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I. STRUCTURE 
1. The course Introduction to General Linguistics is a one-semester, introductory course which 
ends in a final written exam. The exam is not the only instrument of assessment. The final grade 
is a combination of continuous assessment and the exam score. 
2. The course is conducted in the form of lectures and seminars. The students are required to read 
a pre-assigned text for all the seminars (except the first one). 
 
II. ASSESSMENT 
The final mark for the course is a sum of: 
a) continuous assessment (CA) – 40% 

CA is made up of pop-up quiz scores – 40% and midterm test – 60% 
b) end-of-term exam – 60% 
 
NB! Unless you are expressly instructed otherwise, you are required to do your own work 
on all coursework and examinations.  Collaboration with other students or with anyone 
else at exams and during quizzes and tests constitutes collusion.  Submitting someone else’s 
work as your own, regardless of the source of that work, is plagiarism.  Both collusion and 
plagiarism are serious offences; anyone found guilty of either offence will face very serious 
penalties.  When you cite someone else’s work, including in an oral presentation, be sure to 
make it clear that you are doing so, and be sure to identify both the work cited and the 
source of that work. Your reading habits and note-taking should enable you to report 
accurately other people's ideas and studies, and to distinguish them clearly from your own 
commentary and evaluation of them.    
 
III. SYLLABUS FOR THE LECTURES 

1. What is language? Where is language?  
2. What and how does linguistics study? The scientific method. Linguistics as a science. 
3. Major contemporary models and schools in the study of language – Structuralism, 

Functionalism, Chomskyan linguistics, Cognitive linguistics. Levels and units of 
linguistic analysis in the structural-functional paradigm (E. Benveniste). The concept of 
“rank”.   

4. Language and Communication. Design features of language. Functions of language. The 
typology of signs (Pierce). 

5. Phonetics and Phonology.  
6. Morphology. Types of morphemes. Inflectional vs. Derivational Morphology. Parts of 

speech. Grammatical categories. 
7. The Lexicon and Word-formation. Basic WF patterns in English.   
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8. Syntax I and II 
9. Semantics and Pragmatics. Types of meaning – grammatical vs. lexical meaning; word 

meaning vs. sentence meaning (compositionality); denotative vs. connotative meaning. 
Meaning vs. reference. Basic approaches to the study of meaning. Types of semantic 
(sense) relations. 

10. Historical Linguistics I 
11. Historical linguistics II. History of the English language. 
12. Universalism and Relativism. Whorfianism in the 21st c – Slobin’s “thinking for 

speaking”.   
13. Language universals. Types of universals. Approaches to their study.  Principles for the 

classification of languages – areal, genetic and typological. 
14. Psycholinguistics. 
15. Sociolinguistics.  

 
IV. SYLLABUS FOR THE SEMINARS 

1. Language and Linguistics. General overview. Scope and basic issues. 
a) object-language vs. metalanguage 
b) type vs. token 

2. General Linguistics. Branches in the study of language. 
a) school vs. branch 
b) basic branches of internal and external linguistics 
c) levels and units of linguistic analysis 

3. The four basic schools. Structural Saussurean linguistics 
a) basic notions 
b) the dichotomies 
c) system and structure 

4. The cognitive basis of language. Language as a semiotic system 
a) linguistic units and conceptual categories 
b) words, meanings and concepts 
c) grammatical encoding vs. lexical encoding 

5. Phonetics and Phonology. 
a) the speech organs, articulatory phonetics  
b) consonants and vowels; phonemes and phonemic inventories (functional 

opposition) 
c) visualizing sounds – transcription 
d) the syllable, phonotactics.  

6. Meaningful building blocks: morphology. 
a) types of morphemes and allomorphs  
b) derivational vs. inflectional morphology 
c) parts of speech; function words. 
d) grammatical categories; parts of speech membership and sensitivity to 

grammatical categories 
e) grammatical markers/exponents (means of encoding grammatical meanings) 

7.   The lexicon and word-formation.  
8. Putting concepts together: syntax. 

a. words, phrases, clauses and sentences 
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b. hierarchicity, linearity, constituency 
c. types of sentences and types of clauses 
d. event schemas 
e. grounding elements  

9. Semantics and Pragmatics. 
a. meaning in language: compositionality and idiomaticity; 
b. meaning in interaction: inferencing. 

10. Synchrony vs. Diachrony. 
a. basic types of sound changes; 
b. basic types of lexical and semantic changes. 

11. Historical linguistics. 
a. basic types of morphological and syntactic changes; 
b. history of the English language. 

12. Language, culture, thought and meaning. Linguistic relativity. 
13. Language Universals. Classifications of languages. 
14. Psycholinguistics. 
15. Sociolinguistics. 

 
V. MANDATORY READING 

For each of the seminars (to the exception of the first one) you will be asked to read something 
before coming to class. Pop-up quizzes are based on these reading assignments.  

The readings are based on the mandatory reading materials compiled for ease of access 
and clarity in a pdf file, the access to which is provided by the instructors. They constitute 
CM (course materials). 
 
CM=Course materials (in alphabetical order): 

1. Bauer, L. (2007) The Linguistics Student’s Handbook. Edinburgh University Press.  (= 
HB) 

2. Brinton, L. and Brinton, D. (2010) The Linguistic Structure of Modern English. 
Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamin Publishing House. (= LSME) 

3. Downing, A. and Ph. Locke (2005) A University Course in English Grammar. Routledge. 
(= UCEG)   

4. Dirven, R. and Verspoor, M. (2004) Cognitive Explorations of Language and Linguistics.  
John Benjamins. (= CELL) 

5. Jeffries, L. (2006) Discovering Language. The Structure of Modern English. Plagrave 
Macmillan. (= DSML) 

6. Mair, Ch. (2008) English Linguistics: An Introduction. Teubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag. 
(= ELI) 

7. McGregor, W. (2015) Linguistics: An Introduction. Continuum. (= LINGINT) 
NB! The textbook is accompanied by a very useful supplementary site: 
http://mcgregor.continuumbooks.net/ 

      8.   Wolff, Phillip and Kevin Holmes (2011) “Linguistic Relativity.” In Advanced Review 2:  
 253–265. 
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READING ASSIGNMENTS PER WEEK 

 
Seminar Dates Topic Assignment 
One 3-7 October 2016 Language and Linguistics No reading assignment. 
Two 10-14 October 2016 Branches of Linguistics 

Levels and units of linguistic 
analysis 

HB (pp. 11–18); LINGINT 
(pp. 2–6); UCEG (pp. 9–20) 

Three 17-21 October 2016 Basic schools. 
Structuralism. 

HB (pp. 41–46); DSML 
(pp.195–199); LINGINT (pp. 
15–19)  

Four 24-28 October 2016 Design features. 
Structuring principles in 
language 

CELL (pp. 1-21); 
LINGINT (pp. 6–10; 11–15) 

Five 31 October - 4 
November 2016 

Phonetics and phonology CELL (pp. 101–123); LSME 
(pp. 50–78) 

Six 7-11 November 2016 Morphology. Types of 
morphemes and allomorphy 

LINGINT (pp. 56–68); LSME 
(pp. 113–142) 

Seven 14-18 November 2016 The Lexicon and Word-
formation 

LINGINT (pp. 80–98); CELL 
(pp. 25–44) 

Eight 21-25 November 2016 Syntax  UCEG (pp. 3–8); LINGINT 
(pp. 104–122); CELL (pp. 75–
97) 

Nine 28 November – 2 
December 2016 

Semantics and Pragmatics LINGINT (pp. 130–149); 
CELL (pp. 149–174) 

Ten 5-9 December 2016 Synchrony and Diachrony. 
Language change 

LINGINT (pp. 356–375) 

Eleven 12-16 December 2016 Changes in languages. The 
history of English. 

ELI (pp. 187–202) 
 

Twelve 19-23 December 2016 Language, culture, thought 
and meaning 

Linguistic relativity,  
Phillip Wolff and Kevin Holmes 

Thirteen 3-6 January 2017 Language Universals. 
Classifications of languages 

LINGINT (pp. 329–350; 382–
404) 

Fourteen 9-13 January 2017 Psycholinguistics LINGINT (pp. 205–223) 
Fifteen 16-20 January 2017 Sociolinguistics LINGINT (pp. 156–174) 

N.B. Official holidays (no classes): 25.11.2016 – St. Kliment Ohridski’s Day; 08.12.2016 – Student’s 
Day; 24.12.2016 - 02.01.2017 – Christmas break 

Semester: 03.10. 2016 – 20.01.2017; Exam session: 23.01. 2017 – 17.02. 2017 

VI. RECOMMENDED READING 

1. Aitchison, J. (1998) The Articulate Mammal: An Introduction to Psycholinguistics. 
Routledge, London 



6	
	

2. Akmajian, A., Demers, R., Farmer, A., and Harnish, R. (2001) Linguistics: An 
Introduction to Language and Communication. The MIT Press, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts  

3. Bauer, L. (2007) The Linguistics Student’s Handbook. Edinburgh University Press. 
4. Bolinger, D. and D. Sears (1981) Aspects of Language. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich 
5. Crowley, T. (1992) An Introduction to Historical Linguistics. Oxford University Press 
6. Crystal, D. (1995) Linguistics. Cambridge University Press 
7. De Beuagrande and W. Dressler (1981) Introduction to Text Linguistics. Longman  
8. Dirven, R. and Verspoor, M. (eds.) (2004) Cognitive Explorations of Language and 

Linguistics. John Benjamins Publishing House 
9. Evans, V. and M. Green (2006) Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction. Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press. 
10. Fasold, R. and J. Connor-Linton (2006) An Introduction to Language and Linguistics. 

Cambridge University Press 
11. Fromkin, V., and R. Rodman  (1993)  An Introduction to Language.  New York:  

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Publishers.  
12. Fromkin, V. (ed.) (2000) Linguistics: An Introduction to Linguistic Theory. Blackwell 

Publishing 
13. Fromkin, V., Rodman, R. and Hyams, N.  (2010/2007) An Introduction to Language. 

Thomson/Heinle, Boston, Mass  
14. Harris, R. and T. Taylor (1997) Landmarks In Linguistic Thought Volume I: The Western 

Tradition From Socrates To Saussure (History of Linguistic Thought) (Vol 1). Routledge 
15. Hurford, J., Heasley, B. and M. Smith (2007) Semantics: A Coursebook. CUP 
16. Joseph, J., Love, N. and T. Taylor (2001) Landmarks in Linguistic Thought Volume II: 

The Western Tradition in the Twentieth Century (History of Linguistic Thought) (Vol 2). 
Routledge 

17. Leech, G. (1985) Semantics. Penguin  
18. Lyons, J. (1977) Semantics, Vol. I. & II CUP 
19. McGregor, W. (2009) Linguistics: An Introduction. Continuum. 
20. O’Grady, W., Dobrovsky, M. and F. Katamba (2001) (2nd edition) Contemporary 

Linguistics: An Introduction. Pearson 
21. Parkvall, M. (2006)  Limits of Language: Almost everything you didn't know  about 

language and languages.  London: Battlebridge.  
22. Pinker, S. (1995) The Language Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language. 

HarperPerennial, New York  
23. Robins, R. H. (1989) General Linguistics: An Introductory Survey. Longman 
24. Seuren, P. (1998) Western Linguistics: An Historical Introduction. Wiley-Blackwell 
25. Smith, N. and D. Wilson (1988) Modern Linguistics: The Result of Chomsky’s 

Revolution. Penguin 
26. Stamenov et al. (eds.) (1992) Readings in Theoretical Grammar. Basic Concepts, Sofia 

University Press  
27. Tallerman, М. ( 2005) Understanding Syntax. Hodder Arnold, London 
28. Trask, R. (1994/2000) Language Change. Routledge 
29. Wardhaugh, R. (1977) Introduction to Linguistics. McGraw-Hill Book Company 
30. Москов, M. (2000) Език и езикознание. Сиела 
31. Бенвенист, Е. (1993) Езикът и човекът. Наука и изкуство 
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32. Сосюр, Ф. дъо (1992) Курс по обща лингвистика. Наука и изкуство  
33. Бояджиев, Ж.. (2001) Увод в езикознанието. Сиела 

 

N.B. Helpful but not essential is Manning, A. (2008) English for Language and Linguistics 
in Higher Education, Garnet (This is an ESAP course)  

VII. REFERENCE MATERIALS 

• Asher, R.E., Simpson, J.M.V. (eds) (1994) The Encyclopedia of Linguistics, 10 vols. 
Pergamon. 

• Bauer, L. (2007) The Linguistics Student’s Handbook. Edinburgh University Press  
• Frawley, W. (ed.) (2003) The Oxford International Encyclopedia of Linguistics. 4 vols. 

OUP, (1st edn, ed. W. Bright, 1991) 
• Crystal, D. (1997) A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics. 4th edition. Blackwell. 
• Matthews, P. (1997) The Oxford Dictionary of Linguistics. OUP. 
• Newmeyer, F.J. (ed.) (1988) Linguistics: The Cambridge Survey. 4 vols. CUP. 
• Trask, R.L. (1993) A Dictionary of Grammatical Terms in Linguistics. Routledge. 
• Crystal, D. (1987) The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language 
• Longman’s Dictionary of Applied Linguistics 
• Trask, R. (1999) Key Concepts in Linguistics 
• Collinge, N. (ed.) (1990) An Encyclopedia of Language  
• The Encyclopaedia of Language and Linguistics (1994) Vol. I – X. Pergamon.  

VIII. LINGUISTICS ON THE WEB 

1. IPA – International Phonetic Association: http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/ipa/ipa.html 
2. “Semiotics for Beginners” by Daniel Chandler: 

http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/semiotic.html 
3. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://plato.stanford.edu/ 
4. Ethnologue Languages of the World: http://www.ethnologue.com/ 
5. The Web Journal of Modern Language and Linguistics ISSN 1461-4499: 

http://wjmll.ncl.ac.uk/ 
6. UCLA Academic Departments and Units 
7. The Applied Linguistics WWW Virtual Library 
8. Indo-European Home Page (UC Berkeley) 
9. The iLove Languages Page (formerly Human Languages) 
10. Linguist List Includes the World-Wide Web Virtual Library on Linguistics. 
11. Scholarly Societies Project: Language & Linguistics (From the University of Waterloo 

(Electronic Library). Facilitates access to web pages and gophers maintained by or for 
scholarly societies across the world.)  

12. Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) 
13. University of Rochester Department of Linguistics 
14. Yahoo! - Social Science: Linguistics and Human Languages 
15. University Linguistics Departments, Programs and Centers (Extensive list maintained by 

Linguist/East Michigan University). 
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16. UCLA Linguistics Department 
17. MIT Linguistics Home Page (Includes MIT Dissertations awarded in Linguistics, 1964-

1994 and MIT Working Papers in Linguistics.) 
18. The Ohio State University, Department of Linguistics 
19. University of California at Berkeley Department of Linguistics (Includes links to the 

Berkeley Linguistics Society, Berkeley Women and Language Group, the Comparative 
Bantu Online Dictionary Project.) 

20. Center for the Study of Language and Information (CSLI) at Stanford University 
21. Haskins Laboratories, Yale University 

	

 

IX. SAMPLE EXAM  

Exam in Introduction to General Linguistics 

Name……………………………………………………….. Group…… Faculty No…………. 

Choose four of the six topics/questions listed below and write concise answers to the chosen 
four. Use your own paper, if needed. You have three astronomical hours to finish your answers. 
Please, write coherent paragraphs, not bullet-point plans. Good luck! 

1. Define and illustrate 5 types of word-formation in English. 
2. Define and illustrate four different types of grammatical marking. 
3. Discuss the structuring principle of iconicity in language. 
4. What do we include in a description of the phonotactics of a language? Provide an 

example from English. 
5. Describe the basic Saussurean dichotomies. 
6. How do the code model and the ostensive-inferential model of language and 

communication differ?  
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The sounds of language

Phonetics and Phonology

5.0 Overview

In the preceding chapters we have talked about meaningful units in language:
syntactic groups consist of words, which in turn consist of morphemes. Each is
meaningful at its own level. In this chapter, we will look at the parts that make
up morphemes: speech sounds. A separate speech sound on its own does not
have meaning, but when combined with other sounds, a small distinction such
as it vs. fit may make a meaningful difference.

This chapter describes speech sounds in their general, physical appearance
and in their functioning in one specific language, i.e. English. This difference
constitutes the basis of the two sciences of speech sounds, i.e. phonetics and
phonology.

First the speech organs and the main types of speech sounds are analyzed
and the ways to describe them are discussed. These speech sounds are the
consonants, vowels and diphthongs. In the sound system of a particular
language, things may be different from another language: what counts as two
different sounds in one language, may just be two variants of one element in the
sound system of the other language. Therefore a distinction between a sound
and a phoneme is introduced as well as a distinction between a phonetic
description and a phonemic one.

Groupings of sounds form a syllable and such groupings are again subject
to highly language-specific combination patterns. Syllables form words, which
are characterized by their own stress patterns. Words are combined in a sentence,
which carries one of the various intonation patterns possible in a language. In the
longer units of word groups or sentences, the sounds of single words undergo
massive changes such as linking, elision, assimilation etc. All these processes
enable a quick and efficient delivery of speech production and transmission.
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5.1 Introduction: Phonetics and phonology

Human beings can make an infinite number of speech sounds. If you say the
same word several times, or ask different people to say the same word, there will
be differences between the pronunciations. In spite of these differences, we
would still want to say that the pronunciations are in some important respects
“the same”.

The same holds with the written language. The following symbols all have
a different shape. Nevertheless, we are able to regard the different shapes as
examples of the “same” entity, i.e. the “first letter of the alphabet”.

A very general cognitive ability is involved here: categorization, i.e. the ability to
perceive different things as examples of the same category. One aspect of knowing
a language is the ability to categorize the great variety of speech sounds heard in
that language. The sound categories that a speaker of one language recognizes
will not necessarily coincide with those that a speaker of another language will
“hear”. Speakers of Thai hear the two “p”-sounds in pie and spy as different;
conversely, for the Japanese, the “s” and “sh” sounds in sushi are the same.

Here we have the basis of the distinction between phonetics and phonology.
Phonetics studies speech sounds as sounds, in all their complexity and diversity,
independent of their role in a given language. Phonology studies speech sounds
as these are categorized by speakers of a given language. In standard British
English, there are about 45 different categories of speech sounds, called pho-
nemes. As the languages of the world go, English is about average. Some
languages have fewer phonemes (Japanese has about 20). Others, e.g. !Xóõ, one
of the Bushman (“Khoisan”) languages of Southern Africa, have over a hun-
dred, amongst which a very intricate system of click sounds [!].

5.1.1 Spelling and pronunciation

Some languages (e.g. Spanish) have a writing system that is (almost) a phone-
mic one, i.e. each phoneme is always represented by the same letter, and vice
versa. But in English the relationship between pronunciation and spelling is, as
we all know, far from perfect. There are various reasons for this. First there are
more phonemes (about 45) than there are letters of the alphabet (26). Next,
there are historical reasons: when English spelling was standardized, many
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centuries ago, it was broadly phonemic in character. Spelling has remained
virtually the same, while pronunciation has changed considerably over the
centuries, and continues to do so. The vowels of English have been especially
“unstable”. Moreover, English has borrowed from other languages. Words of
foreign origin may be spelt according to the rules of the donor language,
thereby introducing numerous “irregularities” into English spelling. Examples
include French borrowings like rouge, chateau, champaign, quiche. Furthermore,
spellings have sometimes been influenced by speakers’ beliefs about etymology
(etymological spelling). Debt is a borrowing from Old French dette. The “b”
was never pronounced, but was inserted to show the supposed relation of the
word to Latin debitum. Finally, there is a very marked tendency for a given
morpheme always to be spelled the same way, even though its pronunciation
may vary from context to context. The is spelled the same way in the man and
the apple, although it is pronounced differently. You can recognize the invariant
spelling of the root morphemes in photograph and photographer, clean and
cleanse, sign and signature, family and familiar, even though the morphemes are
pronounced differently in each case.

Speakers sometimes attempt to re-establish the link between spelling and
pronunciation, not by changing the spelling, but by modifying the pronuncia-
tion. At the beginning of this century, waistcoat was pronounced /ÁweskIt/ or
/Áwesk6t/, to rhyme with biscuit. The current pronunciation /ÁweistÀk6ut/ is a
spelling pronunciation; the pronunciation is based on the conventional
spelling. Speakers who pronounce the “t” in often are likewise being influenced
by the spelling.

5.1.2 Phonetic symbols

Because spelling is not a faithful representation of pronunciation, it is useful to
have a set of special symbols whose values are generally agreed upon. This is the
function of the phonetic symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA). These symbols are in general use amongst linguists and are employed in
this book. Most modern dictionaries now give pronunciations of words using
these symbols.

5.2 Production of speech sounds

We can distinguish two main stages in the production of speech sounds:
phonation and articulation.
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– Phonation stands for the airstream becoming voiced or voiceless as ex-
plained further on (Figure 1). As air is expelled from the lungs, it passes
through the glottis (located behind the “Adam’s apple”). Located in the
glottis are the vocal folds — two flaps of flesh that can be brought together
or held apart. Phonation refers to the modulation of the airstream in the
glottis. If the vocal folds are brought together, they may vibrate, to produce
voice. If air passes freely through the glottis, the air stream is minimally
affected (this is the state of voicelessness).

– Articulation refers to the creation of a special resonance space for each
sound (Figure 2). This involves the shaping of the vocal tract (i.e. the
tubular structure above the larynx), by adjustment, in the oral cavity, of the
tongue, jaw, velum (soft palate), lips, etc. The great variety of speech sounds
that we are able to make depends very largely on the manner in which we
shape the vocal tract.

Phonation and articulation will be discussed in more detail below.

5.2.1 Phonation

If you clasp your hand tightly over your larynx while saying the word zoo, you
should be able to feel a certain vibration. The vibration is that of the vocal folds,
technically known as voice. Both [z] and [u] are voiced sounds.

If you repeat this exercise while saying a prolonged [s], you should feel no
vibration in the larynx. [s] is a voiceless sound.

For the production of voice, the vocal folds are brought together. When air
is pushed out from the lungs, it encounters the vocal folds as an obstacle. Air
pressure builds up under the folds until the folds are literally blown apart, and
air escapes through the glottis. The folds then return to their original position.
Air pressure builds up again, and the cycle is repeated. This repeated cycle
makes the folds vibrate. Each opening and closing cycle is very brief. In men,
the frequency ranges from about 80 to 150 cps (cycles per second), in women,
from about 120 up to 300 cps. For children, the rate may be even higher.

The frequency of the opening and closing cycle determines the pitch of the
sound; the higher the frequency, the higher the perceived pitch. The auditory
sensation of pitch is produced by the pattern of regular bursts of air passing
through the glottis.

Voicelessness ensues when the vocal folds are completely brought apart.
When air from the lungs reaches the larynx, it encounters no obstacle, and flows
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freely though the glottis. Whisper is characterized by voicelessness throughout.

Uvula

Pharynx

Glottis

Esophagus

lungs

Windpipe

Larynx

Oral cavity

Nasal cavity

Figure 1.�The vocal tract airflow

For obvious reasons, it is not possible to produce a voiceless sound with pitch,
or with pitch variations.

When the airstream, in passing through the oral cavity, is “obstructed” to
a marked degree, the sounds thus formed are collectively known as obstruents.
Many obstruents come in pairs of voiced and voiceless sounds. Here is a list of
the English obstruents, in their voiced/voiceless pairings.

Voiced Voiceless

[b] “big” [p] “pig”

[d] “do” [t] “too”

[:] “gum” [k] “come”

[v] “vine” [f] “fine”

[ð] “them” [θ] “thin”

[z] “zoo” [s] “Sue”

[Š] “measure” [w] “mesh”

[dŠ] “jeer” [tw] “cheer”
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The other main class of consonants, the sonorants, are typically voiced. (We can
think of sonorants as the “hummable” consonants.) These include the nasals
[m], [n] and []], the liquids [l] and [r], and the glides [j] and [w].

[m] “me”

[n] “knee”

[]] “sing”

[l] “love”

[r] “ray”

[j] “yes”

[w] “when”

5.2.2 Articulation

The second major component of speech production is articulation, i.e. the
shaping of the vocal tract as air passes through it. Aspects of articulation will be
studied in the next sections, which deal with the characterization of consonants
and vowels.

5.3 Consonants

Consonants and vowels are distinguished mainly in terms of the degree of
constriction in the vocal tract. Consonants involve some major constriction,
which obstructs the airflow at some point. Vowels on the other hand merely
involve a distinctive shaping of the oral cavity, with relatively little impedance
of the air flow.

Consonants can be described in terms of two major parameters: the place
in the vocal tract at which constriction occurs (place of articulation), and the
nature of the constriction (manner of articulation).

5.3.1 Places of articulation

In the articulation of a consonant, a movable articulator (usually some part of
the tongue, or the lips) is moved towards a more stable articulator (e.g. the
upper teeth, or some part of the palate). The following terms describe the more
common places of articulation.

– bilabial [p, b, m]. The lower lip articulates with the upper lip
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– labiodental [f, v]. The lower lip articulates with the upper teeth
– dental [θ, ð]. The tongue tip articulates with the top teeth
– alveolar [t, d, n, l, s, z]. The tongue tip articulates with the alveolar ridge.

Also many articulations of “r”.
– alveopalatal [w, Š]. The tongue front (excluding the tip) articulates with the

back part of the alveolar ridge.
– palatal [j]. The tongue blade articulates with the back part of the alveolar ridge.
– velar [k, :]. The tongue back articulates with the velum (soft palate). [k, :]

before back vowels, as in core, gore.

Uvula:
uvular

Pharynx

Glottis

EsophagusLarynx

Nose:
nasals

Velum:
velars

Palatum:
palatals

Jaw

lips:
labials

Alveloar ridge:
alveolars

Teeth: dentals

Figure 2.�Vocal tract: Places of articulation

5.3.2 Manner of articulation

Manner of articulation describes the kind of constriction that is made. The
following are the major categories (see Table 1):

– stops (plosives) [p, t, k, b, d, :, ‘]. Stops are made by completely blocking the
airstream at some point in the oral cavity.

– fricatives [f, v, θ, ð, s, z, w, Š]. They are made with a very narrow gap between
the articulators. The airstream passes through this gap under high pressure,
causing friction.

– affricates [tw, dŠ]. They are complex sounds, consisting of a stop followed
immediately by a fricative at the same place of articulation. Here, the stop is
gradually released so as to form a narrow constricted gap for the air to flow
through; this is the fricative part of the affricate.
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– approximants [r, l, j, w]. They are articulated with only minimal constric-
tion; consequently, there is virtually no friction. In most varieties of
English, word initial “r” is an approximant. It is articulated by moving the
tip of the tongue towards the alveolar ridge, deflecting the air over the
tongue without causing friction.
It is useful to distinguish several subcategories of approximants:
• laterals [l]. In laterals the air flows along the sides (or along one side) of the

tongue. For [l], the tip of the tongue forms a complete closure centrally
against the alveolar ridge (as in a stop), but the side(s) of the tongue
is/are lowered, and air is deflected between the side(s) and the gums.

• glides [j, w]. They are very short unstable versions of vowels, function-
ing in syllable structure as consonants. The initial [j] of yes is actually a
kind of [i], whilst the [w] of we is a short version of [u]. Notice that [w]
has a prominent bilabial (“lip-rounding”) component also.

• trills. Here, one articulator is let to vibrate in the outflowing air stream.
Scottish pronunciation of “r” is often an alveolar trill, with the tongue
tip vibrating under the alveolar ridge. The “r” in some varieties of
French and German is typically an uvular trill [R], with the uvula in
vibration.

