1;
to recognize'it,.and’howeto'use it effectively, for ambignity isithe basis .
ofléymbolism,.of:metaphor,ﬂof satire, anquf a great deal of :
hnmov} . ' 4; ',,' h_ v }‘x
Anothe; commonly held misconeeption about meaning is that
: standdrd formal Engllsh is a more effltlent and effectlve tool of
gommnnlcatlon than are its nonctandard counterparts. In fact, standard
formal English is in many‘ways,lnferier.tq its nonstandard counterparts.
Nonstandard dialects tend to regularize patterns, and make them mone
.legical and internally consistent. -'Standard English has . more irregular
nouns. and Qerbs than does non4standard°English. If we look at the

. language as a whole, we w1ll see that such non-standard expre551ons

: asuthe reflexives hisself and theirselves; the plurals youall, vouuns,
\‘. ) . R R

.
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- and mongst ve; the substant\\es yourn hlsn, hern vourn, and thelrn,

‘the  contraction aln 't, the contltlonal in "If I was a teacher I d make

a lot ot money; "™ the relative in "Give the money to whoever points a

£ 1

-gun in your face;: the'adverbtin_"Drave Slow;" the quantlfler in 51.

* have less'principleeﬁthan John,"»and the .incorrect verb form in "I
will.go to school.tomorrow,v all make more sense than their Stanoard—'
English eounterparts, |

. _Welshould Learn a.lesaon’from literature. Many'ofithe characters

in“great literature who use non-standard dialects have the human traits
S . . ~ ) .o . - .

thatjahourdgbe,eminated in societyr The author is not usually teachingl
.the'leseon that alpereon can be great despite his handicap'
. of speaklna a nonstandard dlalect Rather he's Saying‘that this

person is an individual; and we should try to 1dent1fy not only w1th thls
person s aLtlons, but also w1ththe language and culture which he\\
reoresents he don t sayAthat German or French or Arablc is 1nterlor
to Lngllsh Just becduse it is used by people w;th a dlfferent culture
and value system from ours. We don t say that Italian is an lnferlor\
?\\\ ’ -~ language Just because lt deviates from standard Latln,lfromkwhlch.lt' \ ’

™~

,‘\g\derlved. Then- why Should we say that BlackZEnglish' or Chicano'English,
‘locker~room fnglish.is inferior7 I belleve that NCTE ] 0ff1Clal |
‘atand "A Student's right to his own language is the correct stand.
o ;Q;}hal misconceptlonvabout communlcatlon is that.a particular piece
of, wrxtlng has an 1ntr1n51c value regardless of 1ts aoproprlateness
oAthe‘audlencegor situatlon. Many3Engllsh teachers select llterature
.dn the basie of their'own'interestsland literary sophistication'rather.

)

tihan that of their students. They say to their students, "Here take
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“this }aulkner, ib“s-g6od ”ér you.™. Todayis students afe demanéihé
.4.'pglévanue.:.What is relevaﬁt tq‘the teacher is ﬁot né¢e$safily réievantf
Z'tolghg.sfudent CAre we as EngLish[feéuherS fo Séy that'KillmofeﬂS“
'uTreeé” is worse:litqyétﬁre than jé Joy;éfs "Ulysses" just because it
reaches a humbler audiénue? |
A piece Qf-wﬁit;né is not good or bad by itself. It is —nod if/

it is urfeutive in coﬁmunicatihg ideas ahd concepts and attitudes
“and impressions, dnd 1t it is effective in relatlng to the Jntendq

te

reader, whueven'he may be. Commun1cat10n is a tunctlon of appropglateness.

writer must determine what his reader already knows, what his rgader

éf‘ - doesn’t know but should, and then the writer must present his aterial
3 c . . . .

in a relevant, infernally consistent, and interesting manner.

Y

- ! P e @ .

When I was-an undergraduate student, I took a course infcreative

"writing. Une thing I-learned in that course is that an aut:Br

/ - ' ' , : ' . o i L
' .- should never hang a rifle on the wall unless he intends forfthat rifle

i I
¥
'

Ztu be used‘b? thé“eﬁd of.tﬁe.stofy. "You may recall thatfiﬁ the fitle
B of thlb paper I hung two rifles on “he wall. To~this poidk' 1 have
Been. talking dbuut "Lhe mednlﬁg of ﬁeanlng." but only thq%
The second rifle I hunv on the wall was the "Etc‘" eThe allu510n
- is. to a famous protessor fo semawtlcs who con51d9red th/subJect area
w&su uump]ex and nebulous that he had to conclude earh liLture by wrltlng
on the board "Etc."” I feel like~the semant1cs préfess?r. I héve not = -

13

'.\. e o ;,.'EtC.

- A v I
finished. but I must stop.e Let me stop, therefore, with the word which"
should ‘be used to cBncLude all semantic discussions ./
. . s :

-
:
i

. . . ¢
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