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Semantics

Semantics is a major branch of linguistics concerned with the study of meaning in a language. It includes the study of word meaning and sentence meaning. The study of semantics includes the study of how meaning is constructed, interpreted, clarified, obscured, illustrated, simplified negotiated, contradicted and paraphrased.

Words and lexemes

As a lexical unit may contain more than one word, David Crystal has coined the term lexeme. This is usually a single word, but may be a phrase in which the meaning belongs to the whole rather than its parts, as in verb phrases tune in, turn on, drop out or noun phrase (a) drop out.
The question of meaning is to a large extent related to the meaning of individual words or lexical items.  So in sentence (5) above we need to find out about the meaning of John and spinster in order to understand why such a sequence is incorrect.   In connection to word meaning, three points need to be considered.  First, the semanticists is concerned with full words, such as apple, door, white, man, etc., rather than with empty words such as in, of, that, which, etc.  whose role is mainly syntactic.  Second, the semanticist is concerned with straightforward descriptive meaning and ‘emotive’ meaning or ‘connotation’.  The word adolescent, for instance, is taken to mean someone who is between childhood and adulthood.  It is also used to mean that the person concerned is likely to be immature, obstinate, etc.  Third, the semanticist considers the fact that meaning is double-faced.  The meaning of a lexical item such as tree is considered in two ways: (i) as one element in a language system, whose meaning depends on relationships with the other words in the system.  Second, its ‘meaning’ is linked up with a certain class of objects recognizable in real world:
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Fig. 1
These three aspects are complementary:  the linguist examines first one, then the other, starting with internal relationships between linguistic elements.
Semantic fields

A semantic field is a set of words grouped in a certain way. For example, the semantic field of "dog" includes "canine" and "to trail persistently" (also, to hound, to chase, to pursue). A general and intuitive description is that words in a semantic field are not synonymous, but are all used to talk about the same general phenomenon. According to semantic field theory, a meaning of a word is dependent partly on its relation to other words in the same conceptual area. The kinds of semantic fields vary from culture to culture and anthropologists use them to study belief systems and reasoning across cultural groups.
"The words in a semantic field share a common semantic property. Most often, fields are defined by subject matter, such as body parts, landforms, diseases, colours, foods, or kinship relations. . . "Let's consider some examples of semantic fields. . . . The field of 'stages of life' is arranged sequentially, though there is considerable overlap between terms (e.g., child, toddler) as well as some apparent gaps (e.g., there are no simple terms for the different stages of adulthood).  Adolescent, for instance denotes someone who is no longer a child, but not yet an adult
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            Cool refers to the temperature between cold and warm.
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Fig. 3
Every language cuts up the world in different ways, and such a way of studying language gives a picture of how a particular area or a lexical field is divided up.   One language may have more subdivisions than another in certain areas.  For instance, Arabic has numerous words for different types of camel, and English has a variety of words for different types of dog.  The words covering a certain area in one language do not necessarily correspond to those in any other language.  For example, it is not easy to translate into French the sentence The cat sat on the mat.  Does the mat refer to the French word paillasson? A small rug (tapis)? or a bedside mat (descente de lit)?  None of the French words corresponds accurately to the English word mat or rug, or carpet.  Tapis often translates carpet and rug in English.   
These examples show us that for linguists, it is important to deal with the lexical structure of a language rather than with isolated words. 

Semantic relations and word meaning:

The meaning of words and their relationship is often transmitted through the use of polysemy, synonymy, antonymy, or hyponymy. 
· Polysemy: polys-emy, which means "many-meanings". In a language, the same arrangement of sounds and letters can have different meanings; the precise meaning of a word is derived from its context. e.g.: can = be able; can = container; can = to put in cans.

      Head= upper part of a body, of a bottle; chief/principal (of a department, school, etc).
· Synonymy: synonyms are words that have different forms and same meaning. It is rarely found that two words have identical meaning, because there is no need to have two words with same meaning in a language. Some of these words cannot be used interchangeably like: big = large, we can say a big man, but not a *large man.

· Antonym: We often define words generally adjectives, by referring to its opposite. We identify the feature on which they contrast, example: life ≠ death, married ≠ single. These are true antonyms we also have gradable ones. The opposite of ‘different’ is ‘same’; between the two words, things can be slightly different, quite different, very different, which is impossible with the words ‘life’ and ‘death’. Same with big ≠ small, full ≠ empty, pull ≠ push cheap ≠ expensive, hot ≠ cold.

· Hyponymy: Sometimes the meaning of a word is included in the meaning of another one. For instance apple, orange, grapes are all hyponyms of the subordinate fruit; tea and coffee are referred to as ‘beverages’, and ‘beverages’ come under ‘drinks’.  This indicates that the vocabulary of a language is hierarchically structured or classified in this way: each entry includes a list of hyponyms (i.e. lexical items that come under it).  
· Homonyms: Are words with same written form but different meanings example: bank of a river, and financial bank; race: ethnic, and race: running competition.
· Homophony: Refers to words having same pronunciation but, have different spelling and meaning. Example: meat and meet; flour and flower; sea, and see.
Componential analysis

A study of inclusion in any language shows that lexical items overlap in meaning and share common properties.  For instance, both lions and tigers contain an element of ‘wild animal – ness’.  Humans, lions, gorillas, and spiders all share the property of being ‘animate beings’.  Consider other examples: calf, puppy, and baby.  One common element in these items is that of ‘non-adultness’; and cow, woman, and tigress all contain an element of ‘female-ness’.  The division of lexical items into their components parts or properties is known as componential analysis (Fig. 3).  A + (plus) sign indicates the presence of a certain property, a – (minus) indicates its absence. 
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Fig.4
Language and logic

So far, we have dealt with meaning of words and suggested that it may be useful to identify their properties.  However, it may also be useful to study the meaning of whole sentences.  Consider the sentences:

* The child ate the chocolate and then smelt it.



* The bird remained alive for an hour after the hunter killed it.

* The president arrived tomorrow
Each of the two sentences is well-formed syntactically: nouns, verbs, etc are in the right place. But one understands intuitively that they are contradictory or illogical. Logic has the advantage of showing the logical relationships which exist between lexical items in a sentence.
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