• flaps are produced when the tongue strikes agains the alveolar ridge
once in passing. American speakers often articulate “t” and “d” as flaps,
especially when “t” and “d” occur intervocalically (between vowels),
e.g. matter, city, medal. Phonetic symbol: [n]

– A difficult sound to classify is [h]. It is a kind of fricative, and essentially
involves a slight friction at the not completely opened vocal folds, and no
further significant modification of the airstream.

– nasals [m, n, ]]. They involve a blocking of the oral airstream, by lowering
of the velum. Thus, the air is allowed to escape through the nasal cavities.

5.4 Vowels

As will be remembered from the previous section, consonants involve some
major obstruction of the airflow at some point of the vocal tract. Vowels differ
from consonants in that there is relatively little impedance of the air flow, but
the oral cavity is shaped in many different ways and this gives rise to the
different vowels and diphthongs. Vowels are more difficult to describe than
consonants. There are three reasons for this:



Chapter 5.�The sounds of language 109

a. Because there is no constriction of the vocal tract, it is often difficult to

Table 1.�Consonants of British English

Place of articulation

Manner of
articulation

bilabial labio-
dental

dental alveolar alveo-
palatal

palatal velar glottal

o
r
a
l

stops
fricatives
affricates
approximants
nasals

p, b

w
m

f, v θ, ð
t, d
s, z

l, r, n
n

w, Š
tw, dŠ

j

k, g

]

‘
h

describe precisely the posture adopted by the oral cavity;
b. Vowel categories tend to “overlap” and “merge into” each other, much

more than consonant categories;
c. Vowels tend to vary from accent to accent. Accent, in this sense, means the

regional or social differences in pronunciation. What makes the different
varieties of English sound so different, is mainly the vowels.

Since the tongue is the instrument par excellence to determine the posture
adapted by the oral cavity, vowel sounds are described primarily in terms of the
position of the tongue. Two parameters are important.

a. front vs. back. The highest part of the tongue may be towards the front of
the mouth, or towards the back;

b. high vs. low (also called close vs. open). The degree to which the tongue is
raised.

Independent of these two aspects are the following:

a. lip position. The lips may be rounded, or spread;
b. duration. A vowel can be long or short;
c. nasalization. A vowel can be oral or nasal.

In the next sections, we will first look at “ideal” vowels and then more particu-
larly at standard British vowels and diphthongs, which are sequences of vowels
within one syllable.
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5.4.1 Cardinal vowels

Because of the inherent difficulties of defining tongue positions, phoneticians
appeal to a set of reference point vowels. These are called cardinal vowels. The
cardinal vowels define “fixed points” in articulatory “vowel space”. Any vowel
under consideration can then be “placed” with reference to a cardinal vowel.

First, we define the four extreme points on the dimensions front/back,
high/low. These are:

[i]: high and front

[u]: high and back

[a]: low and front

[#]: low and back

These can be displayed in the vowel quadrilateral. Conventionally, the quadri-
lateral is shorter at the bottom. This represents the fact that with your mouth
wide open, there is less manoeuvre space for the tongue to go from front to
back. The front vowel space is then divided up by placing [e] and [7] at equidis-
tant intervals between [i] and [a], while the back space is divided up with [o]
and [f]. This gives the eight primary cardinal vowels (Table 2).

Of the eight primary cardinal vowels, the four back vowels are rounded, the

#

o

u

f

i

e

$

7

roundedunrounded
Table 2.�Primary cardinal vowels

four front vowels are unrounded. This is the “normal”, or unmarked state of
affairs, in the sense that front vowels in the world’s languages are predominant-
ly unrounded, while back vowels are predominantly rounded. We can, however,
make rounded back vowels unrounded, and unrounded front vowels rounded.
In this way, we get the eight secondary cardinal vowels (Table 3). Some of these
vowels are found in languages other than English, such as French, German,
Dutch, and Turkish.
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5.4.2 The vowels of (standard) British English

"

>

Y

%

y

œ

5

roundedunrounded

ø

Table 3.�Secondary cardinal vowels

It is important to remember that cardinal vowels are reference points. When
describing the vowels of a language (e.g. English), we “place” each vowel with
respect to these reference points. The symbols that we use are largely a matter
of convention. Although the vowel in see does not coincide with cardinal [i], we
may nevertheless use the symbol [i], provided that we do not forget that we
characterize English [i] with respect to cardinal [i].

Since the same convention is applied in other languages, we will have
differences in the realizations of [i] in English and in the other languages. That
is, [i] is pronounced quite differently in English, German or French, but by
convention we use the same symbol.

Because of the large number of vowels in English, it is necessary to employ
several symbols over and above the cardinal vowel symbols.

Here are the vowels of standard British English (also see Table 4).

beat i the 6 boot u

bit I bird 8 put ~
bet e but % bored f
bat æ bard " pot #

The schwa vowel /6/ is used exclusively in unstressed syllables, e.g. a sofa, a
banana. Some of these vowels are noticeably longer than the others. The “long”
vowels are the vowels in beat, bird, boot, bored, bard. Some dictionaries include
the length symbol [˜] in their transcription of the vowels.

The approximate location of the vowels in the vowel quadrilateral is shown
in Table 4.
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5.4.3 The diphthongs of (standard) British English

#
%

5 "

ff88
e

6

i
I ~

u
Table 4.�Approximate location of English vowels

English has several diphthongs. A diphthong is a sequence of two vowels within
a single syllable. One component of the diphthong is more prominent than the
other. In the English diphthongs, it is usually the first component which is more
prominent, but in other languages, e.g. French this may be different.

When the tongue moves during a diphthong, the diphthong obviously
comprises a whole series of vowel qualities. The transitional qualities however
are of no perceptual significance. What is important is only the starting and end
point of the diphthong.

Even so, the precise quality of the less prominent component is also often
unimportant. In boy, it is important only that the diphthong ends up some-
where in the general area of “high, front, unrounded”. In such a situation, it is
acceptable to use the symbol [i] as a cover symbol for “highish, frontish,
unrounded”, and [u] for “highish, backish, rounded”. Thus, boy may be
transcribed as [bfi], and so as [s6u]. Since the second element of these diph-
thongs is a high vowel, they are called rising diphthongs; if the second element is
a schwa, we have centring diphthongs.

There are two broad categories of diphthongs in English, which differ
according to the direction of vowel movement. The rising diphthongs, where
the movement is towards a high vowel, and the centering diphthongs, where the
movement is towards schwa. Rising diphthongs are in turn divided into those
which have movement towards /i/, and those which have movement towards
/u/. The different types are listed below, with suggestions for their transcription.

say
sigh
soy

ei
i
i

$
f

how
so

$
6
u
u

e6
6
6

i
u

hair
here
poor

centringrising
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Some speakers have triphthongs, i.e. sequences of three vowel sounds within a
syllable. Here are some examples, with suggestions for their transcription:

shower, flower au6
fire, hire ai6
lawyer fi6

5.5 Phonemes and allophones; phonemic transcription

Just as one word may have many different senses and the exact sense of the
word does not become really clear until it is used in a context, sounds may have
many variations, too, dependent on the sounds surrounding them. In the next
sections we will look at the terms used for a “family of sounds” and where the
different “family members” may occur.

5.5.1 Definitions

The “p” sound in pin is different from the “p” sound in spin; the former is
aspirated [ph], the latter unaspirated [p]. Yet, in an important sense, we want to
say that the two “p” sounds of English, in spite of their phonetic difference, are
variants of the same sound. The term phoneme designates the more abstract
unit, of which [ph] and [p] are examples. [ph] and [p] are allophones of the
same phoneme, /p/. (See Figure 3.)

By convention, phonemes are written between slashes / /, while allophones
(or, more generally, sounds considered in their phonetic aspects) are written
between square brackets [ ].

Two languages may classify their sounds in different ways. English and

/p/    (phoneme)

[p] [p ]    (allophones)h

Figure 3.�A phoneme and its allophones

Spanish both have [d] and [ð]. For English speakers, the sounds are different
(they are categorized as different phonemes), and they serve to distinguish word
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meanings (den vs. then). For the Spanish speaker, the two sounds are merely
variants of the same phoneme. Thus, [d] occurs word-initially, while [ð] occurs
intervocalically. Compare donde “where” [donde] and lado “side” [laðo]. If you
pronounce lado with a [d], you get a variant pronunciation of lado, but you do
not get a different word.

Whereas English speakers regard aspirated and unaspirated voiceless stops
as variants of the same sound, Thai speakers do not. Compare Thai /phaa/
“split” and /paa/ “forest”.

As this example shows, a simple way of deciding whether two sounds in a
language belong to one phoneme or to two different phonemes is to look for
minimal pairs. A minimal pair is a pair of words that are identical in all respects
except for the sounds in question. The minimal pair pat, bat confirms that /p/
and /b/ constitute separate phonemes in English. On the other hand the
impossibility of a contrast between [sphai] and [spai], or between [phai] and
[pai] confirms that [ph] and [p] do not belong to different phonemes in English.

5.5.2 Free variation and complementary distribution

The precise amount of aspiration in English stops (as in the initial stops in pat,
cat, tat) is not linguistically relevant. Stops with different degrees of aspiration
are in free variation. When sounds are in free variation, it basically doesn’t
matter which sound you select, and the meaning of an utterance is not affected.

Another situation is where one allophone occurs exclusively in one envi-
ronment (context), another allophone occurs exclusively in another environ-
ment. The sounds are then said to be in complementary distribution. Here are
some examples of sounds that are in complementary distribution in English.

a. Aspirated and unaspirated voiceless stops. The former occur in syllable-
initial position before a stressed vowel, e.g. top; the latter occur after
syllable-initial [s], e.g. stop.

b. Allophones of English /h/ can be regarded as voiceless versions of the
following vowel. The “h” sounds in hen, heart, hat, who are phonetically
very different. Yet the choice of one variant over the other is fully deter-
mined by the following vowel. The different varieties of “h” are therefore in
complementary distribution.

c. A dental stop [t̄] occurs in the word eighth /eit̄θ/. But dental stops do not
contrast with alveolar stops in English. Dental stops occur only before a
dental fricative. Dental stops are therefore in complementary distribution
with alveolar stops.
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d. The vowel in leave is longer than the vowel in leaf. The length difference is
a consequence of the voicing of the following consonant. In general, a
vowel is shorter before a voiceless consonant than before a voiced conso-
nant. The length difference is therefore not phonemic. The longer and
shorter varieties of the vowel are in complementary distribution.

e. In English, vowels before a nasal consonant are often nasalized, e.g. can’t
[k"̃nt]. Whereas in French, oral and nasal vowels contrast in minimal pairs,
this is not so in English. In English, oral and nasal vowels are in comple-
mentary distribution.

Native speakers are usually quite unaware of the extent of allophonic variation
in their language. English speakers think of the /p/ in pie and the /p/ in spy as
“the same sound”; it is only after studying phonetics that one realizes that they
are in fact very different sounds! Speakers’ intuitions thus reflect a knowledge
of the phonemic structure of their language, rather than its phonetic reality.

5.5.3 Principles of transcription

What is usually called “phonetic transcription”, e.g. in dictionaries for foreign
language students, is in actual fact a phonemic transcription. A phonetic
transcription aims to represent phonetic variation in all its detail. The ability to
produce a good phonetic transcription is a skill which requires many years of
training.

Fortunately, for many purposes of linguistic analysis, a phonemic transcrip-
tion is sufficient. A phonemic transcription represents each sound segment by
the phoneme which it instantiates. For any given language, the inventory of
phonemes is quite limited (between 30 and 50 in most cases). A phonemic
transcription can then be supplemented by a set of statements which give details
of the possible realizations of each phoneme in its different environments.

It is therefore quite legitimate to transcribe the words pie and spy as /pai/,
/spai/, with the understanding that syllable-initial /p/ before a stressed vowel is
realized with aspiration [ph].

You can think of a phonemic transcription as an “ideal” alphabetic spelling
system. English spelling does not represent aspiration, because aspiration is not
phonemic. Spanish spelling does not represent the difference between [d] and
[ð] because the difference in not phonemic. The same difference in English is
phonemic, however, and is represented in spelling.
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5.6 Beyond the phoneme

In describing the sound system of a language, it is not enough to list the
phonemes and their allophones. We also need to state the ways in which sounds
are combined. To do this, it is often necessary to refer to units “above” the
individual sounds. One such unit, of fundamental importance in all languages,
is the syllable. Other units are stress, tone and intonation.

5.6.1 Syllables

i.� What is a (phonological) syllable?
It is actually rather difficult to give a precise definition of “syllable”. One way to
think of syllables is as units determined by “peaks of sonority” (i.e. vowels),
flanked by elements of lower sonority (i.e. consonants). The stream of speech
consists, therefore, of alternations of sonorous and less sonorous elements.

Languages differ considerably with respect to the kinds of syllables which
they allow. On the one hand there are languages like Maori, which tolerate only
syllables of the form (C)V. A syllable, that is, consists of an obligatory vowel,
preceded by an optional consonant. In such languages, it is not possible for two
consonants to occur adjacent to each other; in addition, every syllable (and
hence, every word and every utterance) must end in a vowel.

English, on the other hand, permits syllables of considerable complexity,
with consonant clusters (i.e. groups of more than one consonant) allowed in
both syllable-initial and syllable-final position, e.g. spray /sprei/, sixths /sIkst̄θs/.
Even so, it is not the case that any combination of consonants can occur. A
syllable-initial cluster of three consonants can only consist of /s/ + voiceless stop
+ one of /l, r, j, w/, as in string, scream, splice, spew, skew, squat.

Some languages permit consonant clusters which are quite alien to English.
Russian allows syllable-initial clusters consisting of two voiced stops, as in gd’e
“where”, two voiceless stops, as in ptit’a “bird”, two nasals, as in mn’e “to me”,
or a stop plus nasal, as in kniga “book”. (Note: in transliterating Russian words,
it is normal to indicate palatalization, i.e. the articulation of a consonant with
a high front tongue position, by means of the apostrophe, as in mn’e.)

The distribution of a phoneme is the position in a syllable where a given
phoneme can occur. The velar nasal /]/ can only occur in syllable-final position,
and then only after the “short” vowels /I, e, æ, #, %, 6/; there are, for example, no
native English words beginning with /]/. These facts about English cannot be
stated without reference to syllables. It would be false to claim, for example, that
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/]/ cannot occur before vowels; it obviously can, as in singing /sI]I]/.
Syllable boundaries can be represented in a transcription by means of [.].

The syllabification of singing could be represented as /sI].I]/.

ii.�Long and short vowels
Some monosyllabic words lack a postvocalic consonant, e.g. he, car, saw, sow.
Only a subset of the English vowels occur in such words. There are no English
words */bI/, */bæ/, */b~/, etc. The so-called “short” vowels /I, e, æ, #, ~, %/ must
be followed by a consonant: /bIt/, /bæt/, /b~k/. On the other hand, the so-called
“long” vowels (i.e. all the remaining vowels, and the diphthongs) can readily
occur without a following consonant in a monosyllabic word.

iii.�The case of “h” and “r”
We need to refer to syllables in order to describe the distribution of /h/ and /r/.
Concerning /h/, we need to say that the sound can only occur in syllable-initial
position; it would not be enough to say that /h/ cannot occur after a vowel.

The case of /r/ is especially interesting. We can make a broad distinction
between two groups of English accents according to the pronunciation of words
like car, part, nurse, source. Most North American speakers (as well as speakers
of Scottish and Irish English) pronounce the “r” in these words. Speakers of
standard British English (as well as speakers of “Southern hemisphere English”,
i.e. New Zealanders, Australians, South Africans) generally do not pronounce
the “r”. For speakers who do not pronounce the “r”, the words sauce and source
are homophones (they are pronounced identically); Americans, however,
pronounce the words differently.

How can we describe the difference between the two dialect groups? It is
not sufficient to say that in British English (etc.) the “r” does not occur post-
vocalically. In The car runs well the “r” of runs occurs after the vowel in car. It
would be more accurate to say that “r” occurs only in syllable-initial position
than to say it may not occur after a vowel within the same syllable.

iv.�The linking “r”
Although British (etc.) speakers pronounce car without the final “r”, the “r”
often does emerge if the following word begins with a vowel. Compare

the car was mine/the car (r)is mine

In the second example, the “r” is pronounced, and gets attached to the follow-
ing syllable. This is the linking “r”.

Sometimes, an “r” is inserted even if there is no “r” in the spelling: Asia



118 Cognitive Exploration of Language and Linguistics

(r)and Africa, the idea (r)of it. This is often called the “intrusive r”. You some-
times get an “intrusive r” within a word, as in withdraw(r)ing, saw(r)ing.

5.6.2 Stress, tone, intonation

Stress is a property of syllables. A stressed syllable is produced with more energy
than an unstressed syllable. Stressed syllables, therefore, are more “prominent”
than unstressed syllables. They are typically longer and louder than unstressed
syllables, and are produced with greater clarity. Unstressed syllables tend to be
short, and are often pronounced rather indistinctly.

Each word in English has a distinctive word stress pattern. Some words are,
amongst others, distinguished by stress location: SUBject vs. subJECT. The
phonetic symbol for stress is [Á] placed before the stressed syllable: [Ás%bdŠekt],
[s6bÁdŠekt].

Within an utterance, stress can highlight the important words, often by
suggesting a contrast. Compare: HE didn’t do that, He DIDN’T do that, He
didn’t DO that, He didn’t do THAT. It is not difficult to construct contexts in
which each of these variants would be appropriate.

Tone is also a property of syllables. In a tone language like Chinese, most
syllables are associated with a characteristic pitch melody. This means that the
same syllable spoken with a different tone each time has a different meaning.
The pitch melody assigned to the syllable is just as much a part of the word as
is the phonemic structure of the syllable.

Intonation is the melody superimposed on an utterance. Intonation is of
importance in English for signalling the function of an utterance (e.g. as a
statement or question), and for expressing speaker attitudes (see Chapter 4.4.1
and 4.4.2). It may be very interesting to compare the many intonations that can
be associated with really.

5.7 Sounds in context

It is not sufficient to study sounds in isolation since sounds may change under
the influence of other sounds when words are combined with other words. In
the longer units of word groups or sentences, the sounds of single words
undergo massive changes such as linking, elision, assimilation etc.
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5.7.1 “Linking”

One kind of change involves adding linking elements at the boundaries of
words. Examples from English are the linking and “intrusive r”, discussed in the
preceding section.

5.7.2 Elision

Sounds are often omitted in the stream of speech, especially in informal
speaking styles. This is known as elision. Elisions should not be thought of as
“careless”, or “lazy”. On the contrary, not to use elided pronunciations in
relaxed, informal speech could be perceived as pedantic.

In careful speech, library would have three syllables. In informal speech, it
could have only two [laibri]. Likewise, ordinary has four syllables only in very
careful speech.

Consonant clusters are often the target of elision, i.e. one or more conso-
nants in a cluster are elided. The elided consonants are nearly always alveolar or
dental.

Clothes in careful speech is [kl6uðz]. In informal speech it is [kl6uz]. This
pronunciation is especially likely if the next word begins with a consonant, as in
clothes cupboard.

And typically loses the final stop, especially if the following word begins
with a consonant: you and me [ju 6n mi].

Next and last generally lose their final /t/ before a word beginning with a
consonant: last night [las nait].

/h/ is generally elided in unstressed syllables. In I saw HIM (with stress on
him), the /h/ is pronounced. If him is unstressed, the /h/ is elided: I SAW him [ai
Ásf Im] or [ai Ásf 6m]. It is even possible for an “intrusive r” to appear in the
phrase: [ai sf rIm].

5.7.3 Assimilation

Assimilation is a process whereby one sound causes an adjacent sound to be
“more similar” to itself. Assimilation can be progressive (a sound influences the
following sound), or retrogressive (a sound influences a preceding sound).

Progressive assimilation is illustrated by the alternative pronunciations of
the plural morpheme. After a voiceless consonant, plural “s” is voiceless: cats
[kæts]. After a voiced sound (either consonant or vowel), plural “s” is voiced:
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dogs [df:z], bees [biz]. Further examples of progressive assimilation are the
devoicing of the normally voiced [l, r] when these sounds occur after a voiceless
consonant in a syllable-initial cluster: please, pray [p®liz, p ®rei].

Retrogressive assimilations are frequent in English. News has a final voiced
[z]. Yet in newspaper voiceless [p] causes preceding [z] to become [s]:
[njuspeip6].

The above examples illustrate voicing assimilation, i.e. the voice/
voicelessness of a segment “spreads” into a neighbouring segment.

Place assimilation is when the place of articulation of a consonant spreads
into a neighbouring consonant. Retrogressive place assimilation is frequent in
English. Thus, good boy may be spoken as [:~b bfi], good girl as [:~: :8l]. The
nasal in the negative prefixes un- and in- often assimilates to the place of
articulation of a following consonant. In unbelievable the negative prefix is
followed by a bilabial, and may be pronounced [6m], while in unconscious it is
followed by a velar, and may be pronounced [6]]. In unfavourable one might
get the labiodental nasal [X].

Nasal assimilation occurs when one segment takes on the nasality of a neigh-
bouring segment. Vowels often nasalize before a nasal consonant: can’t [kãnt].

Assimilation can be total, i.e. a sound can become identical to its neighbour.
By retrogressive voicing assimilation, is Sam [Iz sæm] becomes [Is sæm].

Some assimilations (e.g. the devoicing of /z/ in newspaper) are obligatory
within word boundaries, often, however, they are optional, and tend to be more
frequent the more informal and relaxed the speaking style.

Assimilation can sometimes appear to change the phonemic structure of a
word. In the example good boy, the final [d] of good is changed to [b], i.e. an
allophone of the /d/ phoneme has been replaced by an allophone of a different
phoneme, i.e. /b/. In other cases, assimilation replaces one allophone of a
phoneme by another allophone of the same phoneme, as when the [l] of play
becomes voiceless. Although we cannot pursue this matter here, facts of this
nature have led some linguists to question the theoretical status of the pho-
neme, as traditionally defined. For example, given that comfort is pronounced
[k%Xf6t], and that the use of [X] represents place assimilation to the following
[f], to which phoneme should [X] be assigned, to /m/ or to /n/?

5.7.4 Palatalization

Palatalization is a rather common process in which the palatal glide [j] causes
a preceding obstruent to be articulated in the palatal region.
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Palatalization has the following effects, and may occur across word bound-
aries or within a word:

[d] + [j] Æ [dŠ] did you [dIdju] Æ [dIdŠu]

[t] + [j] Æ [tw] hit you [hItju] Æ [hItwu]

[z] + [j] Æ [Š] please you [plizju] Æ [pliŠu]

[s] + [j] Æ [w] issue [Isju] Æ [Iwu]

(conservative British) (progressive)

Strictly speaking, this is an example of retrogressive assimilation. Its effects
however, merit separate treatment. Some of the oddities of English spelling reflect
palatalizations that occurred in the past. The fact that orthographic “s” in sure,
sugar is pronounced [w] is a consequence of the sound change [sju] Æ [wu].

5.7.5 Vowel reduction

Vowel reduction is the process in which unstressed vowels in English typically
lose their distinctive quality and take on the quality of the schwa vowel.
Compare the [æ] vowel that occurs in stressed and, with the schwa vowel that
occurs in unstressed and.

Vowel reduction can be clearly observed in sets of words like the following.
Note how the vowels change according to whether they are stressed or not.

PHOtograph /Áf6ut6gr"f/

phoTOgrapher /f6Át#gr6f6/

photoGRAphic /f6ut6ÁgræfIk/

5.7.6 “Weak” and “strong” forms

Many of the shorter function words of English, i.e. free grammatical mor-
phemes such as prepositions, articles, parts of the verbs be and have, etc., have
two pronunciations, according to whether they are stressed or unstressed, called
“strong” and “weak” forms respectively. The strong forms occur in sentences
such as “He should do it”. The weak forms (pronunciations used when the
words are unstressed) exhibit a mixture of vowel reductions and elisions.

You should have done it [j6 w~d6v d%n6t]
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5.7.7 Complex processes

Sometimes it is possible to display the series of processes whereby careful and
relaxed pronunciations can be related.

boys and girls girls and boys

[bfiz ænd :8lz] [:8lz ænd bfiz]

(vowel reduction) [bfiz 6nd :8lz] [:8lz 6nd bfiz]

(elision) [bfiz 6n :8lz] [:8lz 6n bfiz]

(place assimilation) [bfiz 6] :8lz] [:8lz 6m bfiz]

does she

d%z wi
(place assimilation) d%Š wi
(voice assimilation) d%w wi
(elision) d% wi

5.8 Summary

Phonetics is the study of the physical aspects of speech sounds which may occur
in any language, whereas phonology is the study of the sound system of a given
language. Spelling and pronunciation may differ very strongly. Sometimes an
etymological spelling as in debt /det/ is introduced to mark the etymology of a
word. Spelling pronunciation is the opposite: a letter that is written such as t in
often is pronounced by some people because they “see” it. Because the spelling
and the pronunciation may differ so strongly the International Phonetic
Association has developed a set of phonetic symbols. We characterize speech
sounds from the point of view of phonation, which determines the difference
between voiced and unvoiced (or voiceless) sounds, and articulation, which
determines the shape of the vocal tract and thus creates the space for each
individual sound. Consonants are determined by both the place of articulation
and the manner of articulation, such as full occlusion, strong restriction or
almost no impediment of the airstream. Vowels and diphthongs have no
impediment whatsoever and are far more difficult to localize. Therefore some
reference points, known as cardinal vowels, are chosen in the oral cavity and
with the help of the parameters, high vs. low and front vs. back, all the vowels
may be characterized. The pronunciation of vowels may greatly differ because



Chapter 5.�The sounds of language 123

of accent, i.e. the regional or social differences in pronunciation. Diphthongs
are combinations of two vowels in one syllable. Since different sounds may be
variants of one and the same phoneme, this category is of a psychological rather
than physical nature. It is what in a given language is considered to be meaning-
discriminating. Two different sounds are two different phonemes if they cause
a difference in meaning as in a minimal pair like pear and bear. Different
sounds that do not create a difference in meaning like the [th] in top and the [t]
in stop are allophones, which in this case occur in complementary distribution.
This means that they are bound to a given position: [th] can only occur in initial
position, [t] in non-initial position. If the context does not play a role, allo-
phones are in free variation. We must also distinguish between a phonetic
transcription, describing all the allophones of a phoneme, and a phonemic
transcription, only taking care of the phonemes.

In addition to speech sounds, also larger entities such as the syllable, stress,
tone and intonation are important. A phonological syllable consists of a vowel(-
like) sonorant core, i.e. a vowel or diphthong, represented as V and optionally
a consonant (C). Languages differ very strongly in their patterns of syllable
structure. The position which a phoneme can have in a syllable is known as its
distribution. In English many consonants can be combined into consonant
clusters. If a phoneme is not pronounced in a given position, e.g. /r/ source in
British English, we may have homophones as with source and sauce. Also stress
and tone are properties of syllables, whereas intonation is the melody superim-
posed on an utterance. Syllables are grouped into words and therefore word
stress is needed to mark the main syllable. The flow of sentences causes the
individual words to be adapted in various ways. Linking elements may have to be
added between words ending and beginning with a vowel, elision may be needed,
and especially consonants may have to be adapted to each other, which is
known as assimilation. We distinguish between two types of voice assimilation:
progressive assimilation as in dogs /d#gz/ and retrogressive assimilation as in
hotdog /h#d#g/. Place assimilation occurs in good boy /g~bfi/. Other processes
of adaptation to the speech stream are palatalization, vowel reduction and the
use of weak forms in unaccented syllables and strong forms in accented ones.
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Chapter 5

Grammatical categories and word classes

1. Grammatical categories

2. Determining word classes

Chapter preview

The first half of the chapter defines the grammatical categories (number, person, 

gender, case, degree, definiteness, tense, aspect, mood, and voice) and the distinctions 

within each category, explaining how each of these categories is expressed in the 

different parts of speech in English. The second half of the chapter considers the 

classification of words using formal (inflectional and distributional) tests. Tests for the 

categories of noun, adjective, verb, auxiliary, and particle are examined.

Commentary

1. Grammatical categories

In the previous chapter, we introduced the distinction between lexical and grammatical 
morphemes, but apart from listing the inflectional affixes of English, we were – in our dis-
cussion of the processes of word formation – primarily concerned with lexical morphemes. 
We return now to grammatical morphemes, focusing on the diversity of their meanings 
and forms in English. You will recall that grammatical morphemes may be either free roots 
(function words) or bound affixes (inflectional suffixes). Semantically, grammatical mor-
phemes express grammatical notions such as number or tense, what are called the gram-
matical categories. In this section, we will look in more detail at the different grammatical 
categories, the terms of each category (the distinctions made within each category), and  
the means by which they are expressed in English. In synthetic languages, such as Classical 
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Latin or Greek, the grammatical categories are expressed almost exclusively by inflec-
tional endings, whereas in analytic languages, such as Present-day English or French, 
the grammatical categories are expressed primarily by word order (the position of a 
word in a sentence) and by function words, as well as by a few inflections.1 A phrase 
containing a function word which is functionally equivalent to an inflection is called 
a periphrasis, or periphrastic form. For example, in English, we can express the pos-
sessive either by an inflection -’s (as in Alicia’s cat) or by a periphrasis with of (as in 
the leg of the table).

Let us look first at the concept of a grammatical category, which is rather difficult to 
define. It is important to keep in mind that a grammatical category is a linguistic, not a 
real-world category, and that there is not always a one-to-one correspondence between the 
two, though they are usually closely related. For example “tense” is a linguistic category, 
while “time” is a category of the world. If we consider the following two past-tense forms 
underlined below:

a. I saw a movie last night.
b. I wish you would go.

we see that the past tense expresses past time in (a), as is usual, but that it expresses future 
time in (b). And if we consider the following two present-tense forms underlined below:

a. I bite my nails.
b. I leave tomorrow.

we see that the present tense expresses a timeless habit in (a) and a future time in (b), nei-
ther expressing an action occurring at the present moment. Grammatical categories can 
thus be identified either by formal or notional means. In the first case, we look at the formal 
distinctions made in a language solely by means of inflection. By these criteria, English 
has only two tense distinctions, past and present (as in work/worked). In the second case, 
however, there is assumed to be a universal set of grammatical categories and terms, which 
for tense are past, present, and future. These are expressed in English by means of inflection 
and, in the case of the future, by periphrasis (as in will work). Languages will express dif-
ferent subsets of these universal distinctions and will do so in different ways. We can also 
differentiate between overt and covert categories. Overt categories have explicit or formal 
realization on the relevant part of speech, such as past tense in English (the -ed inflection 
on the verb), while covert categories are expressed only implicitly by the cooccurrence of 
particular function words, such as the future tense in English (the will auxiliary occurring 
with the verb). Finally, we must decide whether a distinction is expressed systematically 

.  Languages are situated on a cline between these language types. A language such as Modern 
German, for example, is more synthetic than Present-day English but more analytical than classical 
Latin. Modern French is probably somewhat more synthetic than Present-day English.
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and regularly in a language, by a regular grammatical marker, or whether it is expressed 
idiosyncratically and lexically, by the meaning of content words. For example, the distinc-
tion “dual” (the concept of ‘two’) is expressed grammatically in Old English by special 
forms of the personal pronouns, that is, by wit ‘we two’ and git ‘you two’. In Present-day 
English dual is expressed lexically only with the words both or two, not grammatically by 
an inflection or function word.

The following inventory of grammatical categories proceeds through the nominal cat-
egories (number, gender, person, case, degree, definiteness) and then the verbal categories 
(tense, aspect, mood, and voice).

1.1 Number

The first category, number, is relatively simple. There are two terms of this category in 
 English: singular (the concept of ‘one’) and plural (the concept of ‘more than one’). Number 
is expressed by inflection in:

– count nouns, generally by -s (dog/dogs)
– demonstratives (this/these, that/those)
– the 1st and 3rd p (but not in the 2nd p) of pronouns
 personal pronouns (I/we)
 possessive determiners (my/our)
 possessive pronouns (mine/ours)
 reflexive pronouns (myself/ourselves)

HINT: For historical reasons the idiosyncratic forms of the personal pronouns are 
considered “inflected forms”, though they do not always contain separable inflectional 
endings.

Number is also expressed by distinct forms of certain pronouns and adjectives:

– singular: every, each, someone, anybody, a/an
– plural: all, many, few, several, most

It is also indicated in a limited way in verbs, by the singular -s of the 3rd p which occurs 
in the present but not in the past tense (he writes versus they write, he wrote). Number is 
expressed more fully in the inflected forms of the verb be (singular am, is, was, plural are, 
were), which because of its high frequency, tends to preserve inflections more fully than 
do other verbs.2

.  The history of the English language has involved a gradual loss of inflections in all parts  
of speech.
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The concept of generic number, which incorporates both singular and plural and is 
used when one doesn’t want to specify number, is expressed in English in three ways:

1. the definite article + singular noun (The tiger may be dangerous),
2. the indefinite article + singular noun (A tiger may be dangerous), and
3. Ø article + plural of count nouns or singular of mass nouns (Tigers may be dangerous 

or Gold is valuable).

Finally, an “odd” use of number is use of the plural when singular is denoted, in the  so-called 
“royal we” or “editorial we”.

1.2 Gender

English has a rather straightforward system of gender called natural gender, in which 
gender distinctions made in language depend upon the sex of the object in the real  
world. English distinguishes masculine, feminine, common gender (m or f), and neuter 
(sexless) genders.

HINT: A system of gender found in many languages, such as German, French, or Italian, 
as well as in an earlier stage of English, is called grammatical gender. Grammatical 
gender appears to be arbitrary, not related to the sex of the object denoted, as in German 
das Mädchen ‘the girl’ (neuter gender) or French le jour ‘the day’ (masculine gender) or 
Italian la vita ‘the life’ (feminine gender). Historically, there is probably motivation for 
grammatical gender since it serves as a means of subcategorizing nouns, but for the 
contemporary speaker, the motivation is generally not obvious.

In English, gender is expressed by inflection only in personal pronouns, and only in the 
3rd person, singular he, she, it; the 1st and 2nd person forms I, we, and you are common 
gender, while the 3rd person plural form they is either common gender or neuter (the people 
… they, the boats … they). Relative and interrogative pronouns and some other pronouns 
inflectionally express a related category of “animacy” (animate/inanimate): somebody/one vs. 
something, anybody/one vs. anything, who, whom vs. what, which. Distinctions of animacy are 
variable, but commonly speakers distinguish between human beings and higher animals (the 
{woman, dog} who …) and lower animals and inanimate things (the {ant, stone} which …).

There is nothing about the morphological form of nouns such as boy and girl which 
would indicate that they are masculine or feminine gender. Instead, gender is shown by the 
cooccurrence of relevant pronouns, he and she, which refer back to the noun: the boy … he, 
the girl … she. Thus, we say that gender is a covert category of the noun.3 However, gender 
may also be expressed overtly on the English noun in a number of limited ways:

.  It is also generally the case in languages with grammatical gender that the accompanying 
article or demonstrative, not the shape of the noun, reveals its gender.
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1. by derivational suffixes, such as the feminine suffixes -ine (hero/heroine), -ess (god/god-
dess), -rix (aviator/aviatrix), and -ette (suffragist/suffragette) or the common gender suf-
fixes -er (baker), -ist (artist), -ian (librarian), -ster (prankster), and -ard (drunkard);

2. by compounds, such as lady-, woman-, girl-, female-, -woman (lady friend, woman 
doctor, girl friend, female fire fighter, chairwoman) or boy-, male-, gentleman-, -man 
(boy friend, male nurse, gentleman caller, chairman);

3. by separate forms for masculine, feminine, and common genders, such as boy/girl/
child or rooster/hen/chicken; and

4. by separate forms for masculine and feminine genders, such as uncle/aunt, stallion/
mare, bachelor/spinster and proper names such as Joseph/Josephine, Henry/Henrietta.

You can see that none of these means is systematic. It is significant that the feminine is 
always derived from the masculine, except in the case of widow/widower,4 presumably 
because women outlive men. Also, it is typical for the masculine form to double as the 
common gender form, as with dog (cf. the feminine form bitch), though in the case of cow/
bull, goose/gander or drake/duck, the feminine form is the common gender form, presum-
ably because the female is more important in the barnyard economy.

The marked use of the feminine gender with ships, cars, countries, fortune, art, music, 
and nature in Present-day English is sometimes considered a remnant of grammatical gen-
der, as in:

Isn’t she a beauty? (referring to a car or a ship)
Every country must defend her sovereignty.
Fate has exacted her revenge.
Mother Nature can be cruel.

But it is better seen either as a kind of personification or what George Curme calls “gender 
of animation”, by which the object is animated and an emotional attachment is expressed. 
The use of neuter gender with babies (What a cute baby. What’s its name?) or callers (A 
person is calling for you. Who is it?) is an expediency used when the gender is unknown.

The lack of a common gender for the 3rd person singular, especially for use following 
a singular indefinite pronoun such as each or every, has long been a source of difficulty in 
English. Traditionally, the masculine form has been used for the generic (e.g. Every child 
should put on his coat), but this expediency is now out-of-favor. In fact, the use of the plu-
ral their, which is gender-neutral but which violates number agreement (e.g. Every child 
should put on their coat), has a long history and is very common in Present-day English. 
Forms such as his or her, his/her, s/he (e.g. Every child should put on his or her coat) are 
newer attempts to correct this deficiency.

.  Also perhaps in the case of ballerina/ballet dancer, though the musculine is a compound, not 
a simple form.



118 The Linguistic Structure of Modern English

1.3 Person

The category of person has three terms:

1st person: the speaker, person speaking;
2nd person: the addressee/hearer, person spoken to; and
3rd person: the person or thing spoken about.

Person distinctions are expressed by the inflected forms of the pronouns, for example:

personal pronouns: I you he, they
personal possessive determiners: my your his, their
personal possessive pronouns mine yours his, theirs
personal reflexive pronouns myself yourself himself, themselves

As I denotes the person speaking, the referent of I changes depending on who is speak-
ing; the referent of I is always related to the specific speech situation. This means that the 
personal pronouns are what linguists call “deictic”,5 that is, an expression whose meaning 
depends upon the time and place of speaking (the speaker’s here and now).

Nouns are all 3rd person, but this is shown only covertly by the cooccurrence of 
pronouns: the house … it (*I, *you), the houses … they (*we, *you).

Person is also expressed inflectionally in the singular, present tense, indicative of verbs 
by the -s inflection on the 3rd person (but on no other persons or numbers): she/he/it 
writes vs. I/you/we/they write.

HINT: Both number and person are expressed more fully in the verb be, which because 
of its high frequency tends to preserve inflections more fully than do other verbs. Hence, 
we have

singular am, is, was vs. plural are, were
1st person I am/was, we are/were vs. 2nd person you are/were vs.
 3rd person he/she/it is/was, they are/were

The form one expresses generic person (all persons) in English, but since it is often consid-
ered rather formal, it coexists with other forms that also express generic:

1st p pl we We're often misinformed by the media.
2nd p you You never can tell.
3rd p sg one One doesn’t do that in polite company.
3rd p pl they They’ ll find a cure for cancer soon.

.  The term deictic is from the Greek word meaning ‘to point’.
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The generic you is the most common in informal usage. Finally, a few apparently deviant 
uses of person are the following:

3rd p for 2nd p your excellency, your honor
3rd p for 1st p present company, the writer, your teacher,
  Caesar (spoken by Caesar himself)
1st p for 2nd p we won’t do that anymore, will we (spoken by a parent to a child)

Finally, an interesting use of the personal pronouns is for social purposes, to mark a person 
who is socially close to or remote from the speaker, such as the use of tu/vous in French or 
du/Sie in German. For example, when asking in German Have you eaten everything?, one 
can say Hast du [familiar form] alles gegessen? when addressing an intimate or child in an 
informal context, or Haben Sie [formal form] alles gegessen? when addressing a more dis-
tant acquaintance or stranger in a formal context.

1.4 Case

Case may be defined rather simply as an indication of the function of a noun phrase, or 
the relationship of a noun phrase to a verb or to other noun phrases in the sentence. Case 
is most fully expressed in the personal and interrogative/relative pronouns, which distin-
guish nominative case (the function of subject), genitive case (the function of possessor), 
and objective case (the function of object) by different inflected forms:

nominative: I, we, you, he, she, it, they, who;
genitive: my/mine, our/ours, his, her/hers, its, their/theirs, whose; and
objective: me, us, you, him, her, it, them, whom.

There is no distinction between the nominative and objective form of it, nor of you (though 
historically the nominative form was ye, as in the archaic expression Hear ye, hear ye). The 
genitive includes forms which function as determiners, such as my and our, as well as forms 
which function as pronouns, such as mine or ours.

Nouns differentiate inflectionally between the nongenitive, or common, case and the 
genitive:

common case genitive case
cat, cats cat’s, cats’
man, men man’s, men’s

While orthographically there appear to be four distinct forms of nouns when singular 
and plural, common and genitive case are considered, you should keep in mind that the 
apostrophe is merely orthographic so that the forms cats, cat’s, and cats’ are phonologically 
indistinguishable. Only irregular plurals such as the noun man actually distinguish four 
forms both orthographically and phonologically.

Beyond this, nouns can be said to distinguish nominative and objective case only 
by word order, by the placement of the noun before or after the verb, respectively, in the 
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usual positions for subject and object in a Subject-Verb-Object language such as English. 
Hence, in the sentence The ship struck the dock, “the ship” could be called nominative case 
and “the dock” objective case, though morphologically both are common case. This ordering 
principle is so strong that it may even override grammatical principles. The sentence Who did 
you see? is more natural than the grammatically correct Whom did you see? because in this 
structure the object (who) precedes rather than follows the verb, so the nominative form who 
is preferred. Another case distinction which can be made is dative case (the function of indi-
rect object); this is really a subcategory of the objective case. It is shown by periphrasis with to 
or for or by word order (V iO dO): He gave the book to Jane, He gave Jane the book.

What we have just presented is a simplified picture of case usage:

– There are other traditional cases (such as the “instrumental” case) which are expressed 
only periphrastically in Present-day English, for example, with the prepositions with 
or from (I broke the glass with a rock).

– There are many conventional uses of cases, such as use of the nominative case after the 
verb be (e.g. It is I)

– The same function can be expressed by different cases, as in instances where the 
concept of possession is expressed by either the genitive or dative case (e.g. The book 
is mine, The book belongs to me).

– One case can express several different functions or meanings.

The genitive case is an excellent example of this latter situation. It does not simply express 
the notion of possessor, but it indicates a variety of other notions. The following types of 
genitives have been identified, based on the meaning relationship between the noun in the 
genitive and the head noun:

possessive genitive: Felix’s car, Maureen’s inheritance
subjective genitive: the movie star’s entrance, the hero’s actions
objective genitive: the city’s reconstruction, the play’s conclusion
genitive of origin: Shakespeare’s plays, the baker’s cakes
descriptive genitive: person of integrity, a woman of courage
genitive of measure: an hour’s time, a stone’s throw
partitive genitive: a member of the crowd, a spoke of the wheel
appositive genitive: the city of Vancouver, the state of California

Only the first, the possessive genitive, expresses the prototypical meaning of the geni-
tive: Felix owns his car. In contrast, the “subjective genitive” expresses the same relation 
as a subject does to a verb (the movie star enters), while the “objective genitive” expresses 
the same relation as a direct object does to a verb (X reconstructs the city); it is certainly  
not the case that the movie star owns her entrance or that the city owns its destruction. 
The “genitive of origin” expresses the source, person, or place from which something 
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originates. The “descriptive genitive” is usually expressed periphrastically; the genitive 
noun is often equivalent to a descriptive adjective, as in man of wisdom =  ‘wise man’. The 
“genitive of measure” expresses an extent of time or space, the “partitive genitive” the whole 
in relation to a part. Finally, the genitive noun of the “appositive genitive” renames the  
head noun.

HINT: Although the genitive can be expressed inflectionally with ‘s or periphrastically 
with of NP, it is not always possible to substitute one means of expression for the other. 
For example, while the Queen’s arrival is interchangeable with the arrival of the Queen, a 
person of integrity is not interchangeable with *an integrity’s person nor is a stone’s throw 
interchangeable with *a throw of a stone. Certain types of genitives, such as the partitive, 
descriptive, or appositive, are typically expressed only periphrastically.

The phrase the shooting of the hunters is ambiguous between subjective and objective geni-
tive readings because it can mean either ‘the hunters shoot X’ or ‘X shoots the hunters’. 
The child’s picture is likewise ambiguous – has the child drawn the picture or has someone 
taken the picture of the child? And the woman’s book could be ambiguous between the 
possessive genitive and the genitive of origin – does the woman own the book or has she 
written the book?

Another complex aspect of the genitive is the double genitive, in which periphrastic 
and inflectional forms cooccur: a friend of Rosa’s, no fault of his. The double genitive is 
necessarily indefinite (*the friend of Rosa’s) and a human inflected genitive (*a leg of the 
table’s). It normally has a partitive sense (= ’one friend among all of Rosa’s friends), though 
it is also possible to use it when Rosa has only one friend. Contrast a portrait of the king’s 
(= ‘one among all the portraits (of others) that the king owns’) and a portrait of the king 
(= ‘a portrait which depicts the king’).

1.5 Degree

Degree, unlike the nominal categories that we have been discussing, is a category that 
relates to adjectives and adverbs. It has three terms, positive, comparative, and superlative 
degree. While positive degree expresses a quality, comparative degree expresses a greater 
degree or intensity of the quality in one of two items, and superlative degree expresses the 
greatest degree or intensity of the quality in one of three or more items. The positive degree 
is expressed by the root of the adjective (e.g. big, beautiful) or adverb (e.g. fast, quickly) – 
that is, it is null-realized – while the comparative and superlative degrees are expressed 
either by inflection (by means of -er, -est) or by periphrasis (using more, most):

positive Ø big fast beautiful quickly
comparative -er, more bigger faster more beautiful more quickly
superlative -est, most biggest fastest most beautiful most quickly
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Whether the inflection or the periphrasis is used depends upon the phonological shape of 
the root. The inflection is used with:

monosyllabic forms neater, thinner, wider
certain disyllabic forms
 -y holier -le littler
 -er bitterer -ow narrower
 -some handsomer

All other forms occur in the periphrasis, including adverbs ending in -ly (e.g. *quicklier). 
Lesser degree can be expressed periphrastically with less and least, as in less big, least beau-
tiful. Sometimes, the three degrees of a particular word are expressed by different roots, 
as in bad/worse/worst or good/better/best. This is called suppletion. The paradigm of the 
adjective old (older/elder, oldest/eldest) shows irregularities but is not suppletive; the irreg-
ular forms elder/eldest are specialized semantically to refer to familial relations, while the 
regular forms older/oldest are used in all other functions. An interesting set of inflected 
forms is nigh, near, next; the positive form has been lost, the old comparative has become 
the positive, new comparative and superlative have developed (near/nearer/nearest), and 
the superlative form no longer exhibits degree.

HINT: For semantic reasons, not all adjectives can be inflected for degree, such as perfect, 
unique, round, full, empty, married, and dead. These adjectives are incomparable because 
they express absolute qualities. Something is either ‘dead’ or not; it cannot be more or 
less dead. Superlatives such as most unique are thus logically impossible, though one 
frequently hears such forms, where either most can only be understood as an emphatic 
or unique can be understood as meaning ‘unusual’.

A form such as best time, rudest remark, or closest of friends often expresses a high degree 
rather than a true comparison, with the superlative equivalent to ‘very’. Finally, it is also 
common to hear the superlative used in the comparison of two items, as in put your best 
foot forward, the most advantageous of two alternatives.

1.6 Definiteness

The concepts of definiteness and indefiniteness are intuitively quite simple: definite denotes 
a referent (a thing in the real world denoted by a noun) which is known, familiar, or iden-
tified to the speaker and hearer, while indefinite denotes a referent which is novel, unfa-
miliar, or not known. If we consider nouns on their own, definiteness is a covert category, 
obvious only in the cooccurrence of an article with a noun, either the definite article the 
or the indefinite article a/an, though all proper nouns and most pronouns are intrinsically 
definite. In actual practice, definiteness can be quite confusing. First, it intersects with the 
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category of specificity.6 Second, article usage in English is complex and in many instances 
arbitrary. There are several different uses for each article, articles are often omitted, and 
there are dialectal differences in the use of articles. Thus, article usage can be an area of 
grammar which is very difficult for nonnative speakers to master.

In broad outline, the major uses of the are the following:

1. for something previously mentioned: yesterday I read a book … the book was about 
space travel (This is the anaphoric, or ‘pointing back’, function of the definite article);

2. for a unique or fixed referent: the Prime Minister, the Lord, the Times, the Suez Canal;
3. for a generic referent: (I love) the piano, (We are concerned about) the unemployed;
4. for something which is part of the immediate socio-physical context or generally 

known: the doorbell, the kettle, the sun, the weather;
5. for something identified by a modifying expression either preceding or following the 

noun: the gray horse, the house at the end of the block; and
6. for converting a proper noun to a common noun: the England he knew, the Shakespeare 

of our times, the Hell I suffered.

HINT: Article usage with proper nouns often depends on the category of proper nouns 
(e.g. Lake Superior vs. The Red Sea; The Mississippi River vs. Cache Creek) or even on the 
specific example within a category (e.g. The Sudan vs. Ethiopia; Sears Tower vs. The Eiffel 
Tower; Washington Monument vs. The Lincoln Memorial). One useful rule of thumb is that 
proper nouns with -s (in the plural form) generally take the definite article: The Everglades, 
The Great Plains, The Rocky Mountains, The Seychelles.

Many times in actual usage the definite article is omitted when it would be expected:

with institutions (e.g.  – at school)
with means of transportation (e.g.  – by car)
with times of day (e.g.  – at noon)
with meals (e.g.  – at breakfast), and
with illnesses (e.g.  – have malaria).

These omissions are not always possible to predict and may depend on dialect.
The major uses of a/an are the following:

1. for something mentioned for the first time (see above);
2. for something which cannot or need not be identified: (I want) a friend;
3. for a generic referent: (He is) a teacher;

.  This topic is taken up in Chapter 11.
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4. equivalent to ‘any’ : a (any) good book;7

5. equivalent to ‘one’ : a week or two; and
6. for converting a proper noun to a common noun: a virtual Mozart, a real Einstein.

Self-Testing Exercise: Do Exercise 5.1 on nominal categories.

1.7 Tense

We turn now to categories that relate to the verb. The first such category is tense, which, in 
simple terms, is the linguistic indication of the time of an action. In fact, tense establishes 
a relation: it indicates the time of an event in respect to the moment of speaking (or some 
other reference point). If we consider the time line below, for example, we see that a past-
time statement, such as It rained, or a future-time statement, such as It will rain, denotes a 
situation that did hold before the present moment or will hold after the present moment, 
respectively:

  Past Present Future

This relational aspect of tense makes it a “deictic” category, since whether a situation is 
past, present, or future depends upon the moment of speaking and changes as that moment 
changes.

HINT: You should remember that adverbs are also a common means of expressing time 
in language. Temporal adverbs may be either deictic, expressing time in relation to the 
speaker and moment of speaking, such as then/now/then, yesterday/today/tomorrow (i.e. 
past, present, future), or nondeictic, expressing absolute time, either calendric, such as 
Tuesday, or clock, such as at 4:00. Tense, on the other hand, is always deictic.

The only tense distinction expressed inflectionally in English is that between present and 
past, as in walk/walked or sing/sung, even though it is conventional to talk about a three-
way distinction between past, present, and future tense. However, the future is expressed 
periphrastically and thus is not formally parallel to the past and present.

Beginning with an examination of the uses of the present tense form in English, we 
find that it is not, in fact, used to denote actions which are actually going on at the present 
time. For this, the present progressive is used, as in I am reading at this moment, not *I read 
at this moment. Instead, the present is used for the expression of a number of other types 

.  “Generic” makes reference to a (characteristic) member of the class (e.g. A book makes a good 
travel companion); ‘any’ is indifferent in its reference to a particular member of the class (e.g. I need 
a book to read on my trip).
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of temporal as well as nontemporal situations; for this reason, the term nonpast is preferred 
to present:

1. habits: I walk to work everyday. She smokes. We eat dinner at 6:00.
2. states: She lives at home. I like chocolate. I believe you. I have lots of work to do. The dog 

sees well. I feel sick.
3. generic statements: Beavers build dams. Tigers are ferocious.
4. timeless statements: The sun sets in the west. Summer begins on June 21st. Two plus two 

is four.
5. gnomic (proverbial) statements: A stitch in time saves nine. Haste makes waste.
6. future statements: We leave tomorrow. I see the doctor this afternoon.
7. instantaneous commentary: He shoots; he scores. Now I beat in two eggs. He pulls a 

rabbit out of the hat.
8. plot summary: Hamlet dies at the end of the play. Emma marries Mr. Knightley.
9. narration in the present (the “historical present”): Then he says …
10. information present: I hear/see that Manfred has been promoted.

A habit indicates a series of events that are characteristic of a period. These events constitute 
a whole. For habits to exist, the event (of walking to work, smoking, etc.) need not actually 
be going on at the present moment. States include nondynamic situations such as:

emotional states ( – love),
cognitive states ( – understand),
perceptual states ( – feel),
bodily sensations ( – ache), and
expressions of having and being ( – own, resemble)

A generic statement says something (‘being ferocious’) about a class of things (‘tigers’). 
Note that the difference between a state such as I am happy and a generic statement such as 
Tigers are ferocious, in addition to the nongeneric (I) vs. generic (tigers) subject, is that the 
state refers to a specific situation and can occur with adverbs such as still, already, not yet 
(e.g. I am still happy/*Tigers are still ferocious). Timeless statements express eternal truths 
and laws of nature. Gnomic statements express proverbs, which though similar to eternal 
truths, aren’t necessarily timeless. Futures expressed with the simple present generally refer 
to situations that are predetermined and fixed. Instantaneous commentary occurs in sports 
reporting, cooking demonstrations, and magic shows, though the progressive is also pos-
sible in these contexts. This is the only use of the nonpast form for actions actually going on 
at the current moment. The present is used in summarizing works of literature and in talk-
ing about artists as artistic figures, though not as actual persons (Shakespeare is the greatest 
writer in English vs. Shakespeare was born in Stratford on Avon). The historical present is 
the use of present tense for narrating informal stories and jokes, though it is being used 
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increasingly frequently in serious literature. Finally, the information present is the use of 
present tense with verbs of hearing or seeing where one might expect the past tense.

The uses of the past tense are more unified; generally it denotes a past time divorced 
from, or distinct from, the present moment:

1. an event or a state in past time: Haydn composed the symphony in 1758 or Handel lived 
in England for a number of years;

2. narration: Two days after the war ended, my sister Laura drove a car off a bridge  
(Atwood, 2000, p. 1)

3. past habit: I drove to work last year.

The past tense is the usual tense of narration (even for narratives set in the future!). If the 
simple past denotes a past habit, an appropriate time adverbial is required; however, there 
is also a special past habitual form, used to, as in I used to drive to work, which does not 
normally require a time adverbial. The past tense may also be used nontemporally for pur-
poses of the politeness or to denote the unreal:

4. politeness: I was hoping you would help. (present hope; future help)
5. hypothetical: If you studied more, you would do better.

These are “modal” uses of the past, as we will discuss more fully below.
As noted above, the future tense is expressed by a variety of periphrases as well as by 

the inflected simple tense:

1. will/shall + infinitive: I will help you tomorrow.
2. the simple present: The party begins at 4:00.
3. the present progressive: We’re having guests for dinner.
4. be going to, be about to + infinitive: The child is going to be sick. The boat is about to 

leave.
5. shall/will + the progressive: I will be moving next week.

All of the forms of the future are subtly different in meaning. For example, It’s going to rain 
today or It’s about to rain might be uttered while looking up at a threatening rain cloud, 
while It will rain today could only be the prediction of the meteorologist or a report of this 
person’s prediction, but *It rains today is distinctly odd because it denotes the future as 
fact, or predetermined, and as punctual; the progressive It’s raining today could not func-
tion as a future in this instance either. It will be raining today (when you want to mow the 
lawn) is possible if it denotes a situation surrounding another event. Note that commands 
(e.g. Wash the dishes!) always carry a future meaning as well since you cannot command 
someone to do something in the past nor to be doing something at the present moment. 
Despite the designation of future as a tense, however, it bears a closer relation to modality 
than to tense since it expresses what is not (yet) fact (see below).
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1.8 Aspect

The so-called “compound tenses” – the perfect and the progressive – are better treated as 
expressions of the category of aspect, which can be defined as the view taken of an event, 
or the “aspect” under which it is considered, basically whether it is seen as complete and 
whole (perfective aspect) or as incomplete and ongoing (imperfective aspect). The simple 
past tense in English is perfective in aspect since it views events as complete and whole, e.g. 
Yesterday, I drove to town, ran some errands, and visited with my friends. The progressive 
periphrasis, consisting of be + the present participle, presents actions as in progress, ongo-
ing, and incomplete (not yet ended). It thus expresses imperfective aspect. It is the usual 
way to express a situation happening at the very moment of speaking, which by definition 
is incomplete. However, depending upon the temporal nature of the situation expressed 
by the verb – whether it is punctual (e.g. flash, solve) or durative (e.g. swim, clean)8 – the 
progressive may denote somewhat different situations:

a continuous activity:  – She is swimming. They were cleaning the house when I called.
a repeated activity (“iterative aspect”):  – He is bouncing the ball. The light was flashing when I 
entered the house. He is washing dishes (*a dish). People (*a person) will be leaving early.
a process leading up to an endpoint:  – The child is finishing the puzzle. She was solving the 
problem when she was interrupted.9

Note that in all cases, the activity in question is ongoing and hence not complete, either at the 
present moment or in reference to some time in the past (expressed in the when-clause). 

HINT: The progressive is generally incompatible with static situations since they are 
nondynamic and hence cannot been seen as ongoing or in progress, e.g. *I am liking 
chocolate, *I am having lots of work to do.9

Both the meaning and categorization of the other periphrasis in English, the perfect, con-
sisting of have + the past participle, pose difficulties for scholars. However, it is widely 
agreed that the perfect is an aspect category (rather than a tense category) and that it pres-
ents the “current relevance” of a past event. The past event is relevant either by its continua-
tion into the present or by its results in the present. When a state or event that has duration, 
that is, that extends over a period of time, is expressed in the perfect, it denotes a situation 

.  The topic is treated in more detail in the next chapter.

.  There are a number of “marked” uses of the progressive with state verbs, such as to change a 
state verb into a dynamic one (e.g. Fred is being very silly = ’behaving in a silly way’), to indicate a 
temporary state (e.g. She is living with her parents this summer), to denote a waxing or waning state 
(e.g. Gasoline is costing a lot these days, I’ m understanding economics better now), or for purposes 
of politeness (e.g. I’ m not recalling your name).
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that began in the past but continues to the present and possibly beyond (e.g. she has stayed 
for a week). This is called a “continuative perfect”. When an event that is punctual or has a 
necessary endpoint is expressed in the perfect, it denotes a situation that is completed but has 
results in the present (e.g. she has opened the door). This is called the “resultative perfect”.

continuative:
state I have lived here since childhood.
habit She has sung in the choir for ten years.
activity (continuous) The preacher has talked for the last hour.
activity (iterative) The child has coughed all night.
resultative:
activity with a necessary endpoint She has recovered from the flu.
 I have read the novel.
punctual event I have lost my keys.
 I have just seen a movie star.

The perfect differs from the simple past in the following way. While I have eaten breakfast 
(today/*yesterday) would imply that one is still full (and could be said only in the morn-
ing), I ate breakfast (today/yesterday) would have no such implication (and could be said at 
any time of the day or subsequent days). Similarly, I have lost my keys could not be uttered 
if one had subsequently found one’s keys, though I lost my keys could be. Expressions such 
as I have read that novel belong to the subcategory of “perfect of experience”. Here the event 
(‘reading that novel’) occurred at least once in the past; the present results that it has may not 
be tangible results, as in the case of finding one’s keys, but the results may be in the memory 
of the subject I (the subject’s recollection of the novel). The last example of the resultative 
perfect given above (I have just seen a movie star) belongs to the subcategory of the perfect 
which one linguist calls “hot news perfect”; here, the simple past would be equally possible 
(and would be more common in North American English: I just saw a movie star).

The aspectual periphrases combine with tense forms – tense is expressed on the auxil-
iary verb be or have– to give the following forms:

present progressive: she is singing action ongoing at the present moment
past progressive: she was singing  action ongoing at some moment in the 

past
future progressive: she will be singing  action ongoing at some moment in the 

future
present perfect: she has sung past action with results in the present
past perfect: she had sung  past action with results at some past 

moment or completed prior to some  
past moment

future perfect: she will have sung future action with results at some future
   moment or completed prior to some future 

moment
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HINT: The two aspectual periphrases may also combine in the order perfect + progressive, 
as in I have been reading the novel for the last hour, to express an action which has been 
ongoing from some moment in the past to the present (and possibly beyond). What 
would the past + perfect + progressive (e.g. I had been reading the novel for the last hour) 
and future + perfect + progressive (e.g. I will have been reading the novel for the last hour) 
mean?

A number of other aspectual periphrases in English distinguish the beginning of situations, 
the continuation of situations, and the end or termination of situations, e.g. It started/con-
tinued/stopped raining.10 In contrast to the perfect aspect, we can recognize a “prospective 
aspect” consisting of be + infinitive, e.g. she is to see her doctor tomorrow. The “habitual 
aspect”, which views a situation as repeated on different occasions, has been treated in the 
discussion of the nonpast and past tenses above.

1.9 Mood

Simply defined, mood is an indication of the speaker’s attitude towards what he or she is 
talking about, whether the event is considered fact or nonfact. The indicative is the mood 
of fact; it is expressed by the simple and compound tenses of the verb. Nonfact encom-
passes a number of different degrees of reality, including wishes, desires, requests, warn-
ings, prohibitions, commands, predictions, possibilities, and contrary-to-fact occurrences. 
It has two primary subcategories, the imperative and the subjunctive.

The imperative is a one of the two nonfact moods. It is used to expresses direct com-
mands. In English the imperative has a special syntactic form: it is a subjectless sentence 
containing a bare form of the verb, as in Go!, Be quiet!, Don’t disturb me!. The imperative is 
addressed to a second person you. There are also an imperative with let’s addressed to the 
1st person plural, to oneself and to others present, as a kind of suggestion (e.g. Let’s see a 
movie tonight) and an imperative with let addressed to the 3rd person (e.g. Let him see to 
that).11 

The subjunctive is the other non-fact mood. In Present-day English, the subjunctive is 
expressed by the modal auxiliaries or their phrasal equivalents, as in:

He may leave. You shouldn’t wait.
I can’t find my keys. Would you pass the salt?
It might rain. You ought to try harder.
I have to run an errand. We have got to be more careful.

.  These aspects will be treated further in Chapter 10.

.  The 1st person imperative with let’s must be distinguished from a true 2nd p command 
Let us stay up late tonight, spoken, for example, by children to their parents (= ‘allow us to stay up 
late tonight’).
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Modal adverbs such as maybe, possibly, or perhaps are also used, as are modal adjectives 
such as possible, probable, or necessary. A more colloquial, but very common, means of 
expressing the subjunctive is by the use of first-person parentheticals, or what have been 
called comment clauses: He would be happy to help, I think or You’ re right, I guess.

In earlier stages of English, the subjunctive was expressed by special inflected forms 
of the verb, as it still is in many of the European languages such as French, German, and 
Spanish. In Present-day English, most inflected subjunctives have disappeared (and been 
replaced by modal auxiliaries). However, a few remnant forms of the inflected subjunctive 
remain in Present-day English; they are identifiable by the lack of -s in the 3rd p sg pres and 
by use of be for all persons and numbers of the present tense and of were for the past tense. 
In main clauses, these remnants tend to be highly formulaic, such as Long live the Queen, 
Have mercy on us, Heaven preserve us, Be that as it may, Suffice it to say, or Far be it from 
me.12 In dependent clauses, they are restricted to a few contexts:

that – -clauses following verbs such as insist, suggest, recommend, move, beg, ask, be 
required (I recommend that he leave);13 adjectives such as advisable, imperative, desir-
able (It is advisable that he leave); and nouns such as decision, requirement, resolution 
(It is a requirement that that he leave). (The use of the subjunctive here is more com-
mon in North American than in British English.)
if – -clauses: If she had the time … , If we were rich … , … as if he liked it, if only he were 
smarter … 14

clauses following verbs of wishing:  – I wish I were rich.

In the latter two cases, the indicative is rapidly replacing the subjunctive, that is, If I was rich 
rather than If I were rich. Note that these cases resemble the “polite” use of the past tense 
discussed above. Finally, another means of expressing the subjunctive is by means of inver-
sion: Had I the time …, Were I in control … .

1.10 Voice

The category of voice, though usually considered a category of the verb, is actually rel-
evant to the entire sentence. Voice is an indication of whether the subject is performing 
the action of the verb or being something (active voice) or whether the subject is being 

.  While a form such as God save the Queen might resemble a command to God to save the 
Queen, it differs from a command in having an explicit 3rd p subject; furthermore, it would be 
quite presumptuous to command God to do anything.

.  Note that the indicative would be I recommend that he leaves; it is only in the 3rd p sing that 
the difference between indicative and subjunctive is obvious since the other persons and numbers 
have no -s ending on the verb.

.  Subjunctives in whether-, though‑, or lest‑clauses (e.g. I wonder whether that be true or not) 
are now obsolete.
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affected by the action or being acted upon (passive voice). While the active is expressed by 
the simple forms of the verb, the passive is expressed periphrastically:

by  – be + the past participle, as in The report was written (by the committee); or
by  – get + the past participle, as in The criminal got caught (by the police).

The difference between the be-passive and the get-passive is that the former focuses on the 
resultant state (‘the report is in a written state’) while the latter focuses on the action bringing 
about the state. 

HINT: In the passive, the logical subject – the agent – moves out of the position of gra m
matical subject and is relegated to a byphrase. However, it is common to delete the by
phrase in the passive, to omit mention altogether of the agent who performed the action. 
This is a manifestation of one of the rhetorical functions of the passive (see Chapter 11).

Another distinction of voice is the “middle” voice, in which the action of the verb 
reflects back upon the subject; in English, the middle is generally expressed with a reflexive 
pronoun (a form in -self ), which indicates the sameness of the subject and the object, as in 
Henry shaved (himself), Terry bathed (herself), Felicia cut herself. A form which resembles 
the middle is what Otto Jespersen calls a notional passive; this is a sentence which is active 
in form but passive in meaning, for example:

The shirt washes easily. = ‘the shirt is easily washed’
These oranges peel easily. = ‘these oranges are easily peeled’
The cake should cook slowly. = ‘the cake should be slowly cooked’

Note that nearly all notional passives contain a manner adverb. They differ from regular 
passives in that, not only do they occur without explicit agents, there is never even an 
implicit agent (*these oranges peel easily by you). Some infinitives may also be active in 
form but passive in meaning, such as the following:15

These apples are ready to eat. = ‘these apples are ready to be eaten’
There are the dishes to do. = ‘there are the dishes to be done’

In conclusion, we can approach the categories from a different perspective by noting which 
different word classes each of the grammatical categories is relevant to:

nouns: number, gender, case, (person), and definiteness; –
pronouns: number, gender, case, and person; –
adjectives and some adverbs: degree; and –
verbs: number, person, tense, aspect, mood, and voice. –

.  Constructions such as that movie is filming in Vancouver, which is also active in form 
but passive in meaning (= ‘that movie is being filmed in Vancouver’), or your order is shipping  
(= ‘your order is being shipped’) are remnants or an earlier period when it was not possible to 
combine the progressive and the passive.
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No grammatical categories are relevant to prepositions and conjunctions, which 
are invariable.

Self-Testing Exercises: Do Exercise 5.2 on verbal categories and Exercise 5.3 as a review.

2. Determining word classes

We have completed our examination of the internal structure of words, but there remains 
one aspect of morphology that we have yet to examine: the classification of words into 
what are known variously as word classes, lexical categories, or parts of speech. Tradition-
ally, eight word classes are recognized: noun, verb, adjective, adverb, pronoun, preposition, 
conjunction, and interjection (or article). The reason for eight word classes is that the first 
Greek grammarian recognized that number of word classes in Classical Greek. Changes 
in the inventory of word classes have subsequently been required to account for other 
languages, but the number eight has remained constant.

The traditional word classes are identified by a mixed combination of criteria, both 
notional (according to the meaning of words) and formal (according to the form, func-
tion, or distribution of words). The notional criteria are particularly problematical. For 
example, nouns are traditionally said to name people, places, and things, but they also 
denote abstractions (e.g. truth, existence), nonentities (e.g. void, vacuum), and events (e.g. 
picnic, race, thunderstorm). In fact, word classes are purely a matter of language, not of 
the external world; they do not correspond in a one-to-one way with things in the real 
world. We tend to equate nouns with things and verbs with events, but there are other 
languages which make different correspondences.16 Furthermore, the inventory of word 
classes does not appear to be universal, but differs from language to language (Vietnamese 
has 12, Nootka has 2 word classes).

The student of language should not bring preconceptions about word classes to bear 
on a particular language. Approaching English as if it were an unknown language, the 
linguist C.C. Fries determined that there were 19 word classes in English (see Table 5.1). 
He did so using the formal tests that we will examine below (we have supplied the names 
for the categories).

.  For example, it might be possible to put in one class words denoting things of long duration, 
such as house and live (N and V, respectively, in English) and in another class words denoting 
things of short duration, such as kick and fist (V and N, respectively, in English).
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Table 5.1. The Nineteen Word Classes of English (C.C. Fries, 1952)

Class 1: (noun)
Class 2: (verb)
Class 3: (adjective)
Class 4: (adverb)
Class A: the, this, a/an, both our, every, two, each, etc. (determiners)
Class B: may, might, can, will, etc. (modals)
Class C: not
Class D: very, rather, pretty, quite, etc. (degree adverbs)
Class E: and, or, but, rather, etc. (coordinating conjunctions)
Class F: at, by, for, from, etc. (prepositions)
Class G: do
Class H: there (existential there)
Class I: when, why, where, etc. (wh-words)
Class J: after, when, although, etc. (subordinating conjunctions)
Class K: oh, well, now, why (discourse markers)
Class L: yes, no
Class M: look, say, listen
Class N: please
Class O: let’s

Finally, the traditional analysis of parts of speech seems to suggest that all parts of 
speech are of the same semantic and functional importance. However, as we saw when 
we examined morphemes, words fall into one of two quite different categories: content 
words (lexical morphemes) or function words (grammatical morphemes). 

Content words:

carry the primary communicative force of an utterance –
are open or productive classes –
are variable in form (inflected) –
fall into the major parts of speech, including nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and  –
some pronouns

Their distribution is not definable by the grammar. 
In contrast, function words, whose distribution is definable by the grammar:

carry less of the communicative force of an utterance –
express grammatical meaning (by relating sentence parts) –
express the terms of grammatical categories (the meanings often expressed by inflections) –
are closed or unproductive classes –
are generally invariable in form (except demonstratives, modals, and some pronouns) –
fall into the minor parts of speech, including prepositions, conjunctions, interjections,  –
particles, auxiliaries, articles, demonstratives, and some adverbs and pronouns.
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2.1 Inflectional and distributional tests

Because of the problems associated with notional definitions of the parts of speech, we 
need some formal means for determining the word classes of a language. Two types of 
tests have been developed in structural linguistics as an objective (formal), not subjective 
(notional), means of determining the parts of speech.

In a distributional test, words that fill the same syntactic slot, that is, fit into the same 
syntactic position and function, are considered to belong to the same class of words. In 
such a test, semantics is ignored as much as possible. For example, the words large, green, 
exciting, and damaged belong to the same class because they all fill the following test frame, 
while the other words do not:

The __________ book is on the shelf.
large *read *man
green *while *up
exciting *very *oh
damaged *that *him

Note that this test is very similar to the test frame used to identify phonemes that we dis-
cussed in Chapter 3.

In an inflectional test, all words that take a particular inflectional suffix are considered 
to belong to the same class of words. This test depends, of course, on the prior identifica-
tion of the inflectional suffixes of a language. Thus, for example, big takes the inflection -er, 
but hand, arrive, and, and him do not:

The _________ {-er, -est} book
bigger *hander *ander
biggest *arrivest *himest

Derivational morphology is generally not very helpful in such a test because it is highly 
idiosyncratic and individual in its combinatory possibilities.17 In general, inflectional tests 
have fairly limited applicability in a language such as English, which has very few inflec-
tions. They are also suitable only for the major parts of speech since the minor parts of 
speech are invariable.

Distributional and inflectional tests must be used in combination, because words 
belonging to the same class may not meet all of the tests. When words meet most tests for a 
particular class, but fail to meet some, then we have evidence for the subcategorization, or 
subclassification, of a particular word class.

.  Extremely productive derivational affixes such as the agentive -er on Vs and the adverbial -ly 
on As may be of some use, however.
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2.2 Tests applied to various word classes

Noun. Inflectional tests for the category noun (N) include the plural -s inflection and 
the genitive -’s inflection. The plural inflection attaches to certain types of nouns, but not 
to others:

count noun: pencils, dogs, hats, pies, accountants
mass (noncount) noun: *honeys, *rices, *golds, *muds
abstract noun: *existences, *friendships, *happinesses
collective noun: committees, herds, *furnitures, *cutleries

Proper nouns are distinguished from common nouns in that they denote a unique refer-
ent. Most proper nouns occur in the singular and are not pluralizable (e.g. *Susans, *Jims, 
*Seattles, *Gandhis). However, some proper nouns invariably occur in the plural form (e.g. 
The Everglades, The Great Plains, The Rocky Mountains, The Seychelles) and are never sin-
gular in form. Count nouns denote items that are individuated and can be pluralized and 
counted, while noncount (mass) nouns denote substances that exist in bulk or unspeci-
fied quantities. While they may be divided into portions (a spoon of honey, a cup of rice, 
an ounce of gold), in their bulk form, they cannot be counted. Note that some mass nouns 
name continuous substances (e.g. honey, gold), whereas other names substances whose 
parts are generally too small or insignificant to be counted (e.g. rice, sand). Abstract nouns 
are distinguished from concrete nouns in that they denote things which are not tangible 
and cannot be known through the senses; they are often mass as well. Collective nouns 
name groups of individuals which together form a unit. Collectives are generally count-
able, though some are not. Thus, we see that the plural inflectional test serves as an impor-
tant means of subcategorizing nouns.18 The genitive inflection can be added to all kinds of 
nouns, though it is sometimes a bit odd with inanimates (e.g. ?the cupboard’s back vs. the 
back of the cupboard).

.  Apart from instances of recategorization, which are discussed below, the mass/count distinc-
tion involves quite a number of complexities of number, which cannot be treated in detail here (but 
see any standard reference grammar of English). For example, some mass nouns are plural in form 
and take a plural verb (e.g. brains, savings, wages, ashes), some singular nouns end in -s and take a 
singular verb (e.g. news, politics, mumps, dominoes), nouns denoting singular bipartite items end in 
-s and take a plural verb (e.g. scissors, binoculars, pajamas, pants), and some singular nouns may 
follow plural numerals (e.g. five staff, six offspring, two bear). Collective nouns may be count (e.g. 
family, team), mass and singular in form (e.g. shrubbery, gentry), or mass and plural in form (e.g. 
groceries, leftovers); moreover, collective nouns take a singular verb or a plural verb depending on 
whether the collective is seen as a unit or an abstraction (e.g. The family is a dying institution) or 
whether the individual members of the collectives are emphasized (e.g. The family are all coming 
home for Christmas), though there are some dialectal differences here as well.
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We can consider three distributional tests for the category noun:

1. Det ______

That is, nouns can follow a subclass of words called determiners (Det), which include 
articles (such as a, the), demonstratives (such as this, that), possessives (such as my, her), 
wh-words (such as which, whose), and quantifiers (such as many, several). The occurrence 
of nouns with determiners depends on their subclass and number:

proper nouns, when singular in form, seldom follow a determiner (* – the Seattle), but 
when plural in form invariably take the definite article (The Times)19

single count nouns always follow a determiner ( – the dog, *dog)
plural count nouns may or may not follow a determiner ( – dogs, the dogs)
mass nouns may or may not follow a determiner ( – the honey, honey), though they never 
follow the indefinite article (*a honey)
collectives behave either like count nouns (* – herd, herds, the herd, the herds) or like 
mass nouns (furniture, the furniture, *a furniture)

Quantifiers are rather complex since some (such as much, a little, a large amount of, less) are 
restricted to mass nouns: much violence, a large amount of money, less homework. Others (e.g. 
many, a few, several, a large number of, fewer) are restricted to count nouns: many protesters, 
several reporters, fewer regulations. Finally, yet other quantifiers (e.g. more, most, a lot of) may 
occur with both: more time/reasons, most people/parents, a lot of trouble/magazines.20

2. A ______

Plural count nouns and mass nouns may follow an adjective (fierce dogs, sticky honey), but 
single count nouns and proper nouns cannot (*big dog, *beautiful Seattle).

3. Det A ______

All nouns except proper nouns can follow the sequence of determiner and adjective (the 
big dog, two fierce dogs, the sticky honey, *the beautiful Seattle). There are a number of other 
elements which can occur in the noun phrase (NP), but these three distributional tests are 
sufficient for our purposes here. (We will consider the structure of the NP in Chapter 7.)

.  A limited number of proper nouns in the singular form include the definite article, such as 
The Hague, The Empire State Building, The White House, The Metropolitan.

.  It is amusing to observe that the usage of all supermarkets – in their signs for express lanes 
which declare “nine items or less” – ignores the distinction between mass and count. These signs 
should, of course, read “nine items or fewer”. Rather than seeing this usage as an “error”, we should 
probably consider it a “change in progress”.
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Adjective. Inflectional tests for the category adjective (A) include the comparative -er 
and the superlative -est degree endings, as in larger/largest or prettier/prettiest. As discussed 
earlier in the chapter, some adjectives cannot take these inflections for phonological 
reasons, while other are excluded for semantic reasons. Another difficulty with this inflec-
tional test is that it admits certain adverbs, such as late/latest, sooner/soonest, though not 
others *quicklier/quickliest. As we discussed in the previous chapter, -ly, though a common 
derivational suffix added to adjectives, does not function as an inflectional test.

Distributional tests for the category of adjective include the following:

1. Det ______ N

This is called the “attributive” position of adjectives, the position preceding the noun (as in 
the fierce dog). A few adjectives, such as afraid, asleep, or afire, cannot appear in this posi-
tion. Another position in which adjectives are found is the following:

2. Vcop ______

This is called the “predicative” position of adjectives, following a copula verb (see below) in 
the predicate of a sentence (as in the dog is fierce). A few adjectives cannot appear in this posi-
tion, such as principal, utter, mere, outright, entire, or same. Also note that certain adjectives 
have quite different meanings in attributive and predicative positions, e.g. That poor heiress 
has no friends (here poor expresses the speaker’s sympathy for the heiress; the heiress is likely 
quite rich) vs. That girl is very poor (here poor means ‘impecunious, without wealth’). Adjec-
tives may also follow a subclass of words called degree words (Deg), or intensifiers:

3. Deg ______

Degree adverbs include so, too, very, somewhat, rather, quite, slightly, highly, moderately, 
completely, awfully, incredibly, or unbelievably (as in very fierce dog). Also included among 
the degree adverbs are the periphrastic forms for degree, more and most. The degree word 
and the adjective together form the adjective phrase (AP). A problem with this test is that 
it will also include most adverbs, as in very quickly, quite soon, or most helpfully.

Verb. The category of verb (V) has the greatest number of inflectional tests of all the word 
classes:

1. the present participle -ing, which attaches to all verbs;
2. the 3rd p sg pres -s, which also attaches to all verbs;
3. the past tense -ed, which attaches to “weak” verbs, but not to “strong” verbs (which 

form their past tense by vowel alternation) or to other irregular verbs; and
4. the past participle -ed, which likewise attaches to weak, but not to strong verbs (which 

may take the nonproductive ending -en or some other ending).
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The agentive suffix -er, though a common ending to verbs (singer, worker, writer, helper), 
is not inflectional; in fact, there are many members of the class which cannot take it, e.g. 
*knower, *hurter, *realizer, or *beer (< be + -er).

There are several distributional tests for the category verb; these serve to subclassify 
verbs. Certain verbs, known as transitive verbs, such as buy, help, learn, give, or hit, may 
precede noun phrases (e.g. buy stocks, help people, learn French, give advice, hit the ball):

1. ______ NP

Other verbs, known as intransitive verbs, such as appear, rise, arrive, or fall, cannot precede 
noun phrases:

2. ______ #

(The pound sign # indicates a clause boundary; in other words, no word needs to follow an 
intransitive verb, though an adverb often does.)
A third subclass of verbs, known as copula verbs (or “linking verbs”), such as seem, feel, 
become, appear, or happen, precede adjective phrases. The copula be may also precede a 
noun phrase.

3. ______ AP/NP

Two distributional tests apply to all verbs. First, verbs may follow an auxiliary verb and not:

4. Aux (not) _______

Second, they may follow the periphrastic marker of the infinitive to (which replaces the 
infinitival inflectional ending -an in older English):

5. to ______

(We have treated the different types of verbs cursorily, since they will be treated in some 
detail in Chapter 7.)

Self-Testing Exercise: In order to explore the tests for verbs more fully, do Exercise 5.4.

Adverb. The category of adverb (Adv) is rather difficult to differentiate. A small number 
of what are traditionally recognized as adverbs take the comparative inflectional endings 
-er and -est, but most are uninflected. In respect to distribution, adverbs are very free:

Maria worked quickly.
Maria completed the work quickly.
Maria quickly completed the work.
Quickly Maria completed the work.
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It is traditional to say that an adverb modifies verbs, adjectives, and other adverbs. 
However, the possible distributional tests for adverb as modifier are inadequate: 
______ A would include adjectives as well (as in large, fierce dog); ______ Adv would 
isolate the subclass of degree words only; and _______V would draw in nouns, auxil-
iary verbs and not. Adverbs also “modify” entire sentences; such sentence adverbs may 
occur in initial and final position in the sentence (hence ________S or S________) as 
well as medially:

Surprisingly, Maria (surprisingly) completed the work (surprisingly).

In fact, there is considerable overlap in word forms among adverbs and other parts of 
speech. For example, since and before may have the following functions:

adverb:  He hasn’t been here since. I’ve never seen it before.
preposition:  I haven’t seen him since lunch. I saw him before his exam.
conjunction:  He’s been asleep since I arrived. I spoke to her before she left.

Because of this overlap and because of the difficulty of isolating adverbs from other parts 
of speech, some scholars have proposed a larger category of particle (Prt), or adposition, 
which would include prepositions (P), some adverbs, some conjunctions, and the particles 
of phrasal verbs. There would be no inflectional tests for this category, because these words 
are generally invariable, but there are several distributional tests:

1. right ______
 look it right up (particle of phrasal verb)
 go right home (adverb)
 land right on top (preposition)
 he left right after the music started (conjunction)
2. measure phrases ______
 three feet behind me (preposition)
 twice before (adverb)
 he was here two hours before I was (conjunction)
3. ______ NP
 in the garden (preposition)
 after the man leaves (conjunction)
 blow out the candle (particle of phrasal verb)
(Note that this test does not distinguish particle from verb.)
4. ______ P
 out of up from
 away with up from under

The last test works for prepositions, but not for the other members of the category 
of particle.



140 The Linguistic Structure of Modern English

Self-Testing Exercise: Do Exercise 5.5.

2.3 Recategorization

A major difficulty for word classification is that the same word can often belong to different 
parts of speech. The word round, for example, can function as a noun, an adjective, a verb, 
a preposition, and perhaps even an adverb:

N a round of parties
A a round table
V round off the figures
Prep come round the corner
Adv come round with some fresh air

We can account for some of these forms by functional shift, or conversion, but we might 
also have to say that there are a number of homophones here.

A related problem is how to deal with an expression such as the good, the bad, and the 
ugly. The forms good, bad, and ugly seem to be functioning as nouns because they follow a 
determiner, but they are unlike nouns in the following respects:

they do not pluralize (* – the bads)
the possessive is odd ( – ?the bad’s horse)
they do not follow an adjective (* – the remarkable good)21

In some respects, they behave like adjectives in that they can follow a degree adverb (the 
remarkably/truly good) and perhaps be inflected for degree (?the best, the worst, the ugliest). 
There would appear to be four possible ways to analyze these forms:

1. There are two distinct lexemes in each case, a noun and an adjective, which are 
homophones.

2. The forms are adjectives with an understood, or elliptical, noun such as ones.
3. The adjectives have been recategorized as nouns.
4. The forms belong to the class of adjective, but syntactically function as nouns.

While the first analysis works, it is a cumbersome solution and it does not serve to show 
how the adjective and the noun forms might be related (which intuitively we feel they are). 

.  A possible counter example is the working poor, with a present participle functioning as 
an adjective.
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The second analysis looks appealing, but it has problems since sometimes you would have 
to understand a singular noun one rather than ones (e.g. the {deceased, Almighty, accused, 
departed} one), while at other times, the adjective refers to an abstraction and hence one 
seems inappropriate (the known *one). Between the third and fourth analyses, the fourth 
seems preferable; if recategorization had occurred, one would expect the recategorized 
word to have all of the behavioral characteristics of its new class, including its inflectional 
forms. Since it doesn’t, it seems that these forms are still lexical adjectives, but are function-
ing as nouns in this instance.

Recategorization can occur both within a class (from one subcategory to another) or 
between classes. For example, the subcategories of a noun can be shifted in the following ways:

from abstract to concrete:  a beauty (= ‘a horse’), a youth (= ‘a boy’), a personality 
(= ‘a well-known person’), a terror, a help

from mass to count: wines, milks, difficulties, hairs, teas, cakes
from count to mass: (a taste of) garlic, (the smell of) lilac
from proper to common:  the Susans I know (= ‘the women named Susan whom I 

know’), an Einstein (= ‘a genius’), a Benedict Arnold (= ‘a 
traitor’)

Again, to account for the shift – e.g from mass to count noun – there are four possibilities:

1. A word such as difficulty would be entered in the dictionary as two separate lexemes, 
one mass and one count.

2. The count noun is understood as having an elliptical quantifying expression, e.g. 
(pieces of) cake = cakes.

3. The mass noun has been recategorized as count.
4. The mass noun is functioning syntactically as a count noun.

The first analysis is again ungainly and doesn’t show the relation between the two uses of 
the nouns. The second analysis runs into difficulties because it would be necessary to pos-
tulate a different quantifying expression for each shifted noun, as in bottles of wine, glasses 
of milk, or strands of hair, while in some cases, there does not appear to be any quantifying 
expression, as with difficulties. Furthermore, the plural forms occasionally refer to types 
not quantities, as in the wines of France or the teas of China. One would also have to shift 
the plural inflection from the quantifier to the noun (e.g. from pieces to cakes) by some yet 
unknown syntactic process. However, in contrast to the case of the good, it seems plausible 
to explain the shift in this case as a true instance of recategorization since the words behave 
both inflectionally and distributionally like count nouns.

Self-Testing Exercise: Do Exercise 5.6 on recategorization.
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In conclusion, there appear to be a number of general problems with the inflectional and 
distributional tests that we have been discussing. First, there is an inherent circularity to 
the tests: the first test frame usually contains some word class, such as “determiner” in the 
test for noun; we are then assuming what we are trying to prove. Or the first test frame 
contains some lexical item; in this case, meaning (which we were trying to exclude) neces-
sarily enters in. We must also ignore certain violations (which subcategorize words) and 
take certain tests as the basic one for a category. But there are no reasons, on inflectional 
and distributional grounds, why one test should be more important than any other. Finally, 
it is not clear how far subcategorization should be taken: we could conceivably continue 
until each word is a separate subclass, though doing so would not be very useful. Despite 
these difficulties, the inflectional and distributional tests discussed here represent a more 
precise means of categorization than does the traditional approach which is based on a 
combination of meaning and form.

Chapter summary

Now that you have completed this chapter, you should be able to:

1. define the grammatical categories and their terms;

2. say how the terms of each grammatical category are expressed in English (by means of 

inflection, periphrasis, word order, and so on) and in which parts of speech; and

3. apply the inflectional and distributional tests for the categories noun, adjective, verb, 

auxiliary, and adverb in English.

Recommended additional reading

Both of the topics treated in this chapter are generally covered in traditional grammars of English 

(see the references in Chapter 1). A very clear account of tense, aspect, and modality in English is 

Leech (2004). The classic structuralist treatment of parts of speech is Fries (1952, pp. 65–141).

Leech, Deucher, and Hoogenraad (2006, Chapter 4) and Klammer, Schulz, and Della Volpe 

(2010, Chapters 4, 5, and 6) discuss the distinction between content and function words. Carstairs

McCarthy (2002, Chapter 4), Miller (2009, Chapter 12 and 13), and Finegan (2008, Chapter 2, 

pp. 35–41, pp. 54–59, and Chapter 6, pp. 191–197) include discussions of the grammatical 

categories; Hurford (1994) defines the grammatical categories in English.
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What’s in a word?

Lexicology

2.0 Overview

The next three chapters offer a systematic study of the meanings of linguistic
expressions as they are related to one another and to entities in our conception
of the world. This field of linguistics is called semantics, which deals with
lexicology (Ch.2), morphology (Ch.3), and syntax (Ch.4). In the present
chapter the meanings and the structure of words are studied. This is lexicology,
i.e., the systematic study of the meanings (or senses) of words. In this approach
we can go from the form of a word to the various senses. Or we can adopt the
opposite approach: Take a given concept and then see what different words are
available as synonyms to refer to the entities in our conceptual world.

In both approaches the same general route will be followed. First of all, we
will look at the central members of a category and at prototype effects; then we
will look at the links between the different members of a category; and finally,
we will look at the marginal members at the periphery and their “fuzzy”
character. Categories are clear-cut at the centre but tend to be more fuzzy
towards the periphery.

2.1 Introduction: Words, meanings and concepts

In Chapter 1 we saw that language helps us categorize our experiences of the
world. Therefore, the answer to the question in the title “What is in a word” is
relatively simple: “The whole world”, or at least all the experiences we have of
our world that have somehow been categorized linguistically. These are probably
the experiences that have more prominence in a given cultural community.

In one very naïve way, one might be tempted to expect that for each
conceptual category we have just one linguistic category, or word, and, con-
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versely that each word stands for one conceptual category or one meaning. But
this is not the way that language works. On average, a word form has three to
four senses. A word with different, related senses is a polysemous word (from
Greek poly ‘many’ and sema ‘sign, meaning’). A good dictionary usually lists
several senses for one lexical item. Here is part of a slightly adapted example of
the item fruit from the DCE:

(1) fruit /fru˜t/ n plural fruit or fruits

a. something such as an apple, banana, or strawberry that grows on a tree

or other plant and tastes sweet: Fresh fruit and vegetables, a bowl of fruit

b. technical the part of a plant, bush, or tree that contains the seeds

c. The fruit/fruits of sth the good results that you have from something

after you have worked very hard

d. The fruits of the earth/nature all the natural things that the earth pro-

duces such as fruit, vegetables, or minerals

e. old-fashioned slang an insulting way of talking to or about a man

who is a homosexual

f. (not in DCE) fruit of the womb offspring

As the example shows, a dictionary starts from a word form and lists the various
senses and therefore follows a semasiological approach. Semasiology (from
Greek sêma ‘sign’) is thus an approach to the lexicon which describes the
polysemy of a word form and the relationship between these various senses. The
two literal senses in (1a,�b) come before the figurative one in (1c). The most
common senses in (1a–d) are in contrast to the less common ones as in (1e,�f),
and so on. Sometimes the same form may in reality stand for two entirely
different words, as in Pole, used for inhabitants of Poland and for the North and
South Pole. This is called homonymy, which means that two different words
have the same form.

But we can also follow the opposite approach. This second approach is the
onomasiological approach (from Greek ónoma ‘name’). In onomasiology we
start from a concept such as “fruit/fruits” and see which other words or
expressions we can use as synonyms to denote the same or similar concepts.
This is what a thesaurus does. A thesaurus is “a book in which words are put
into groups with other words that are related in meaning” (DCE). The Cam-
bridge Thesaurus of American English gives the following synonyms and other
related words for the literal meanings (2a) and figurative meanings (2b) of fruit:
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(2) fruit, n.

a. berry, vegetable, grain, nut, root, tuber, crop, harvest, produce,

product, yield

b. result, outcome, consequences, aftermath, effect, profits, pay, bene-

fit, return, yield, harvest

An onomasiological approach in a thesaurus goes from a concept or meaning
to the various synonyms which can be used to denote that concept. Onomasio-
logy thus deals with the fact that different words may express similar meanings
like rich and wealthy, called synonymy; with the fact that words have opposite
meanings like rich versus poor, called antonymy; and with the fact that the
meanings of groups of words are related, like richness, affluence, wealth, poverty,
called a lexical field. This is summarized in Table 1.

Thus, given the nature of the lexicon, we can use a semasiological approach,

Table 1.�Word forms and meanings or concepts

Semasiology Onomasiology

Word form (e.g. fruit)
senses a, b, c, d, etc. in (1)
polysemy; homonymy

Concept (e.g. “fruit”)
words a, b in (2)
synonymy, antonymy

Definitions of four terms used in Table 1:

Polysemy
The fact that a word may have two or more related senses as illustrated in (1); sometimes
even more than ten senses are possible, as in the case of the preposition over.

Homonymy
The fact that two words of different origin have the same form, e.g. Pole as in the sense of
‘Polish’ and Pole as used in ‘North Pole’.

Synonymy
The fact that two words have the same or nearly the same meaning, e.g. happy, joyful, pleased.

Antonymy
The fact that two words have the opposite or nearly the opposite meanings, e.g. large and
small, thick and thin, to buy and to sell.

concentrating on the many different senses of words, or an onomasiological
approach, concentrating on what is common or different between the various
words in capturing the essence of our experiences. These two paths will now be
systematically explored in Sections 2.2 and 2.3. In Section 2.4, however, we will
see that these approaches interact and overlap.
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2.2 From words to meanings: Semasiology

Let us suppose you want to communicate to someone else that you can see an
apple. As already discussed in Chapter 1, you can make this clear in three
different semiotic ways. You can point to it (indexical sign), you can draw a
picture that resembles the thing (iconic sign), or you can say the word apple,
which is a symbolic sign. In the last case, how does the word that I pronounce
[æp6l] relate to the thing I see? The word itself is of course not the thing itself,
but only a symbol for the thing. A symbolic sign is a given form which symbol-
izes or stands for a concept (or a meaning) and this concept is related to a whole
category of entities in the conceptual and experiential world. The relationship
between these three elements (�a) form, b) concept or meaning, and c) referent
or entity in the conceptual and experiential world) was presented in a triangle
in Chapter 1, Table 2 and is reproduced here as Table 2 for the sake of clarity.

Although many different interpretations have been proposed for this

concept or meaning

A C

form referent, i.e., entity in
conceptual and
experienced world

SIGN

B

Table 2.�The semiotic triangle

semiotic triangle since it was devised by its inventors Ogden and Richards
(1923), the interpretation proposed here is generally acceptable. There is a direct,
though conventional link between A (form) and B (concept, meaning) and
between B (concept) and C (referent, i.e., entity in conceptual and experienced
world). But there is only an indirect link between A (form) and C (referent or
entity in world), indicated by the interrupted line AC. This semiotic triangle is
a further elaboration of the views of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure,
who introduced two essential terms: The word form is the signifiant (that which
signifies), and the meaning of the word is the signifié (that which is signified).
We will refer to the former simply as word form or word and put it in italics,
and to the latter as meaning — or if a word form is polysemous, as its senses —
and put it in single quotation marks. For example, the word (form) apple stands
for the meaning ‘a kind of fruit’.
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As the dictionary entry of the word fruit in Section 2.1 shows, this word has
more than one meaning. Next to the basic, every-day sense ‘sweet and soft
edible part of a plant’ as in (1a), illustrated in Figure 1a, it has various other
senses. In its technical sense (1b) ‘the seed-bearing part of a plant or tree’, the
word refers to things that are not usually included in its every-day use, as shown
in Figure 1b. It also has a more general use in an expression like the fruits of
nature (1d), which refers to ‘all the natural things that the earth produces’
(including, for instance, grains and vegetables). In addition to these literal
senses, there is a range of figurative senses, including the abstract sense in (1c)
‘the result or outcome of an action’ as in the fruits of his labour or his work bore
fruit, or the somewhat archaic senses in (1e) ‘homosexual’ or in (1f) ‘offspring,
progeny’ as in the biblical expressions the fruit of the womb, the fruit of his loins.

Each of these different uses represents a separate sense of fruit. In turn, each

a. Cut oranges b. melon seeds

Figure 1.

sense may be thought of as referring to a different set of things in the outside
world, a set of referents. For example, when we use the word fruit with the basic
sense ‘sweet and soft edible part of a plant’, we refer to a set of referents that
includes apples, oranges, bananas, and many other sweet and soft edible objects
as in Figure 1a. If we use fruit in its second sense ‘seed-bearing part of plant’, we
think of the fruit’s function as a seed for future plants, typically shown by the
seeds or the referents in the middle of the melon in Figure 1b.

But the seed-bearing part may be the whole fruit as is the case with a
walnut, which is “technically speaking” a fruit (in the second sense), but it is
probably not a fruit in the every-day sense. Thus in the case of a walnut, the
referent is the whole seed-bearing part. In the case of the melon (in the second,
technical sense), the referent is rather the core with the seeds. However, in the
every-day sense, it is rather the edible part. A referent can be defined in a
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simplified way as an entity or part of an entity evoked by words. Each word
sense evokes a member of a different conceptual category. In the fruit example,
the category members happen to be material objects, but in the case of verbs,
they could be actions and in the case of adjectives, they could be properties.

There is no precondition that the “things” in the category need exist in the
real world. The category “fruit” contains all real and imaginary apples and
oranges that fruit could possibly be applied to, in the same way in which goblin
will have a set of members associated with it, regardless of whether goblins are
real or not.

In the next sections we will look more closely at the relationships among
members of a category. We will look at which member is considered the most
central or salient one (2.2.1), how the members are linked to each other in
meaning (2.2.2), and how meanings are fuzzy, i.e. cannot always be distin-
guished clearly (2.2.3).

2.2.1 Salience: Prototypical word senses and referents

In Chapter 1.3.1, it was shown that categories, e.g. the category “chair”, have
prototypical or central members and more marginal or peripheral members.
This principle does not only apply to the members of a category, but also to the
various senses of a word form. The question then is: How can we tell which
sense of a word form like fruit is the most central? There are three interrelated
ways that help us determine which sense of a word is the most central. In order
to establish the salience of a sense, we can look at what particular sense comes
to mind first, we can make a statistical count as to which use is the most
frequent, or we can look at which sense is the more basic in its capacity to
clarify the other senses.

When you hear someone say “I like fruit”, probably the first thing that
comes to everybody’s mind, not only to the dictionary maker’s, is the ‘sweet and
soft edible part’ sense and not the archaic ‘offspring’ sense. The technical sense
of ‘seed-bearing part of a plant or tree’ would not occur to us as immediately,
unless we were talking about fruit in that sort of context. If you were to count
the types of senses where a word like fruit is used in every-day language, you
would probably discover that the ‘edible part’ sense is used far more frequently
than the other senses. From this we may infer that the sense ‘edible part’ is
much more central or salient in our conception of fruit than the ‘seed-bearing
part’ sense and certainly more salient than the archaic ‘offspring’ sense. Another
reason for regarding both the ‘edible part’ and also the ‘seed-bearing part’ sense
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as more central than the other senses is the fact that these senses are a good
starting-point for describing the other senses of fruit. For example, suppose you
don’t know the expression fruit of the womb. This sense can be understood
more easily through the central ‘seed-bearing part’ sense of fruit rather than the
other way round. In other words, the most salient, basic senses are the centre of
semantic cohesion in the category: They hold the category together by making
the other senses accessible to our understanding.

Thus centrality effects or prototypicality effects mean that some elements
in a category are far more conspicuous or salient, or more frequently used than
others. Such prototypicality effects occur not only at the level of senses but also
at the level of referents. As we saw earlier, fruit has many different referents.
When Northern Europeans are asked to name fruits, they are more likely to
name apples and oranges than avocados or pomegranates whereas Southern
Europeans would name figs. Also, if we were to count the actual uses of words
in a Northern European context, references to apples or oranges are likely to be
more frequent than references to mangoes.

2.2.2 Links between word senses: Radial networks

The fact that some word senses are more salient and others more peripheral is
not the only effect under consideration here. Word senses are also linked to one
another in a systematic way through several cognitive processes so that they
show an internally structured set of links. In order to analyze these links and the
processes that bring them about, let us consider the senses of school in (3).

(3) school

a. ‘learning institution or building’ Is there a school nearby?

b. ‘lessons’ School begins at 9 a.m.

c. ‘pupils and/or staff of teachers’ The school is going to the British

Museum tomorrow.

We must hand in the geography

project to the school in May.

d. ‘university faculty’ At 18 she went to law school.

e. ‘holiday course’ Where is the summer school on

linguistics to be held?

f. ‘group of artists with similar

style’

Van Gogh belongs to the Im-

pressionist school.
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g. ‘views shared by a group of

people’

There are two schools of thought

on drinking red wine with fish.

h. ‘a group of big fish swimming

together’

A school of whales followed the

boat.

The first sense of school in (3a) is in fact not just ‘learning institution’, but it can
also be the place or building where the learning institution is housed. Thus in
the sentence She left school at the age of 14, the word school can only mean
‘learning institution’, but in She left the school after 4 p.m., school can mean
both, and in The school was burned down only the building is meant.

The last case in (3h) is a problem. As stated before (see definition of
homonymy) there are, historically speaking, two words school. The senses in
(3a–g) of school go back to a Latin word schola; the last meaning (3h) is not an
extension of the other senses but it stems from a different word form, i.e. Old
English scolu ‘troup’ and has its own development. Still, in the present use of the
meaning of school as ‘group of big fish’, the language user appeals to folk etymology
and may rather see this meaning as a metaphorical extension of the other senses.
Accordingly we will treat the ‘group of big fish’ sense of school as a process of
folk etymology, taking all the senses of this word to be related to each other.

So, these eight senses appear to form a cluster that is structured in the shape
of a radial network, i.e. a centre with radii going in various directions. For the
radial network representing the senses of school we find four main directions as
represented in Table 3.

What are now the processes that constitute the links within this radial
network? It is clear that the central meaning of school has to do with ‘learning by
a group of (young) people’. There are four different processes that allow us to
focus on one or more components in this general category. The first is meto-
nymy. In metonymy (from Greek meta ‘change’ and onoma ‘name’) the basic
meaning of a word can be used for a part or the part for the whole. For instance,
school as a ‘learning institution for a group of people’ allows us to focus upon
each subset (the pupils, the staff) of this complex category and we can take the
subset (e.g. the head of the school) for the whole category. In metonymy the
semantic link between two or more senses of a word is based on a relationship
of contiguity, i.e. between the whole of something, i.e. school as an “institution
for learning in group” and a part of it, e.g., the lessons. In fact, the expression
the school can metonymically stand for each of its components, i.e. the building
itself, the lessons, the pupils, the staff, the headmaster etc. More generally,
contiguity is the state of being in some sort of contact such as that between a
part and a whole, a container and the contents, a place and its inhabitants, etc.
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For example, in English and most languages we may say something like He

c. ‘pupils / teaching staff ’

b. ‘lessons’

a. ‘learning institution;
building’

f. ‘group of artists sharing style’
g. ‘group of people sharing opinions’

d. ‘university faculty
e. ‘one special course’’

h. ‘group of fish’

Table 3.�Radial network of the senses of school

drank the whole bottle. With such an expression we mean of course the contents
in the bottle and not the bottle itself. Because the bottle and its contents are
literally in contact with each other, this is considered a metonymic link. As we
will see in Chapter 3.3, however, the concept of contiguity does not apply only
to real physical or spatial contact, but also to more abstract associations such as
time or cause.

The link which language users as folk etymologists make between the sense
of school as a ‘group of pupils/teaching staff’ and its most peripheral sense as ‘a
group of fish swimming together’ is based on the process of metaphor. Meta-
phor (from Greek metapherein ‘carry over’) is based on perceived similarity.
Referring to the bottom part of a mountain as the foot of the mountain is based
on a conceived similarity between the structure of the human body and a
mountain and hence a transfer is made from the set-up of the human body to
that of the environment. Even the interpretation of a homonym such as school
in the sense of ‘group of fish’ can be related to the senses of school as ‘group of
pupils’ and may thus be motivated by the relation of similarity which language
users perceive between a group of pupils following a master and a group of fish
swimming together and following a leader. But the similarity is completely in
the eyes of the beholder: If he wants to see the similarity, it is there. But the link
is never objectively given as in the case of metonymy, where the relation of
contiguity always involves some objective link between the various senses of a
word. In metaphor one of the basic senses of a form, the source domain, e.g.
elements of the human body, is used to grasp or explain a sense in a different
domain, e.g. the elements of a mountain, called the target domain.
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The other senses of school are based on the processes of specialization and
generalization. The process of specialization is found with the senses of school
as in (3d) ‘a university faculty’ and (3e) ‘one special course’. In a process of
specialization the word’s original meaning is always narrowed down to a
smaller set of special referents. Thus from the general meaning of school as ‘an
institution for learning’, English has narrowed the sense down to that of an
‘academic unit for learning’ (3d) and even further down to ‘any specialized
institution for learning one specific subject’ as is usually the case in a summer
school (3e), or a dance school, a language school, etc.

Another example of specialization is the English word corn, which was
originally a cover-term for ‘all kinds of grain’. Later it specialized to the most
typical referent in various English-speaking countries such as ‘wheat’ in
England, ‘oats’ in Scotland, and ‘maize’ in the USA. The word queen also went
through a specialization process. Originally, it meant any ‘wife or woman’, but
now it is highly restricted to only one type of wife as in ‘king’s wife’ or ‘female
sovereign’. Each language abounds with cases of specialization. Thus hound
now denotes ‘a dog used in hunting’, but it used to denote ‘any kind of dog’,
like the German or Dutch words Hund, hond ‘dog’. Similarly deer originally
meant ‘any animal’ like German or Dutch Tier, dier ‘animal’, fowl meant ‘any
kind of bird’ like German or Dutch Vogel ‘bird’, to starve meant ‘any form or
way of dying’ like Dutch sterven, German sterben ‘to die’.

The opposite of specialization is generalization, which we find in the senses
of school as in (3f) ‘group of artists’ or (3g) ‘group of people sharing opinions’.
Here the meaning component of ‘an institution for learning’ has been broad-
ened to that of ‘any group of people mentally engaged upon shared activities or
sharing views of style or opinions’. Some other examples of generalization are
moon and to arrive. The word moon originally referred to the earth’s satellite,
but it is now applied to any planet’s satellite. The verb to arrive used to mean ‘to
reach the river’s shore’ or ‘to come to the river bank’, but now it means ‘to
reach any destination’.

In summary (see Table 4), the different senses of a polysemous word like
school form a cluster of senses which are interrelated through different links:
metonymy, metaphor, specialization and generalization. The various senses of
a word are thus systematically linked to one another by means of different
paths. Together, the relations between these senses form a radial set as shown in
Table 3, starting from a central (set of) sense(s) and developing into the
different directions. In addition, Table 4 offers a survey of the possible processes
that have led to the meaning extensions of school.
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2.2.3 Fuzziness in conceptual categories and word senses

c. ‘pupils,
teaching staff ’

b. lessonsa. ‘learning
institution’

f. ‘school of
artists’

g. ‘school
of thought’

d. ‘university,
faculty’

e. ‘special course’

h. ‘school of
fish’

GENERALIZATION

SPECIALIZATION

METAPHOR

METONYMY

Table 4.�Processes of meaning extension of school

So far we have talked about the senses of a word as if they are clearly separate from
each other. But we saw in Chapter 1 that meanings reflect conceptual categories.
Categories may have clear centres, but their boundaries may not be clear-cut, and
categories may overlap. As already discussed in Chapter 1.3.1, this phenomenon is
called fuzziness, i.e. the boundaries of any category may be unclear or fuzzy.
Since senses symbolize conceptual categories, it is no surprise that they cannot
be defined in such a way that they include all the referents that should be
included and exclude those that do not belong to the category. As an illustra-
tion, let us consider the question whether the central sense of fruit can be
delimited in a straightforward fashion. Such a delimitation would take the form
of a classical definition, a definition that lists all the necessary and sufficient
conditions for something to be a member of a category. Such a classical
definition is possible for any mathematical category, e.g. the category of “triangle”,
which is defined as ‘a flat shape with three straight sides and three angles’
(DCE). A condition is necessary in the sense of naming characteristics that are
common to all triangles, and it is sufficient in the sense that it distinguishes a
category, e.g. a triangle from any other category, e.g. a shape like .
This shape has three lines, but only two angles. So both elements “three lines”
and “three angles” are necessary conditions, but at the same time also sufficient
conditions: A flat shape with three lines and three angles can only be a triangle.
But things are different with most natural categories.
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If we try to give the necessary conditions or characteristics for fruit, charac-
teristics such as sweet, soft, and having seeds may come to mind as good candi-
dates. But these are not always necessary since lemons are not sweet, avocados
are not necessarily soft, and bananas do not contain parts that are immediately
recognizable as seeds. There are of course a number of characteristics that are
necessary. All fruits “grow above the ground on plants or trees” rather than in
the ground. They have “to ripen” before you can eat them, and if you want to
prepare them rather than eat them raw, you would primarily use sugar, or at
least use them in dishes that have a predominantly “sweet taste”. Taken
together, however, these obligatory features are not sufficient since they do not
exclude almonds and other nuts or a vegetable like rhubarb, which grows above
the ground and is usually cooked with sugar.

We must conclude, then, that the central sense of fruit cannot be defined in
a classical sense, satisfying both necessary and sufficient conditions and
covering all the eventualities of what speakers understand by fruit. However,
this does not mean that our conceptualization of fruit, our mental picture of
fruit, what we call to mind when we think of fruit, is necessarily fuzzy or ill-
defined. It could very well be that the image that spontaneously comes to mind
when we think of fruit is very clear-cut. Indeed, when we ask people to name a
few examples of fruit, they will come up with very much the same list. But all
the same, we also have to accept that such a mental image does not fit all fruits
equally well.

2.3 From concepts to words: Onomasiology

Whereas semasiological analysis starts with a word and tries to discover the
various senses it may have, onomasiological analysis starts from a given concept
and investigates the words that are used to name that particular concept. What
is the purpose of onomasiological analysis? First of all, it can help us find out
where (new) lexical items come from and which mechanisms are used to
introduce different words for the same concept into the vocabulary of a
language. The main purpose of onomasiological analysis is to discover patterns
in a group of conceptually related words, called a lexical field. A lexical field is
a collection of words that all name things in the same conceptual domain. Thus
words such as breakfast, lunch and brunch are related and belong to the same
lexical field because they all name things in the domain of “meals”. A conceptu-
al domain, in its turn, can be defined as any coherent area of conceptualization,
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such as meals, space, smell, colour, articles of dress, the human body, the rules
of football, etc., etc.

The question is: What is the position and status of single words in a lexical
field delimited by a more general word like meal? Other typical examples of
lexical fields are found in conceptual domains such as disease, travel, speed,
games, knowledge, etc. As we will show in the next sections, the conceptual
relations that occur between words in a lexical field are very analogous to those
between the senses of a word identified in the section on semasiology: salience
effects, links and fuzziness.

2.3.1 Salience in conceptual domains: Basic level terms

Just as there are salience effects in semasiology, which tell us which one of all
the senses of a word or which one of the referents is thought of first and used
most often, there are salience effects in onomasiology. For example, in a group
of words like animal, canine, and dog, the hierarchical order goes from more
general to more specific. If faced with something that barks at you, probably a
word like dog would come to mind first. This would be one type of salience
effect. Another type of salience effect may occur in a group of words that are at
the same level of a hierarchy, such as labrador, Alsatian, German shepherd, and
so on. Some names for dog breeds may occur more often than others. Both
types of salience effects are discussed below.

According to anthropologist Brent Berlin, popular classifications of
biological domains usually conform to a general organizational principle. Such
classifications consist of at least three — for Berlin’s investigation even five —
levels, which go from very broad or generic to very narrow or specific. Thus in
conceptual domains (see Table 5) with several levels, the most general category
is at the highest level, and the most specific one is at the lowest level. A basic
level term is a word which, amongst several other possibilities, is used most
readily to refer to a given phenomenon. There are many indications that basic
level terms are more salient than others. For example, while learning a language,
young children tend to acquire basic level terms such as tree, cow, horse, fish,
skirt before generic names like plant, animal, garment, vehicle, fruit or specific
names such as oak tree, labrador, jeans, sports car and Granny Smith. From a
linguistic point of view, basic level terms are usually short and morphologically
simple. From a conceptual point of view, the basic level constitutes the level
where salience effects are most outspoken. At the basic level category, individual
members have the most in common with each other, and have the least in
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common with members of a related basic level category. In the domain of

Table 5.�Folk classifications of conceptual domains

Levels Conceptual domains

Generic level
Basic level
Specific level

plant
tree
oak tree

animal
dog
labrador

garment
trousers
jeans

vehicle
car
sports car

fruit
apple
Granny Smith

garment, items such as trousers, skirts, and coats may be considered basic level
members. All members of the category “skirt” have in common that (1) they are
normally restricted to female wearers, (2) they do not cover the legs separately,
(3) they cover the body from the waist down, and (4) they usually are no
shorter than the upper thighs. Features that “skirt” has in common with
“trousers” or “sweater” are much more difficult to find. On the other hand,
members of categories at the generic level such as garment have only one rather
general characteristic in common: They all represent “a layer of clothing”.

This basic level model is useful in that it predicts to a certain extent which
level is the most salient in a folk classification. However, it cannot predict which
term among the terms at the same level is preferred and used most often.
Imagine you are looking at a magazine and you see a very short skirt with two
loose front panels that are wrapped. Is it both a wrap-over skirt and a miniskirt?
What are we most likely to call it? A detailed analysis of such terms has shown
that fashion journalists prefer the term miniskirt in such a case. If there are
several equally descriptive terms at one level, what criteria are applied in the
choice of one term over another? (See Figure 2.)

We can explain this fact with the notion of entrenchment. This concept was
first introduced by Ronald Langacker to explain how new expressions may be
formed and then remain deeply rooted in the language. For example, in the past
the two words by and cause formed the new compound because. This newly
formed compound was used so often that people were no longer aware of its
origin. In other words, a word group may develop into a regular expression,
until it is so firmly entrenched in the lexicon that it has become a regular, well-
established word in the linguistic system. A similar process may apply to the
choice of one particular member of a category rather than the other. The name
miniskirt is highly entrenched since it is used much more often than the name
wrap-over skirt or another more general or more specific name.
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2.3.2 Links in conceptual domains: Taxonomies

wrap-over skirt pleated skirt miniskirt culottes

Figure 2.�Some women’s garments

In Section 2.2.2 on the links between the senses of a word (semasiology), we saw
that words may develop new senses through the processes of metonymy,
metaphor, specialization, and generalization. These processes may also be
applied in onomasiology. As we saw earlier, onomasiology deals with the
relations among the names we give to categories. These categories, in turn, are
not just there in isolation, but they belong together according to a given
conceptual domain.

Within a conceptual domain, we not only find a distinction between a
generic level, a basic level and a specific level, as illustrated in Table 5, but these
levels may also form a hierarchical taxonomy, as illustrated in Table 6. In a
hierarchical taxonomy the higher level is the superordinate level, e.g. vehicle,
which is a hypernym and subsumes all the concepts below it, e.g. car. But car is
itself a superordinate category or hypernym, if compared with sports car, which
is a hyponym of car. Thus Table 6 combines two things, i.e. a folk classification
and a hierarchical taxonomy. A hierarchical taxonomy is also a special instance
of a lexical field in that the lexical items are now hierarchically ordered. Thus in
all cases of a lexical field, e.g. “article of dress”, we can always distinguish
between three hierarchical levels: Going up in the taxonomy is generalization,
going down in the taxonomy is specialization. As the third group of words like
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shirt, T-shirt, sweater, etc. shows, in a number of cases there may be a lexical

wrap-over
skirt

mini-
skirt

leggings shorts jeans shirt T-shirt sweaterSubordinate

?trousersskirt

article of dress

Basic

Superordinate

LEVELS

Table 6.�Hierarchical taxonomy

gap, i.e. there is no basic level term available where we might expect one.
Other links between conceptual domains are made by means of metaphor

and metonymy. We often use a whole conceptual domain to structure our
understanding of some other domain. Thus, in our anthropocentric drive, we
have used the domains of the human body to structure our view of the parts of
a mountain. The lower part of the mountain is the foot of the mountain, the
higher curving part is its shoulder and the top of the mountain is, in many
languages, seen as its “head” or “crown”. Here the process of metaphorization
does not just apply to a given sense of a word as was shown for school in the
sense of ‘a group of fish’ in Table 3. In the case of mountain a whole conceptual
domain such as the human body is used to structure another conceptual
domain such as the shape of a mountain. George Lakoff, who recognized this
thought process, calls this use of metaphor a conceptual metaphor. Our
understanding of abstract, conceptual domains such as reasoning and emotions
is particularly affected by many conceptual metaphors. Thus Lakoff proposes an
underlying conceptual metaphor Argument is war for all the concrete
metaphors found in English to denote arguing, such as to win or lose an argument,
to give up an indefensible position, to attack someone’s views, and many more.
Likewise, emotions are conceptualized as Heat of a fluid in a container, so
that we can boil with anger, or make someone’s blood boil, reach a boiling point,
or explode.

Just as a conceptual metaphor restructures a conceptual domain like moun-
tains in terms of another conceptual domain such as the human body, a
conceptual metonymy names one aspect or element in a conceptual domain
while referring to some other element which is in a contiguity relation with it.
The following instances are typical of conceptual metonymy.
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(4) Instances of conceptual metonymy

a. Person for his name: I’m not in the telephone book.

b. Possessor for possessed: My tyre is flat.

c. Author for book: This year we read Shakespeare.

d. Place for people: My village votes Labour.

e. Producer for product: My new Macintosh is superb.

f. Container for contained: This is an excellent dish.

In each of these instances, the thing itself could be named. Thus in (4a) we
could also say My name is not in the telephone book, in (4b) The tyre of my car is
flat, in (4c) This year we read a play by Shakespeare, etc. By the use of the
metonymical alternative, the speaker emphasizes the more salient rather than
the specific factors in the things named.

Table 7 summarizes the conceptual relations we find in semasiological and
onomasiological analyses. In both we discern hierarchical relations (from more
salient to more specific), relations based on contiguity and relations based on
similarity.

Table 7.�Conceptual relations in semasiological and onomasiological analysis

Conceptual
relations

In semasiology (how senses of
one word relateto each other)

In onomasiology (how concepts
and words relate to each other)

1. hierarchy (top/
bottom)

generalizing and specializing e.g.
school of artists vs. school of
economics

conceptual domain: Taxonomies
(e.g. animal, dog, labrador) and
lexical fields: e.g. meals

2. contiguity
(close to sth.)

metonymic extensions of senses
(school as institution Æ lessons Æ
teaching staff)

conceptual metonymy, e.g.
Container for contained

3. similarity
(like sth.)

metaphorical extensions of sens-
es (win an argument)

conceptual metaphor, e.g.
argument is war

2.3.3 Fuzziness in conceptual domains: Problematical taxonomies

In Section 2.2.3 we saw that whenever categorization of natural categories is
involved, there is by definition some fuzziness at the category edges. Tomatoes,
for example, can be categorized as either vegetables or fruit, depending on who
is doing the categorizing. The same goes for the onomasiological domain.

For example, when we look at the basic level model introduced in 2.3.1, we
might feel that if we “puzzle” long enough we will discover a clear, mosaic-like



42 Cognitive Exploration of Language and Linguistics

organization of the lexicon where each item has a clear “place” in a given
taxonomy. However, there are several reasons to question this apparent
neatness. For one thing, as Table 8 shows, there are problems of overlap in
actual language data: Since shorts, jeans, and trousers are generally worn by
both men and women, the taxonomy in Table 8 shows overlapping areas if
women’s and men’s garment criteria are taken into account.

Another problem is that it is not always possible to decide exactly at which

wrap-over
skirt

mini-
skirt

leggings shorts jeans

suittrousersskirt

garments

women’s garments men’s garments

Table 8.�Taxonomy with fuzzy areas

level one should place a lexical item in the hierarchy. A detailed analysis of
clothing terms provided the following problem: At which level of the taxonomy
in Table 8 would the item culottes (see Figure 2 on page 39) have to be placed?
Is it a word at the more generalized, higher end of the taxonomy, alongside
“trousers” and “skirt”, that is, as a basic level term (Table 9a), or do culottes
belong one level below these terms as a subordinate category, at the more
specific level (Table 9b)?

The fact that we cannot determine exactly at which level an item should be

skirt

miniskirt culotteswrap-over
skirt

garment covering legs

culottes (f) trousers (f, m)skirt (f)

a. as a basic level term b. as a subordinate term

Table 9.�Culottes

put relates to semasiological salience effects. As we saw earlier, those category
members that are preferred and occur the most are the most salient. For
example, words like trousers and skirt occur much more often than culottes. By



Chapter 2.�What’s in a word? 43

nature, such salient category members are better category members than non-
salient members. We may conclude that if it is unclear whether culottes are a
pair of “trousers” or a “skirt”, it is also unclear where to put it in the taxonomy.
Different languages may even tend to classify the items differently. For example,
the Dutch equivalent for culottes, i.e. broekrok (literally ‘trouser skirt’), empha-
sizes the “skirt” aspect. The definition in the DCE for culottes, i.e. “women’s
trousers which stop at the knee and are shaped to look like a skirt”, emphasizes
the “trouser” part even more. From this viewpoint it would be at the same level
as leggings, shorts, and jeans as represented in Table 8.

Also, contrary to what the basic level model might suggest, the lexicon cannot
be represented as one single taxonomical tree with ever more detailed branch-
ings of nodes. Instead, it is characterized by multiple, overlapping hierarchies.
One could ask oneself, for instance, how an item like woman’s garment, clothing
typically or exclusively worn by women, would have to be included in a
taxonomical model of the lexicon. As Table 8 shows, such a classification on the
basis of sex does not work because some items may be worn by both men and
women. Consequently, the taxonomical position of woman’s garment itself is
unclear because it cross-classifies with skirt/trousers/suit.

2.4 Conclusion: Interplay between semasiology and onomasiology

Up to now we have looked at semasiological and onomasiological matters from
a theoretical point of view. To round off this chapter on lexicology, let us
concentrate on meaning and naming with a more practical purpose, and ask
ourselves the question “which factors determine our choice of a lexical item” or,
in other words, “why does a speaker in a particular situation choose a particular
name for a particular meaning”. The basic principles of this “pragmatic” form
of onomasiology are the following: The selection of a name for a referent is
simultaneously determined by both semasiological and onomasiological
salience. As we argued earlier, semasiological salience is determined by the
degree to which a sense or a referent is considered prototypical for the category,
and onomasiological salience is determined by the degree to which the name for
a category is entrenched.

Semasiological salience implies that something is more readily named by a
lexical item if it is a good example of the category represented by that item. Let’s
take motor vehicles as an example. Why do we in Europe call the recently issued
type of motor vehicle like the Renault’s Espace, which is somewhere between a
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van and a car, a car rather than a van. The preference for car as a name for these
vehicles probably follows from the fact that — although they have characteris-
tics of both vans and cars — they are still considered better examples of the
category car because they are owned by individuals to transport persons.
Typical European vans, on the other hand, transport goods. In other words,
these vehicles are called cars because they are considered more similar to
prototypical cars than vans. (Note that in the US, though, where these types of
vehicles have been around longer and vans have been used as family vehicles,
the name mini-van has become entrenched.)

Onomasiological salience may now be formulated as follows: A referent is
preferably named by a lexical item a instead of b when a represents a more
highly entrenched lexical category than b. So in the situation where our “mini-
wrap-over skirt” is as much like a “wrap-over skirt” as a “miniskirt” — and
there is no semasiological motivation for preferring one or the other category
— the name miniskirt will still be chosen as a name for the hybrid skirt if
miniskirt is a more highly entrenched word than wrap-over skirt.

In short, the choice for a lexical item as a name for a particular referent is
determined both by semasiological and onomasiological salience. This recognition
points the way towards a fully integrated conception of lexicology, in which both
semasiological and onomasiological approaches are systematically combined.

2.5 Summary

We can see two almost opposite phenomena when studying words and their
meanings. On the one hand, words are polysemous or have a number of
different related senses. On the other hand, we use many different words,
sometimes synonyms, but sometimes generic or specific words, to refer to the
same thing, which is the referent. Such words are collected in a thesaurus. Next
to relations of polysemy and synonymy, there is also antonymy and homo-
nymy The two basic approaches to the study of words and their senses or
meanings are known as semasiology, and onomasiology, respectively. Although
they are fundamentally different approaches to the study of the senses of words
and the names of things, they are also highly comparable in that we find similar
phenomena with respect to prototypicality or centrality effects, links between
senses or words, and fuzziness.

Amongst the various senses of words, some are always more central or
prototypical and other senses range over a continuum from less central to
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peripheral. The sense with the greatest saliency is the one that comes to mind
first when we think of the meanings of a word. All the senses of a word are
linked to each other in a radial network and based on cognitive processes such
as metonymy, metaphor, generalization and specialization. In metonymy the
link between two senses of a word is based on contiguity, in metaphor the link
is based on similarity between two elements or situations belonging to different
domains, i.e. a source domain, e.g. the human body, and the target domain, e.g.
the lay-out of a mountain. The borders between senses within a radial network
and especially between the peripheral senses of two networks such as fruit and
vegetable are extremely fuzzy or unclear so that classical definitions of word
meanings are bound to fail, except in highly specialized or “technical” defini-
tions, in dictionaries.

Amongst the various words that we can use to name the same thing, we
always find a prototypical name in the form of a basic level term such as tree,
trousers, car, apple, fish, etc. Instead of a basic level term such as trousers or skirt
we can also use superordinate terms such as garment or subordinate terms such
as jeans or miniskirt, but such non-basic terms differ in that they are less
“entrenched” in the speaker’s mind. Entrenchment means that a form is deeply
rooted in the language. If no word is available for a basic level category, we have
a lexical gap. Words are linked together in lexical fields, which describe the
important distinctions made in a given conceptual domain in a speech commu-
nity. When a whole domain is mapped on to another domain, we have a
conceptual metaphor; when part of a domain is taken for the whole domain or
vice versa, we have a conceptual metonymy. Finally, it must be admitted that
the hierarchical taxonomies in lexical items do not neatly add up to one great
taxonomy of branching distinctions, but that fuzziness is never absent.

2.6 Further reading

The most accessible work on linguistic categorization and prototypes in
semantics is Taylor (2003). The technical analysis of terms of clothing on which
this chapter very strongly draws is Geeraerts, Grondelaers and Bakema (1994).
Studies on basic level terms have been carried out by Berlin (1978), Berlin et al.
(1974) for plants and Berlin and Kay (1969) for colour terms. Studies of
metaphor and its impact on the extension of meanings are offered in Lakoff and
Johnson (1980). Volumes grouping a large number of cognitive studies of
metaphor and/or metonymy and their relevance for the lexicon are Panther and
Radden (1999), Barcelona (2000), Dirven and Pörings (2002), Panther and
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Putting concepts together

Syntax

4.0 Overview

In the previous chapters on lexicology and morphology we analyzed links
between concepts and morphemes. We will now tackle the question of how to
put concepts together and express an event. (The notion of event is used here in
its widest sense, as both an action or a state). We express events by means of a
sentence. A sentence, in writing usually marked with a full stop or other
punctuation marks and in speaking with certain intonation contours, is a
complex construction consisting of the following components: an event
schema, a sentence pattern and grounding elements.

When describing an event as a whole, we can pick out one, two or at the most,
three main participants which we relate to each other in one way or another. Even
though each event is unique in its own way, our language shows that we tend to
group events according to a limited number of types, called “event schemas”.

Each of these general event types is matched to a typical sentence pattern
with a particular kind of word order, which reflects the way the participants in
an event are related to each other. There are other elements to help us “place”
the event relative to ourselves and the time we are speaking. By means of certain
grammatical morphemes, called grounding elements, we express when and
where the event occurs or occurred, and — in the case of hypothetical events —
whether an event may occur, may have occurred or will occur.

4.1 Introduction: Syntax and grammar

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (SOED) defines the sentence as “the
grammatically complete expression of a single thought”. This definition reflects
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traditional thinking about the interrelationship of language and thought. From
a cognitive point of view, the sentence is also understood to combine conceptu-
al and linguistic completeness. Conceptually, a sentence expresses a complete
event as seen by a speaker. Linguistically, a typical sentence names at least one
participant and the action or state it is involved in. By means of verb mor-
phemes, it indicates how this action or state is related to the speaker’s here and
now in time and space.

To express such an event, a typical sentence consists of various interrelated
meaningful units. The preceding chapters surveyed the main categories that
form such building blocks of language: lexical items and grammatical mor-
phemes. In a sentence, these units occur together in a systematic order. The
field of study that is concerned with such systematic order is traditionally
known as syntax. The term syntax derives from two Greek word forms: the
prefix syn ‘with’ and the word tassein ‘arrange’. Syntax “arranges together” the
elements of a sentence by means of regular patterns.

Our ability to recognize these general sentence patterns in a language allows
us to understand the thoughts expressed in sentences. We might even detect
more than one pattern or more than one possible order of participants in the
same string of words and then such a string has more than one meaning. For
example, in writing, a sentence like (1a) can be interpreted in two different ways
and paraphrased as in (1b) and (1c), respectively:

(1) a. Entertaining students can be fun.

b. Students who entertain (people) can be fun.

c. It can be fun (for people) to entertain students.

In speaking, it might be clear which sense the phrase entertaining students
conveys by means of differences in intonation and stress, but in writing such a
sentence is ambiguous. This ambiguity can be explained as follows. Conceptual-
ly, a verb such as entertain has two participants: One participant who does the
entertaining and one who is being entertained. In simple sentences like They
entertained the students or The students entertained them the same pattern and
the different word order clearly indicate who is doing the entertaining. The one
before the verb, the subject, names the person doing the entertaining and the
one after the verb, the direct object, the one being entertained.

However, in (1a), the expression entertaining students is not a complete
sentence but a phrase in which we may recognize two distinct word orders, one
in which students can be interpreted as subject and one in which students is
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direct object. Paraphrase (1b) illustrates students with the subject function and
(1c) with the object function.

Our knowledge of the linguistic categories of a language combined with our
knowledge of the patterns in which they may occur is known as the grammar of
a language (see Table 1). This wider understanding of the notion of grammar
thus includes all the components of linguistic structure: lexicology, morpholo-
gy, syntax as well as phonetics and phonology, discussed in the next chapter.

In this chapter, we will limit ourselves to three main areas. First, in Sec-

Table 1.�Grammar and its components

Linguistic fields Linguistic categories Composition processes

lexicology lexemes (words) lexical extension patterns
(e.g. metaphor, metonymy)

morphology morphemes (e.g. affixes) morphological processes
(e.g. compounding)

syntax grammatical categories
(e.g. word classes)

grammatical patterns
(e.g. word order)

phonetics/phonology phonemes (e.g. consonants;
vowels)

phonemic patterns
(e.g. assimilation)

tion 4.2 we will look more closely at how we conceive of types of events in event
schemas. In Section 4.3 we will look at sentence patterns with which event
schemas are described. Section 4.4 will deal with the way we relate events to our
own situation at the moment of speaking.

4.2 Event schemas and participant roles

When we describe an event, it is not necessary to name all the possible persons,
things and minor details involved. Instead we “pick out” only those elements
that are the most salient to us at that moment. The relationship between a
whole event and the sentence we use to describe it is a way of filtering out all the
minor elements and focusing on one, two or three participants only.

As our anthropocentric perspective of the world (see Chapter 1.2.1) would
predict, the things that catch our eye most are quite often most like us. They
are usually persons, animals or things with which we, as humans, would most
often associate.
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This is typically shown by the various construals we can use to describe the
following situation. While the teacher is absent, two children in class have an
enormous fight. Things get so tense that Kim takes a baseball bat, walks over to
Bruce and tries to hit him. However, Kim misses and accidentally hits the
window, which shatters. When the teacher comes in, this event may be de-
scribed in many different ways, with different focus, and more or less detail:

(2) a. Kim is the one who did it.

b. The window broke.

c. Kim broke the window.

d. Kim felt very angry and tried to hit Bruce.

e. Kim had a baseball bat in his hand.

f. The baseball bat went through the window.

g. Bruce had given Kim a nasty picture of himself.

Each of these sentences evokes the event, but each shows that the speaker has
focused on different aspects of the event. These typical English sentences in (2)
show how we consider events in a very schematic way, according to certain
conceptual schemas.

A conceptual schema of an event, i.e. an event schema, combines a type of
action or state with its most salient participants, which may have different
“roles” in the action or state. These roles may range from very active ones in
which an animate being performs an intentional action or a rather passive one
where an entity is involved in a state or undergoes an action. For example, in an
event schema such as “A hit B”, the action of hitting typically takes an Agent, a
human instigator who performs the act, and a Patient, the participant undergo-
ing the action.

As we will see below, there are different types of event schemas, involving
participants with different semantic roles. Some events we describe involve
participants such as an Agent who exert a great deal of energy. Others involve
participants such as a Patient who undergo energy. Others do not involve any
energy and are therefore called states. This flow of energy or its absence is
typically expressed by different types of verbs.

Therefore, event schemas can be indicated by the most prototypical verbs
that are used to ask questions about the events taking place. Interestingly
enough, as Chapter 6 will show, these verbs are not only used in English, but
their equivalents are present in all the languages of the world. These verbs are
be, happen, do, feel, see, etc. and are consequently appropriate labels for the
main event schema they specify, as shown in the list below:
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1. “Being” schema: Who or what is some entity (like)?
2. “Happening” schema: What is happening?
3. “Doing” schema: What is someone doing? What does he or she do?
4. “Experiencing” schema: What does someone feel, see, etc.?
5. “Having” schema: What does an entity have?
6. “Moving” schema: Where is an entity moving?

Where does an entity move?
7. “Transferring” schema: To whom is an entity transferred?

Each of these schemas is discussed in more detail below and in Section 4.3 we
will discuss the typical sentence patterns and word orders with which they are
described.

4.2.1 The “being” schema

The main function of the “being” schema is to relate a characteristic or any
other conceptual category to a given entity which does not really play a domi-
nant role in the relationship. The role of the main participant is described as a
Patient, whereby the role of Patient is defined as that role which is least in-
volved in any type of relationship. The Patient in a “being” schema can be
related with different ways of “being”: It can be linked to an identifying element
(3a), to a category or class (3b), to a characteristic (3c), to a given place (3d), or
to the notion of mere existence (3e):

(3) a. This place on the map here is the Sahara. (Identifier)

b. The Sahara is a desert. (Class membership)

c. The Sahara is dangerous (territory). (Attribution)

d. This desert is in Northern Africa. (Location)

e. There is a desert (in Northern Africa). (Existential)

These semantic relations can be subsumed under the cover term Essive (from
the Latin verb esse ‘to be’). An Essive is any role that is related to a patient via a
“being” link. In (3a), the speaker identifies a given place on a map by using a
proper name, the Sahara. A typical test applicable in any identifying construc-
tion is that one can turn the two definite noun phrases round without changing
the meaning. Thus the difference between (3a) and a sentence like The Sahara is
this place on the map here is only a question of which element the speaker wants to
identify. Both can serve as Identifier. In (3b) we find an act of categorization,
namely, that the Sahara is a member of the class or category “desert”. In (3c) the
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speaker attributes a property to the Sahara. In (3d) the Patient Sahara is linked
not to a property, but to an Essive location. Similarly, the existential use of there
is or there are in (3e) is a peripheral member of this category of Essives. The
category of Essives has in common that they all denote a state of being.

4.2.2 The “happening” schema

Whereas the “being” schema denotes a state, the “happening” schema emphasizes
a process that is taking place and the participating entity involved in it. How-
ever, the participating entity itself need not really be actively involved in the
process and is therefore also a Patient. There is a gradual increase in autonomy
between the Patient and the process, as suggested by the following series of
examples: The series begins with an atmospheric situation as Patient in (4a) and
ranges from lifeless objects in (4b,�c) to living and even human (4d,�e) entities:

(4) a. The weather is clearing up.

b. The stone is rolling down.

c. The kettle is boiling.

d. The dog is whining.

e. The boy is getting better.

In each of these processes, we find an entity which does not contribute to the
energy developed in the ongoing process, but rather undergoes it and therefore
this entity in the “happening” schema is a more prototypical Patient than the
one in a “being” schema. Even the whining of the dog can be seen and ex-
plained as the result of some inherent stimulus-reflex energy which is stronger
than the dog itself. But of course the dog is self-acting, and hence more autono-
mous than the water in the kettle (4c) or the rolling stone (4b), which cannot be
stopped by a new stimulus, but only by some counterforce. Such instinctive
energy of a dog whining is also stronger than the physical and/or psychological
processes of becoming ill or getting better. Human beings may undergo these
processes rather than control them. The Patient character of all the subjects in
(4) thus emerges as an answer to the question “What is happening to an
entity?”. Even the question “What is happening to the dog?” does not sound
funny in the context of a whining dog or even the dog’s wild continued bout of
barking without any noticeable explanation. But in a different context, the dog’s
barking might rather belong to the next schema, and it is therefore a peripheral
member of each of the two schemas.
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4.2.3 The “doing” schema

In instances of the “happening” schema as in (4) it is usually not possible to ask
“What is X doing?” or “What does X do?” Of course, in the case of animals like
a barking dog we can say “What is the dog doing?” or “What did the dog do
when you told him to shut up?”, and then we interpret the dog’s behaviour as
somehow controllable. In a “doing” schema one entity is seen as the source of
the energy that is developed, and consequently as instigating the action. We can
see the dog’s barking as “doing something”, namely as a controllable action
rather than as simply undergoing an instinctive process. This distinction also
helps to explain why the “doing” schema is almost exclusively linked to human
Agents, whereby an Agent is defined as the entity that deliberately instigates the
action expressed by the verb. The main difference between the “happening”
schema and the “doing” schema is in the role of an Agent as the source of the
energy, that is, the wilful instigator of the action. The energy he or she generates
can often be seen to flow to a Patient. These two extremes of the “doing”
schema, i.e. energy produced in oneself (5a) or energy transmitted to some
other object (5e) and all the variations in between are illustrated in (5).

(5) a. John got up early. (No object possible)

b. He painted all morning. (Object not relevant)

c. He painted the dining-room. (Object affected)

d. He also painted a picture. (Object effected)

e. Later he destroyed the picture. (Object affected)

In (5b) there is no Object, since the speaker focuses on the action itself and the
time it takes. In (5c) the same verb paint is used with an Object that was already
in existence and which is affected by the energy of the Subject. In (5d) the
Subject produces a new entity, i.e. the picture he painted: This is the result or
effect of his painting.

4.2.4 The “experiencing” schema

Most conceptual categorization is based on the experiences humans have in
their environmental and cultural world. Experiences may be understood in the
most general way, including bodily experiences, social and cultural experiences.
But here, in the context of conceptual schemas, we use the term experience in a
somewhat narrower technical sense; by “experiencing” schema we mean the
mental processing of the contact with the world. This is expressed by mental
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verbs such as to see, to feel, to know, to think, to want etc. Unlike the “doing”
schema, which requires an Agent, the entity involved in an “experiencing”
schema is neither passive like a Patient, nor active like an Agent, but it is the
“registration centre” of these perceptions, emotions, thought processes and
wants. This role is therefore called the Experiencer, the role of the entity that
has a mental experience.

(6) a. Little Bernice sees a snake.

b. He knows that it is a dangerous one.

c. Even so, he wants to pick it up.

d. He thinks that he can do so if he’s quick.

e. When he does, he feels a sharp pain.

The second participant of the sentences in this “experiencing” schema can
either denote a concrete object like snake in (6a), or a second event schema as
in (6b–d), which is expressed in a subclause with that or to-infinitive. All these
types of second participants in the experiencing schema are Patients. The main
difference with the Patient in a “doing” schema is that the Patient in an
“experiencing” schema is not affected and cannot become the subject of a
passive sentence (*A snake is seen by him).

4.2.5 The “having” schema

The “having” schema subsumes several subtypes. In the most prototypical case,
the “having” schema relates a human Possessor to the object possessed, but it
may also relate an affected entity to its cause of affection, a whole to its parts, or
one family member to another.

(7) a. Doreen has a nice penthouse. (Material possession)

b. Maureen often has brilliant ideas. (Mental possession)

c. John has very bad flu. (Affected – affection)

d. This table has three legs. (Whole – part)

e. She has one sister. (Kinship relation)

In the prototypical realization of the “having” schema (7a), a (human) Posses-
sor is linked with an object which is material, movable and transferable in that
it can be passed into someone else’s possession. This type of the “having”
schema is known as ownership. Less central are mental objects (7b), and quite
peripheral on the continuum of the “having” schema are affections (7c), part-
whole relations (7d) or kinship relations (7e).
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Just as with an “experiencing” schema there is no real energy flow between
the two participants as the first one does not wilfully act, but undergoes a state;
therefore, the Possessor is very much like a Patient. In many languages the
patient is even expressed as a direct object, i.e. something like “A very bad flu
has John” instead of English (7c).

It might look as if the “being” schema and the “having” schema are some-
how related, but in English have and be are quite different. Unlike the “being”
schema, the “having” schema can be paraphrased by means of with: The woman
with a nice penthouse/The girls with brilliant ideas/The man with very bad flu/The
table with three legs/The woman with one sister. The fact that each of these is
somewhat different again shows up when we paraphrase them either with of
(the three legs of the table) or with the genitive ’s in John’s flu, Doreen’s pent-
house, Maureen’s brilliant ideas and the woman’s sister. Here English takes a very
strong anthropocentric perspective: “Human” possessors can always be
paraphrased with the ’s-genitive, but a non-human relation such as a part-
whole is usually rendered with an of-phrase.

4.2.6 The “moving” schema

The “moving” schema is a combination of either a “happening” schema or a
“doing” schema with the places where the process or action starts (Source),
where it passes by (Path), and where it goes to (Goal). These three places are
synthesized in a “source-path-goal” schema. The “source-path-goal” schema
can be understood in a literal, spatial sense as in (8a,�b), in a temporal sense as
in (8c,�d) and in an abstract, metaphorical sense as in (8e,�f).

(8) a. The apple fell from the tree into the grass.

“happening” schema + Source – Goal

b. I climbed from my room up the ladder onto the roof.

“doing” schema + Source – Path – Goal

c. It went on from ten all night long till two.

“happening” schema + Start – Duration – End

d. The police searched the house from noon till midnight.

“doing” schema + Start – End

e. The weather changed from cloudy to bright in one hour.

“happening” schema + Initial State – Resultant State

f. She changed from an admirer into his adversary.

“happening” schema + Initial State – Resultant State
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As these examples show, a concrete event schema can very easily change into a
more abstract one, with some elements changing quite radically.

Thus the notion of “path” in the concrete spatial sense (8b) changes into a
“duration” concept in a temporal context (8c,�d) and into two successive “states
of being” in a process context (8e,�f).

In combination with a “moving” schema, the elements of the “source-path-

a. Apple falling from tree b. Apple falling into grass

Figure 1.�Equal salience of source and goal in the “moving” schema.

goal” schema — as shown in Figure 1 — are equally salient and can all occur
independently as in The apple fell from the tree (source) or It fell into the grass
(goal) or It fell down the roof (path) or in any combination of these. But a
“doing schema” by nature involves human volition, and we tend to be far more
interested in the goal of the action than in the source of the action, at least if this
is a mere starting-point with from. Therefore, when human action is involved,
goal is far more salient than such a starting-point. Thus it is strange to say *I
climbed from my room, but much more natural is I climbed onto the roof or I
climbed up the ladder.

In temporal contexts we find a similar principle at play. Combined with a
“happening” schema, the source, path or goal elements can occur with a slight
difference in saliency as in It went on from ten (start) — which is somewhat less
acceptable vs. It went on till two (end point). But with a “doing” schema
involving a human action we would tend to include the end point rather than
naming only the start. For example, They searched from noon till midnight or
They searched till midnight sounds more natural than They searched from noon.

More generally, we may conclude that there is a strong hierarchy in the
every-day experience of the “source-path-goal” schema: For human actions, the
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goal is usually more important than the source and the source and goal are
usually more important than the path. This principle has been called the “goal-
over-source” principle. This applies to abstract changes too. For example, while
pointing to the barometer, we could say The weather has changed to bright, or
The weather has got brighter but not *The weather has changed from cloudy.

4.2.7 The “transferring” schema

Like the “moving” schema, the “transferring” schema is a combination of
different schemas: the “having” schema, the “happening” or “doing” schema,
and the “moving” schema. The “transferring” schema implies two states. There
is an initial state where one participant has something and passes it on to
another participant. The resultant state indicates that the second participant has
the thing passed on. These processes of transfer are illustrated in (9):

(9) a. Janice gave Lynn a birthday cake.

b. Janice gave a birthday cake to Lynn.

c. Janice gave the door a coat of paint.

d. *Janice gave a coat of paint to the door.

In both (9a and b), Janice has a birthday cake. She gives it to Lynn and the result
is that Lynn now has the thing. Both sentence patterns in (9a,�b) reflect the
“transferring” schema, but there is a clear meaning difference between them.
The pattern in (9a) without to expresses that the second participant becomes
the real possessor of the third entity or she is the Receiver. In (9b) Lynn is not
necessarily the new possessor; Janice may just have too much to carry or to do
and may want Lynn to hold the cake for a little while. So to Lynn denotes a
Goal, not necessarily a Receiver. In the case of abstract possession like (9c) we
use the same type of construction and since the paint is to become part of the
door, this cannot become a “temporary” possessor so that sentence (9d) is
ungrammatical.

In summary, these types of event schemas are presented in Table 2.
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4.3 Hierarchical and linear structure of the sentence

Table 2.�Configuration of “roles” in event schemas

Participants

First Second Third

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

“Being” schema
“Happening” schema
“Doing” schema
“Experiencing” schema
“Having” schema
“Moving” schema
“Transferring” schema

Patient
Patient
Agent
Experiencer
Possessor
(Agent)
Agent

Essive
(Patient)
(Patient)
Patient
Patient
Patient
Receiver

Goal
Patient

As has been said before, the word order in the sentence reflects the way in which
participants are related to each other. Word order constitutes the linear
structure of the sentence. But this is only one aspect of the complex structure of
the sentence. The other aspect is the hierarchical structure governing within a
sentence. This means that some parts or constituents of the sentence belong
together more than others. Thus verb (V) and object (O) belong together,
forming the verb phrase, and are in contrast with the subject (S). Now we will
look into more complex aspects of all the hierarchical levels within a sentence.

4.3.1 Hierarchical structure of the sentence constituents

The tremendous achievement of language is to map the levels of thought onto
the linear order of spoken or written language. Before resuming the question of
how the event schemas presented above are mapped onto language structure, it
is necessary to first look into the way linearization takes shape. The way people
conceive of events may already be language-specific to some extent — as we will
see in Chapter 6 — but the order in which constituents of a sentence are
linearized may take radically different forms in the languages of the world. Even
in closely related languages such as English, French and German we find major
differences with respect to linearization. Compare:

(10) a. He has given them to his sister.

b. Il les a donnés à sa soeur.

c. Er hat sie seiner Schwester gegeben.
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Theoretically, there are eight slots available into which the constituents of a
sentence may be put, and each of the three languages makes different use of the
slots, as represented in Table 3.

In these languages, the most volatile constituent to be placed in the linear
structure of the sentence is the direct object (O) in pronoun-form. The most
fixed constituent in the linear structure is, apart from the subject, the auxiliary.
In English and French, the participle cannot be split from its auxiliary by a
(pronoun) object, while German has a two-pronged construction for the
auxiliary and the participle. The slot between them can actually contain any
number of constituents as in (11).

(11) Gestern hat er Jane nach einem heftigen Streit, ohne auch nur ein einziges

Wort zu sagen, alle ihre Briefe zurückgegeben.

Yesterday he has Jane after a heavy fight, without a word to say, all her

letters, back-given.

‘Yesterday, after a heavy fight, he gave Jane all her letters back without

saying a word.’

However, there is far more to language structure than the filling in of slots.
Once a speaker of German has heard the auxiliary hat ‘has’ in the sentence
above, his grammatical knowledge of the “two-pronged rule” tells him that
somewhere there must be a verb in the form of a participle such as gegeben
‘given’ with which the auxiliary forms a composite unit.

More generally, as was also shown for the two senses of the sentence in (1)

Table 3.�The various slots in the structure of a sentence

Subject Pronoun Auxiliary Pronoun IO Participle Pronoun Complement

English He has given them to Jane

French Il les a donnés à Jane

German Er hat sie Jane gegeben

Entertaining students can be fun, in processing a sentence the hearer has to
extract the compositional structure of a sentence. Sentences are composed in a
hierarchical way, and there are different grammatical levels at which lower
constituents are composed into higher constituents. The combined linear and
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Table 4.�Tree diagram of a sentence
S

Predicate PhraseNP

Aux VP

NP

IO
Jane

NP

O
the flowers

V

verb
give

Aux
will

S
He

Linear structure

Hierarchical
structure:

(S = sentence, NP = noun phrase, VP = verb phrase, S = subject, Aux = auxiliary, IO = indirect object,
O = direct object)

compositional structure of the sentence He will give Jane the flowers might be
represented by means of a tree diagram as in Table 4.

The diagram reflects a three-level hierarchical structure of this sentence; at
the lowest level, the verb phrase (VP) unites the verb give with the NP Jane and
the NP the flowers; at the next higher level, the predicate phrase unites the verb
phrase with the AUX(iliary) elements, and at the highest level of the sentence,
the predicate phrase and the subject NP are united. This hierarchical structure
of the sentence, as represented in Table 4, makes two things clear: (1) that the
pronouns (them, les, sie) in Table 3 can be put into various slots between the
major constituents: Subject–Auxiliary–Verb Phrase; and (2) that Aux is an
independent constituent, which in English expresses the difference between a
statement and a question. Compare: she will come/will she come? Or she comes/
does she come? The linear structure in Table 4, i.e. S–AUX–V–IO–O represents
just one of the various sentence patterns available.

4.3.2 Linear sequence in the sentence: Sentence patterns

The grammar of English, as well as any other natural language, only provides a
limited set of basic sentence patterns. Sentence patterns are the structural
frames of the basic types of sentence in a language, i.e., the grammatical
structure of simple sentences which consists of obligatory elements only.
English has six main types of sentence pattern, which are listed in Table 5. They
are characterized by different combinations of five basic functional constitu-
ents, i.e., subject, verb, direct object, indirect object and complement. All
sentence patterns have a subject and a verb. The subject is the constituent, with
which the verb agrees and about which something is said or predicated in the



Chapter 4.�Putting concepts together 89

predicate phrase. Or in reverse, the predicate phrase can be defined as all that
is said or predicated of the subject of the sentence. The direct object is the
second most important noun phrase and, by a somewhat circular definition,
occurs in transitive sentences. The indirect object is the third most important
constituent and occurs in ditransitive sentences. Complements are essential
constituents of the structure of a sentence other than the subject and the direct
or indirect object. This term is also used to characterize verb-like structures
after a verb such as a to-infinitive in He is trying to cross the street or He sees that
he can cross the street now.

Table 5.�Basic sentence patterns of English

a. Doreen
S

is
V-cop

such a nice person.
C

copulative pattern

b. Doreen
S

smiled.
V

intransitive pattern

c. Doreen
S

invited
V

all of us.
O

transitive pattern

d. We
S

gave
V

Doreen
IO

roses.
O

ditransitive pattern

e. The flat
S

belongs
V

to her mother
C

complement pattern

f. We
S

took
V

the bus
O

back home.
C

transitive complement pattern

S = subject, V = verb, V-cop = copulative verb, O = direct object, IO = indirect object, and C =
complement

a. The copulative pattern stands out from the other patterns in that its
copulative verb, to be, merely serves to “link” a complement to a subject.

b. The intransitive pattern consists only of a subject and a verb.
c. The transitive pattern requires a direct object, which may become the

subject of a passive sentence as in All of us were invited.
d. The ditransitive pattern is characterized by two objects. In English, both

the direct object and the indirect object may become the subject of a passive
sentence: A bunch of roses was given to Doreen and Doreen was given a bunch
of roses.

e. The complement pattern usually takes a prepositional phrase as its obliga-
tory complement. In English, complements may also become the subject of
a passive sentence as in She was laughed at.
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f. The transitive-complement pattern fuses the transitive pattern and the
complement pattern. It often provides a structural alternative to the
ditransitive pattern. Thus, the sentence We gave Doreen roses with a ditran-
sitive pattern may also be phrased as a transitive-complement pattern We
gave roses to Doreen.

Each of the sentence patterns is associated with an abstract meaning of its own.
When we want to describe a certain event, we will use the pattern whose
meaning most appropriately fits our idea of the event. For example, if we want
to express the idea that we intend to go somewhere, we are most likely to select
the complement pattern as in (12a); if, however, we understand this to be a
special mountaineering feat, the transitive pattern as in (12b) is better suited:

(12) a. Tomorrow, I will be climbing on Mount Snowdon.

(complement pattern)

b. Tomorrow, I will be climbing Mount Snowdon.

(transitive pattern)

The sentence patterns of a language may be said to form the mould for the basic
event schemas. The number of conceivable individual events is, of course,
enormous, but in communicating an event, we are forced to express it in one of
the six available sentence patterns. There is, however, a systematic link between
certain event schemas and certain sentence patterns. The Essive role can only
occur in a copulative pattern (She is my best friend) or in a transitive pattern (I
consider her my best friend). The happening schema and the doing schema can
occur both in a transitive pattern or in an intransitive pattern. This depends on
the question whether the energy flow is directed towards another entity or not.
In the first case the transitive pattern is used (The tennis racket hit the window or
The man painted the door). Here, the window and the door are objects towards
which energy is directed. In the second case the intransitive pattern is used (The
dog is whining or The boy is walking). Here, there is no particular object toward
which the energy generated by the dog or the boy is directed. The experiencing
schema and the having schema as a rule require two entities: a Processor or a
Possessor and the entity that is experienced or possessed. Consequently the
transitive pattern is required here in most cases (He felt a sharp pain or She has
a nice penthouse). The moving schema and the transferring schema may require
the Source, Path or Goal to be expressed, which is done by the complement
pattern (I climbed onto the roof) or by the transitive complement pattern (We
sent a bunch of flowers to her). If, as a result of an object’s motion, the object
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comes into possession of a human, the ditransitive pattern is used. (We gave her
a bunch of roses; He gave the door a new coat of paint). The instances presented
here constitute the regular cases in the matching of event schemas and sentence
patterns. There are hundreds of special cases, which, however, we will not go
into here.

4.4 The grounding elements of a sentence

In the previous sections we saw that different types of events may be described
by means of a few basic sentence patterns. But when we describe events it is —
according to the specific culture we live in — also very important to know
where the participants are located and when the event took place. Relating an
event to the speaker’s experience of the world is technically called grounding.
The participants of an event and the event as a whole need to be anchored, or
grounded in order to ensure successful communication. Usually we take the
person speaking as the reference point in space and the moment the person is
speaking as the reference point in time (see Ch.1.2.1).

For example, words like this and these point to things close to the speaker,
and that and those to those further removed. Other ways in which we can make
things accessible to a hearer is by using proper names, the personal pronouns (I,
you, we), or definite noun phrases to refer to the things spoken about as in
Mum is talking to me on the phone. This process of pointing to things in the
world by means of language is known as reference and will be discussed more
fully in Chapter 8.

Not only do people need to “ground” things, but they also need to indicate
different factors concerning the events they talk about. For one thing, they need
to indicate whether their utterance is a statement, a question, or an order.
Secondly, they need to indicate whether they understand their statement to be
a reflection of the real world or not. They also indicate the time that the event
occurs, how this event might relate to others, and whether the event is seen as
ongoing or not. Most of these factors can be expressed with grammatical
morphemes, also called grounding elements.

We will now look at these grounding elements that relate an event to the
speaker’s experience of reality. We may think of them as layers enveloping an
event. We will consider the overall picture starting from the outer layer, going
gradually to the centre, i.e. the event itself (see Figure 2 at the end of this section
on p.96).
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4.4.1 Communicative function: Mood

First of all, a sentence contains a communicative function. The speaker
performing a speech act utters a sentence to realize his or her communicative
intention. He or she wants to assert something, obtain some information or
persuade someone else to do something as illustrated in (13).

(13) a. Dylan is riding his motorbike to school today.

b. Is Dylan riding his motorbike to school?

c. Turn that engine off! (will you?)

Even though the three sentences in (13) are basically about the same event, they
have different moods, which express different communicative intentions: A
statement of fact in (13a), an information question in (13b), and an order in
(13c). Very often these different moods are signalled by means of differences in
the word order, especially the word order of the subject and the auxiliary.

The normal, most common word order is that of affirmative sentences, i.e.
S-V-O as in (13a), used to express statements of facts. This is called the declara-
tive mood. An information question is usually expressed in the interrogative;
in interrogative sentences, subject and auxiliary change places (13b). To express
an order, the imperative mood can be used. In such a sentence, the subject and
auxiliary verb are not expressed, but may be added as a tag at the end of the
sentence (13c).

As will be shown in Chapter 7.5, these are the prototypical word order
patterns for these functions, but this correspondence between sentence mood
and communicative function is not absolute, and many other combinations
may occur in actual language use.

4.4.2 Speaker’s attitude: Modality

The next layer represents the speaker’s attitude about the event described. As
speakers, we either commit ourselves to the truth of what we say or we regard
the events as potential ones. One of the grammatical means by which we can
express a speaker’s attitude towards the status of an event is modality.

Normally, people talk about events that have actually taken place or are
taking place. Such cases are not specially marked and are commonly known as
the default case, i.e. the case that most generally pertains and need not be
specially marked. It is also called the unmarked case. But, a speaker may also
want to talk about an event which carries an air of uncertainty. For example, a
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speaker may indicate that something may have happened in the past, or that
something may or should happen in the future, or that perhaps something is
happening at the moment of speaking, which he or she cannot be sure about.
What such events have in common is that they are potential events.

To mark such potential events, English — as well as other languages — has
a range of modal auxiliaries, e.g. will, would, may, might, shall, should, can,
could, and must, each one showing a slightly different attitude towards a
potential event as in (14a,�b) or a possible situation taking place at the moment
of speaking as in (14c,�d).

(14) a. Chris, you may go now. (permission)

b. Chris, you must go now. (obligation)

c. Chris may be at the car dealer’s. (possibility)

d. Chris must be at the car dealer’s. (inference)

As the examples show, modal auxiliaries such as may or must can express two
different kinds of attitude. The speaker shows what he wants to happen in (14a)
and (14b). In the case of may the “wanting” is weaker than in the case of must.
In (14c) and (14d) the speaker expresses a degree of certainty about the
potential occurrence of an event, and again in the case of may the degree of
certainty is much weaker than in the case of must. The modality indicating
volition towards an event is called deontic modality (14a,�b) and modality
indicating judgement is called epistemic modality (14c,�d).

4.4.3 Speech act time: Tense

Tense is the grammatical category reflecting concepts of time. It relates an event
in time with respect to the moment of speaking, called speech act time. Speech
act time is the most obvious point in time to choose because it is evident to
both speaker and hearer. Events may take place at speech act time itself, before
it in the past, or possibly after it in the future. In general, present and past
events are understood to have reality status, while (most) future events have
only the status of potential reality. This distinction is reflected in the tense
system of many languages, including English, which have two tenses, present
tense and past tense, which are directly marked on a verb, for example, go/goes
versus went. To indicate future time, English uses modal auxiliaries or other
helping verbs that indicate potentiality.
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(15) a. Helen goes to work by bike. (present tense)

b. Helen went to work by bike. (past tense)

c. Helen will/is going to drive to work tomorrow. (future time)

4.4.4 Relating events to each other: Perfective aspect

The next grounding element represents how the speaker relates an event to
what is happening at speech act time or at another specified time. The relation-
ship whereby one event is situated before another event or before speech act
time is expressed by the perfective aspect. For example, the event of “buying a
new car” can be expressed as in (16a) or (16b).

(16) a. Chris bought a new car.

b. Chris has bought a new car.

c. Chris had just bought a new car, when he had an accident.

d. By the time he passes his driving test, Chris will have bought a new car.

The difference in meaning between these sentences lies in how the speaker
regards the events. In (16a) the past tense expresses the event as finished and
completed with no real connection to the moment of speaking. The focus is
more on the past act of buying. In (16b) the speaker emphasizes what the event
means to the moment of speaking: “I have a car now”. The perfective aspect can
also highlight a relevant connection between two past events as in (16c) or two
future events as in (16d). In such cases the perfective aspect is used to express
the notion of “anteriority”: In (16c) the buying of the new car takes place before
the accident; in (16d) the buying of the car will take place before taking the
driving test.

4.4.5 Internal phases in an event: Progressive aspect

By means of the progressive aspect the speaker describes the internal phases in
events; by means of the non-progressive he takes an external perspective. With the
progressive aspect, which consists of be V+ing, the speaker construes the event as
ongoing. The non-progressive form is the unmarked, default case. The progres-
sive aspect focuses on the ongoing progression of an event, the non-progressive
aspect views the event as a whole as illustrated in the examples of (17):

(17) a. Mum is talking on the phone now.

b. Mum answers the phone now.



Chapter 4.�Putting concepts together 95

In using the progressive aspect in (17a), the speaker mentally zooms onto the
event as it progresses and, as a result, does not have the beginning and end of
the action in his scope of vision. Although people’s talking does not go on
indefinitely, the speaker ignores the event’s boundaries and perceives it as if it
were unbounded. In using the non-progressive aspect in (17b), on the other
hand, the speaker takes an external perspective of “the mother’s answering the
phone” and views it as a whole. Now the event’s boundaries at the beginning
and at the end are in view. Sentence (17b) would only be used in a holistic
context such as a movie picture or stage directions or for habitual or repetitive
action, but not for the description of an event taking place at speech act time.

4.4.6 Synthesis: Grounding of events

We have looked at the grounding elements that relate an event to the speaker’s
experience of reality. Events as a whole involve different layers of grounding.
We may think of the sentence as an onion-like configuration with the event at
its core and the various grounding elements as its leaves layering and envelo-
ping the others as represented in Figure 2.

The grounding elements of a sentence include mood, modality, tense,
perfective aspect and progressive aspect. The outermost layer of the sentence
represents the level of the speech act, the communicative function for which a
sentence is used. In the structure of the sentence, it is realized as sentence mood.
The next layer represents the speaker’s attitude about the event described: The
speaker either commits himself to the truth of what he says — this default
situation is not marked in English —, or he regards the event as a potential one
and expresses this by using forms of modality. The next layer pertains to the
moment when the speech act is uttered: This speech act time determines the use
of tense. The next layer represents the time at which the event described is
situated in relation to speech act time or to other events: This relationship is
expressed by the perfective aspect. The innermost layer concerns the internal
progression of the event, which is expressed by the progressive aspect. To
summarize, it can be stated that the layers are ordered around the event
according to the principle of distance or proximity (see Chapter 1.2.2), i.e.
according to how distantly or how closely the layers are conceptually related to
the event.

All these sentential elements are shown in Figure 2, which may be called
“the sentence onion”, aptly suggesting the image of a hard core (the event) and
the many “grounding” layers around it.
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4.5 Summary

SPEECH ACT

SPEAKER ATTITUDE

SPEECH ACT time

EVENT time

EVENT
progressive

perfective

tense

default modalor

mood

Figure 2.�The sentence onion

Syntax is concerned with the sentence as the unit of language, combining our
description of events with our communicative intentions, and ‘grounding’ all
this into the reality of our here and now. This composite whole is put together
in the linear structure or the word order of the sentence.

The events to be described are reduced to a small set of types of event and
expressed, together with the participants in the event, as event schemas. These
event schemas are based on the semantic role of the participants and the
presence or absence of an energy flow from one participant to the other. The
typical energy flow goes from an Agent or wilfully acting participant to a
Patient, who receives the energy. This energy flow is typically found in the
doing schema, the moving schema and the transferring schema. Although the
happening schema may involve some energy flow, there is usually no autono-
mous instigator. The complete absence of energy marks a state, which may be
described as a being schema, a having schema, or an experiencing schema.
Semantic roles can be found as follows: In a being schema, an Essive role is
linked to a Patient, in a having schema a Patient is linked to a Possessor, and in
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an experiencing schema a Patient is linked to a (human) Experiencer. A
transferring schema combines an Agent, a Receiver and a Patient. A moving
schema combines a happening or doing schema with a Source, Path, and/or
Goal. In the Source-Path-Goal schema we often find the Goal-over-Source
principle.

These conceptual event schemas and their participants are “linguistically
framed” into the linear and hierarchical structure of a sentence. The centre of
this unit is the predicate or verb, which together with a (direct) object or
complement forms the verb phrase. This is the lower level, which combines
with the Aux(iliary) elements to form the predicate phrase, and this second
level combines with the subject to form the sentence. Based on this hierarchical
structure, English and many other languages, give rise to a small set of sentence
patterns, which, in various combinations, combine a subject via the verb, with
a direct object, an indirect object or a complement. These five constituents and
the type of verb lead to the main sentence patterns: The copulative pattern with
the verb be and a subject plus complement, the intransitive pattern with a
subject only, the transitive pattern with a subject and direct object, the ditrans-
itive pattern with a subject and two objects (a direct and an indirect one), the
complement pattern with a subject and a (prepositional) complement and the
transitive complement pattern with a subject, direct object and complement.
These syntactic slots take into account all the possible participants at the
conceptual level of the event schemas.

Events are grounded. The grounding of all these elements is also centered
around the verb — or if there is one — the auxiliary. These help to constitute
the three moods, i.e. declarative, interrogative, and imperative moods, which
reflect the communicative functions of asserting, questioning, requesting and
ordering. In the unmarked or default case, the speaker assesses the truth of the
event he evokes, but in the marked case he or she only sees the event as poten-
tial and expresses this by means of modality. With a modal auxiliary like may
or must, the speaker may express deontic modality (to indicate what he/she
wants to happen) or epistemic modality (to indicate how certain he/she is
about an event).

The ultimate point of reference is the speaker’s own position in time and
space at the time the speech act takes place, known as speech act time. By the
choice of tense, which may be present or past, a speaker relates the time of the
events as simultaneous with speech act time or anterior to it. If a speaker wants
to locate events in relation to other events he or she chooses the perfective
aspect, if a speaker wants to focus on the internal progression of an event he or
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she chooses the progressive aspect. All these grounding elements are layered
around the event schema like the layers of an onion around its core according
to the principle of conceptual distance or proximity, and together form the
sentence (onion).

4.6 Further reading

The introduction to (English) grammar closest to this presentation and
developing its elements in further detail is Radden and Dirven (2005). Other
introductions to syntax, from a cognitive-functional viewpoint are Givón
(1993) and Haiman ed. (1985). The theoretical foundation of the present approach
is offered by Langacker (1987, 1991a, 1991b, 1999). A detailed analysis of one
particular event schema and the predicate “give” is Newman (1996). An analysis
of grammatical morphemes such as the Dative or the Instrumental is Janda
(1993). A construction approach to ditransitives is Goldberg (1995, 2002). The
Goal-over-Source principle has been described by Ikegami (1987). A thorough
and many-faceted analysis of ‘grounding’ is offered in Brisard, ed. (2002). An
overall semantic approach to grammar is Wierzbicka (1988).

Assignments

1. Analyze the described events as follows: (i) Is there an energy flow? If so, from where
to where? (ii) What are the semantic roles of the participants? (iii) Which event
schema is used?

a. Dad must fix the telephone.
b. It fell down last night.
c. My brother is a doctor.
d. He goes to Great Britain.
e. He has given me all his books.
f. He will take a few books to Britain.
g. He watches a lot of television.

2. Which type of Essive relation do you find in each of the following sentences?

a. She is a year older than her brother.
b. She is my niece.
c. A mule is not a horse and not a donkey.

El
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Doing things with words

Pragmatics

7.0 Overview

So far we have mainly looked at the way we form and express ideas by means of
language. This is called the ideational function of language. A second, equally
important function is the use of language for the sake of interaction. This is the
interpersonal function of language, which will be focused upon in this and the
next chapter.

In Chapter 7 we will be looking at what we “do” with language when we
interact with each other. A minor case is that we talk to each other just to show
that we have taken notice of one another: It is not what we say that counts, but
the fact that we say something at all. In the majority of cases, however, we have
very specific intentions while interacting and communicating and achieve
something substantial with our use of language. In doing something with
language we perform all kinds of speech acts. These speech acts realize commu-
nicative intentions, which pertain to two cognitive faculties: Our knowledge
and our volition. In the domain of knowledge we exchange and ask for all
possible kinds of information. This is done by assertions, statements, descrip-
tions and information questions, all instances of informative speech acts. In the
domain of volition we impose obligations on others or on ourselves: We give
commands, make requests, promises or offers, all instances of obligative speech
acts. There is a third group of speech acts whereby the uttering of the words in
the appropriate circumstances, e.g. by the chairperson at the end of a meeting
determines the ongoing situation. When the chairman says “I hereby declare
the conference closed”, then the meeting is over. Since such acts constitute
(new) social reality, they are called constitutive speech acts.

In this chapter, we will also look at the conditions that must be fulfilled for
felicitous interaction, at the ways people must cooperate in communication to
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understand each other, and at the strategies people use to avoid offending one
another by being too direct.

7.1 Introduction: What is pragmatics?

Pragmatics is the study of how people interact when using language. Language-
in-use is hereby defined as a part of human interaction. People live, work and
interact with each other in social networks. They get up in the morning, see
their family, go out to work or to school, meet their neighbours in the street,
take buses, trams or trains, meet other people at work or in school, go to pubs
and clubs, etc. In all these social networks of the home, the neighbourhood, the
village, town or city, the school or job environment, sports clubs, religious
meetings and so on, they interact with each other. One of the main instruments
for interaction is talk.

In the next two sections, we will investigate the different intentions people may
have for saying something and provide a cognitive classification of speech acts.

7.1.1 Communicative intention and speech acts

Not all talk is meant to convey intentions. Quite often we talk just for the sake
of talking. Thus a lot of talk is just meant to show one another that we have
acknowledged each other’s presence. For example, in small talk, our main
intention is not necessarily to convey information or our beliefs and wants, but
to socialize as in (1). This is called the phatic function of language (from Greek
phatis ‘talk’).

(1) Conversation at a coffee stall between an old newspaper seller and the

barman

Man: You was a bit busier earlier.

Barman: Ah.

Man: Round about ten.

Barman: Ten, was it?

Man: About then. (Pause) I passed by here about then.

Barman: Oh yes. (From Harold Pinter: A Slight Ache).

In most other cases, we engage in the type of communicative interaction where
we convey what is going on in our minds: What we see, know, think, believe,
want, intend, or feel — in other words a mental state.
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We can make our fellow humans aware of our mental states by using words.
Whatever we are trying to accomplish with our language — informing, request-
ing, ordering, persuading, encouraging, and so on — can be called our commu-
nicative intention. For example, when I say to my rather pale-looking uncle,
“You look a lot better today” I am just trying to make him feel better or, in
other words, I am expressing my intention to comfort him. The actual words we
utter to realize a communicative intention is called a speech act.

Traditionally, philosophers of language, the main or even sole interest in
language use was to ascertain how we make true statements and how it is
possible to find out about the truth conditions of what is being said. But the
language philosopher Austin, author of How to do things with words in 1952,
discovered that we do not only perform information acts, i.e. “say” things that
can be considered either true or false as in (2a), but that we also “do” a lot of
other things with words as in (2b–e):

(2) a. My computer is out of order.

b. Could you lend me your laptop for a couple of days?

c. Yes, I’ll bring it tomorrow

d. Oh, thank you, you’re always so kind.

(Official person or VIP releases bottle at ship, after saying:)

e. I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth.

In (2a) the speaker states what he sees or thinks is happening and informs
someone else about this. Although we expect this statement to be true, it can, in
fact, be true or false. For instance, the speaker may just have forgotten to plug
the computer in. In the other speech acts (2b–e) the speaker is not really
concerned with the truth or falsehood of what he says. In (2b) the speaker
requests the hearer to do something and in (2c) the latter promises to do so.
These are two speech acts in which the volition of the speaker is of paramount
importance and an obligation is imposed on the partner (2b) or on the speaker
himself (2c). In (2d) the first speaker expresses his feelings of thanks and praises
his friend.

In (2e) the speaker is not stating an already existing fact, but creates a new
fact by uttering the words to name the ship. Moreover, in order to be able to do
so, the situation must be an official event, with officials present. The VIP
speaker must release a champagne bottle so that it smashes on the ship’s bow,
having shortly before uttered the appropriate statement (2e).

At first, Austin called a speech act such as (2e) a performative act, but later
he came to the conclusion that whenever we say anything we always “perform”
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a speech act because we “do” something with words: We state a belief, we
request something of someone, we promise something to someone, we express
thanks and so on. He was the first to realize that making an utterance is not
foremost and solely a matter of truth or falsehood, but above all that each
utterance is a speech act, i.e. that we “do” something with words, rather than
only say something.

We can then pose the question as to how we describe the class of speech acts
as in (2e). This point was taken up by Austin’s disciple, the philosopher John
Searle (1969), who proposed a taxonomy of five types of speech acts: Assertives
(3a), directives (3b), commissives (3c), expressives (3d), and declarations (3e).

(3) a. assertive Sam smokes a lot.

b. directive Get out. I want you to leave.

c. commissive I promise to come tomorrow.

d. expressive Congratulations on your 60th birthday.

e. declaration I hereby take you as my lawful wedded wife.

The examples in (3) largely correspond with those in (2). By means of assertive
speech acts as in (3a, 2a) we make an assertion or a statement, give a description
or ask an information question. By means of a directive speech act we give an
order as in (3b) or make a request (2b). By means of a commissive speech act
we make a promise (3c, 2c) or an offer and by doing so impose an obligation on
ourselves. By means of an expressive speech act we express congratulations
(3d), our feelings of gratitude and our praise (2d). Finally, by means of a
declaration or declarative speech act the speaker declares a (new) social fact to
be the case as in the act of marrying (3e) or of naming a ship (2e). Note that the
term declarative has been used in a different sense in Chapter 4, where it was
used in a syntactic sense as declarative mood or declarative sentence, in contrast
to the interrogative and imperative mood or sentence. In this chapter, the term
declarative is used in a pragmatic sense as a declarative speech act or a declara-
tion, in contrast to assertive, directive, commissive, and expressive speech acts.

7.1.2 A cognitive typology of speech acts

Some of the five speech acts in (3) are closer to each other than to others.
Speech acts can therefore be grouped according to superordinate categories to
which similar principles may apply. Thus alongside assertive speech acts, we
also find information questions, e.g. Does John smoke? Both can be subsumed
under the superordinate category of informative speech acts. Likewise, direc-



Chapter 7.�Doing things with words 153

tives and commissives can be grouped together in a superordinate category,
because in both cases the speaker imposes an obligation, either on the hearer
(directive) or on himself (commissive). We will call the obligative speech acts.
Finally, expressive speech acts and declarative speech acts also have a funda-
mental feature in common: Both of them require a kind of ritualized social
context in which they can be performed. Thus we can only congratulate
someone on a given social occasion, e.g. when it is his or her birthday and by
performing the act of congratulation we constitute the social signal that we care
about others and haven’t forgetten their birthday. Therefore we can subsume
both the expressive and the declarative speech act under the superordinate
category of constitutive speech acts.

We will now briefly illustrate these major types and their subtypes.
Informative speech acts encompass all speech acts that convey information

to the hearer, ask information of the hearer or state that someone lacks a piece
of information of some sort. The information is about what one knows, thinks,
believes, or feels.

(4) a. I don’t know this city very well.

b. Can you tell me the way to the station, please?

c. Yes, turn left, then turn right again. It’s on the left.

Informative acts are not only quite varied, they also involve a large number of
background assumptions, e.g. the assumption that the hearer may want to know
why the speaker is asking the question or that the hearer does not know the
answer. Thus in (4a) the speaker first explains why he is asking the question.
And as (4b) illustrates, a speaker need not ask straight away “Where is the
station?”, but can also check whether such knowledge is present by saying “Can
you tell me”. Even more typically, the addressee does not just answer the
question by saying “yes”, but interprets the “yes/no” question as an infor-
mation question and if he or she has this information, it is passed on. Note that
the speaker in the answer (4c) uses the imperative — normally used for orders
— to relay this information without obliging the hearer to do anything. This
illustrates that there is not a one-to-one relation between the form of a linguis-
tic expression (in this case an ‘imperative’) and its communicative intention.

In obligative speech acts, the motivation as well as the desired consequence
is quite different. Imagine the following situation: Mark and Peter are leaving
a party. As Mark has not drunk as much alcohol as Peter he says:
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(5) a. Mark: Peter, can you give me your car keys — I’ll drive.

b. Peter (handing over the keys): All right, next time it’s my turn — I

promise.

Mark’s utterance (5a) consists of two obligative acts: A directive and a commis-
sive. First of all, the request in (5a) is quite different from an information
question as in (4b): Mark doesn’t want Peter to say something, but to do
something, i.e. to give him the keys. Secondly, Mark wants to do the driving.
His first aim is to oblige Peter to do what he requests and he also gives a reason
by offering to drive the car. With this offer Mark obliges himself to do the
driving, provided that Peter hands over the keys to him. The same is true for
Peter’s utterance in (5b). First he complies with the request, not by saying so,
but by handing over the keys, and then he promises to do the driving next time,
thereby committing himself to a future action. Thus all obligative speech acts
such as requesting, making offers, and promising have one thing in common:
Speakers commit the hearer or themselves to some future action.

Constitutive speech acts are acts which constitute a social reality. This only
pertains if something is uttered by the right person, in the right form, and at the
right moment. This obviously holds for declarative speech acts as in (2e) I name
this ship the Queen Elizabeth and (3e) I hereby take you as my lawful wedded wife:
Only the VIP can name the ship and only the bridegroom can perform the act
of (3e). The conditions that hold for such constitutive speech acts as a declara-
tion equally hold for the expressive speech acts of thanking or congratulating as
in (2d) Oh, thank you. You are always so kind and (3d) Congratulations on your
60th birthday. Only when someone has done something for you or promises he
will do so, can you thank him or praise him. And only when it is somebody’s
birthday, can you congratulate him. Consequently, even though expressive
speech acts (2d, 3d) and declarative speech acts (2e, 3e) express different
communicative intentions, both types are subject to the same conditions for the
success or felicity of the speech act.

The various types and subtypes of speech acts are summarized in Table 1,
which also contains some typical verbs used in some of the subtypes.

In the next sections, we will discuss each of these main types of speech acts
in more detail and we will show how they interact with felicity conditions,
cooperativeness, and politeness. We will first discuss the category of constitutive
speech acts.
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7.2 Constitutive speech acts and felicity conditions

Expressive
acts
thank
praise
apologize
greet

Declarative
acts
name
marry
sentence
pronounce

Assertive
acts
assert
state
describe
assume

Information
questions
ask

Directive
acts
request
order
propose
advise

Commissive
acts
promise
offer

Constitutive acts Informative acts Obligative acts

speech acts
Table 1.�Types and subtypes of speech acts

When someone expresses how he or she feels by saying “I congratulate you” or
when someone performs a declarative act by saying “You are now husband and
wife” certain felicity conditions have to be met. These felicity conditions are:
(1) the act must be performed in the right circumstances, and (2) it is also
enough to say the correct formula without doing anything else. Compare these
constitutive acts with a commercial transaction like paying back a debt. It is not
sufficient to say “I hereby pay you back 1,000 dollars”, one must actually hand
over the money. In fact, it would even be enough to hand over the money
without saying anything. Constitutive speech acts do just the opposite: The
mere utterance of a ritual formula in the appropriate circumstances may change
the situation. A typical example of this power of a constitutive speech act is
(6b), in which the judge, simply by uttering the words, gives an event its legal
status. The passive form of the phrase “Objection overruled” is in fact the ritual
equivalent of the active sentence “I overrule the objection you have made”. But
the judge needs only use the short ritual form in the passive at the appropriate
moment in a court hearing, and the objection is indeed overruled.

(6) a. Attorney: Objection, Your Honour!

b. Judge: Objection overruled.

7.2.1 Subcategories of constitutive speech acts

Of the three superordinate categories of speech acts — informative, obligative
and constitutive — this last category probably has the most subcategories. This
holds for both expressives and declaratives. Cultures have a great many rituals.
Many of these relate to the emotional aspects of life, which can be expressed
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both non-verbally and verbally. For example, in Western culture, people often
shake hands to greet people when they meet them. We may also perform such
rituals with words, ranging from very informal to institutionalized formal levels.

At the informal end we have the many routinely performed acts of greeting,
leave-taking, thanking, comforting, complimenting, congratulating, apologi-
zing, and so on. Even the simplest greeting acts like Good morning are to be seen
as expressive speech acts. Their original function was to wish good things to
other people. The leave-taking formula goodbye derives from God be with you.
This original sense has been so deeply entrenched in the language that it is no
longer recognizable and has become a mere greeting ritual. But it still represents
an important social reality. It is especially when people refuse to greet each
other that we feel the expressive value associated with the ritual. For most
expressives we usually have very brief expressions such as Hello, Hi, (good) bye,
bye-bye, bye now, see you later, take care, sleep tight, thanks, cheers, well done,
congratulations, I’m sorry, OK, and so on. One characteristic of such informal
ritual acts is that they are often abridged forms as in bye (for ‘good-bye’), ta (for
‘thanks’), ha-ye (for ‘hello’), g’night (for ‘good night’), reduplicated forms as in
bye-bye, thank you, thank you, or forms combined with interjections as in oh,
thank you. It is in such informal situations that we are allowed the most
creativity and new forms are quite typical here; for example hi instead of hello,
cheers instead of goodbye, and all right? instead of how are you?

An example of a more formal expressive act can be found in the following
fragment spoken by the BBC spokesperson on behalf of a British entertainer
who had made fun of the great number of lesbians in the England women’s
hockey team:

(7) “That’s just his wacky sense of humour and his regular listeners under-

stand that. He’s not anti-gay and had no intention of offending anyone.

If they have been offended, we are very sorry and apologise on his behalf.”

(The Daily Telegraph, 8–11–1996)

The fragment as a whole is an expressive act in that its communicative intention
is to apologize. But within the fragment we discover sub-intentions. At first the
spokesperson informs the audience of the underlying assumption of this
apology: You cannot offend people if you do not intend to offend. But the
spokesperson is willing to admit that people may feel offended and to those the
BBC apologizes “on behalf of” the entertainer. This public apology on some-
one’s behalf shows that the person performing the act must be authorized to
make the apology. The use of the we-form reiterates that authorization.
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This last sentence also makes another distinction clear. The two expressions
we are sorry and we apologize illustrate that there are implicit and explicit speech
acts. Both expressions make clear that we feel regret, but the expression be sorry
is an implicit speech act in itself (by saying it, one expresses a feeling of regret
and apologizes). The act being performed is not explicitly named by using be
sorry. But the verb apologize does both. By saying we apologize we perform an
expressive act simultaneously with the naming of that expressive act. It is for
this reason that apologize is called a performative verb, defined as a verb
denoting linguistic action that can both describe a speech act and express it.
This explains why we can say that we are sorry, but not that we are sorry on
someone else’s behalf because be sorry only expresses, but does not describe the
act of making an apology. If we want to apologize on someone’s behalf we can
only use apologize. Performative verbs can, of course, be found in all of the three
major types of speech acts as shown in the list of verbs under Table 1.

At the other extremity of the formal-informal continuum, we have declara-
tives, which are highly formal and which require an institutional context and
institutionally appointed people to perform them, such as refereeing at a
football game, baptizing or marrying, leading court hearings, testifying and
sentencing, notice-giving, bequeathing, appointing officials, declaring war and
many more.

Such declarative acts are usually characterized by a highly “frozen” style.
They often mention the one who performs the act, usually in the I-form, or use
a passive construction as in Objection overruled. And, as illustrated in the next
examples of marrying and sentencing, they must be in the simple present tense,
since in constitutive acts the saying and the doing coincide. Moreover, as
illustrated in (8a), they cannot usually be pronounced in isolation, but can only
be used at a certain point in a more elaborate ritual. Thus in a marriage
ceremony, the priest or official must ask the bride and bridegroom questions
such as (8a), to which they have to answer I do, or a full sentence like “I hereby
take you as my lawful wedded wife” and after that the official confirmation (8b)
is given:

(8) a. Do you take X to be your lawful wedded husband?

b. I now pronounce you man and wife.

(9) I hereby sentence you to three years’ imprisonment for your part in the

crime.

(10) The victim was pronounced dead on arrival.
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As illustrated in (9), we may find adverbs like hereby indicating the moment
and place of the performative act. Such formal, institutionalized expressions
often include a performative verb such as declare, give notice, pronounce, etc.

The example in (10), however, is not an act of certifying someone’s death
by a doctor, but it again illustrates that performative verbs like pronounce may
be used in different ways. In a sentence such as (8b) the performative verb pro-
nounce is used to bring about the communicative intention of “constituting a
new reality”. In sentence (10), pronounce is used in a different context, merely
to “describe” a situation which is performed as an act of giving information in
a very formal context.

7.2.2 Felicity conditions

Felicity conditions are circumstantial conditions that allow a speaker to make
a successful speech act. They relate to all three types of speech act. In an
informative speech act like (10) the speaker, e.g. a reporter, must first of all have
the correct information himself, and secondly be authorized to pass on the
information to the person who asks for it. In a directive speech act, e.g. Get out
of here, the speaker must be in a position to give commands to people lower in
rank. For example, in most cultures employees or children would not be able to
give such orders to their employer or parents.

But felicity conditions are especially evident in declarative acts. As the
question in (8a) illustrates, various conditions may have to be fulfilled in order
to make an institutionalized act, such as marrying, felicitous. The declarative act
can only be effective if all the conditions are satisfied. If one of these conditions
is not fulfilled, the act can be legally opposed and eventually be declared not to
have been correctly performed and therefore not to have taken place at all. This
is precisely the objective of a court case that is taken to a court of appeal. If the
proceedings of a court case are found to have been conducted contrary to
procedure, the whole act of sentencing has no effect and may be reversed.

Thus if there is no officially authorized person such as a priest, a town
official, an ambassador or his attaché, a ship’s captain or an aeroplane com-
mander, to pronounce a couple husband and wife, the marriage has no official
status. Felicity conditions such as these, however, hold not only for declarations,
but also for every-day rituals in expressive acts. Thus, if we want to congratulate
people on a birthday, marriage, or promotion, we have not congratulated them
if we address the wrong person, if we perform the act at the wrong time, or if
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the occasion itself has not taken place. In other words, we make an “infelici-
tous” attempt at congratulating.

(11) a. Husband to wife: Happy birthday, dear.

b. Wife: I wonder if you’ll ever remember when my birth-

day is.

In spite of his good communicative intentions, the husband has not congratu-
lated his wife, since the conditions for the congratulating act were not fulfilled.
It was an infelicitous congratulation, and consequently no congratulation at all.

Whatever type of constitutive acts we may be engaged in, there is a simple
rule of thumb: It must include the right person, the right time, and the right
place. Both the saying and the doing can only succeed if all the conditions are
fulfilled. If not, there is no “doing”, no performing the act, but only the saying
of some misplaced ritual words.

Felicity conditions hold for all the three main types of speech acts, not only
for constitutive acts. In addition, still other conditions hold for informative and
obligative acts, as we shall see in the next sections.

7.3 Informative speech acts and cooperative interaction

The exchange of information involves both giving and asking for information.
In order to communicate as efficiently as possible, it is important in both cases
that the speaker and hearer can reasonably guess what the other already knows,
and what can therefore be presupposed and implied by the speaker and what
has to be inferred by the hearer. In the next sections, we will look more closely
at these presuppositions and implicatures and at the ways that speakers and
hearers cooperate with each other to make meaningful interaction possible.

7.3.1 Conversational and conventional presuppositions

We would never ask a complete stranger an information question like (12a). On
the contrary, such a question presupposes that we already know a lot about each
other:

(12) a. Jane: Hello, where are you taking the kids today?

b. Peter: To the park, I expect. They love going there.
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In such an interaction the partners know each other and they have met and
spoken to each other before. This is known as background knowledge, which is
knowledge of things taken for granted. Jane knows that Peter regularly takes out
the children and goes to different places with them. Taking such things for
granted in a conversation is a conversational presupposition.

Peter has not made up his mind yet where to go today, but thinks of going
to the park. Both Jane and Peter take a lot of things for granted such as, for
example, the existence of the park in the neighbourhood as one of the places to
take the children to. This is world knowledge and is indicated by grammatical
devices such as the use of definite articles. Since such knowledge is obvious
from the grammar it is a conventional presupposition. Ordinary exchanges
such as this contain presupposition elements that speakers can assume to be
known or which are clear from the speech situation and which can therefore be
taken for granted.

People who do not know each other personally, but who belong to the same
national or cultural community, may also share cultural presuppositions,
which are also part of our conventional presuppositions, for example about
places, historical events, national institutions, elections, public figures, and so
on. Thus in a television discussion about forthcoming elections the following
statement makes perfectly good sense to the viewers:

(13) Mrs. Garvie: In my street, everybody votes Labour.

This statement is interpreted against a British cultural background in which
there are regular democratic elections within a two-party system and in which
it is possible to know the voting intentions of one’s neighbours, if it is a fairly
close-knit community. The same utterance in a completely different context
could lead to all kinds of misunderstandings. For example, if Mrs. Garvie, as a
British tourist in China, said (13) to a Chinese casual acquaintance, the latter
cannot be supposed to know what she is talking about. The Chinese acquain-
tance may not even be able to conceive that “everybody” cannot be taken as
literally everybody, nor that “everybody” includes women and young people but
not children — he may not know that not everybody goes to the ballot. The
example in (13) thus illustrates that we make a great deal of presuppositions on
the basis of the cultural knowledge we have in common with our interaction
partners in the same or a similar cultural community.
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7.3.2 The cooperative principle and maxims of conversation

Considering the fact that in just a few words such as (13) so much information
is implied, so much is assumed to be known, and that so much is not to be
taken literally, it is amazing that anyone can interpret this utterance at all. But
we manage to do so, and on many other occasions like it. This relies on our
following a number of “silent” rules or principles, also called “maxims”.

According to the language philosopher Grice (1975), human communica-
tion is based on the following overriding cooperative principle:

(14) Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage

[of the talk exchange] at which it occurs.

The use of the imperative form in (14) does not mean that speakers must do all
this, but that these are the internalized rules for cooperative interaction.
Within this guiding principle, Grice (1975:45–6) establishes four specific sub-
principles called maxims of conversation, which he takes to govern all rational
interaction.

a. Quality: Try to make your contribution one that is true.
i. Do not say what you believe to be false.
ii. Do not say that for which you lack evidence.

b. Quantity: Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the
current purposes of the exchange).
Do not make your contribution more informative than is
required.

c. Relevance: Be relevant.
d. Manner: i. Be perspicuous (transparent and clear).

ii. Avoid obscurity of expression.
iii. Avoid ambiguity.
iv. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity).
v. Be orderly.

Let us first have a closer look at each of these maxims. The first is the maxim of
quality. It requires that we only give information for which we have evidence.
Suppose we ask for the result of a sports contest, e.g. Do you happen to know
who won yesterday? and our conversational partner does not know the result
and gives one of the following answers:
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(15) a. No, I don’t.

b. I bet Chelsea did.

c. Chelsea did.

In the first answer, our partner is “truthful” since he says he does not have the
information. In the second answer, our partner is still “truthful”, since by using
bet he indicates indirectly that he does not know the answer, but that he has
good grounds to “assume” that Chelsea won. Only in the third answer is our
partner not being truthful, since he presents things as if he has the correct
information himself. Note that he is not necessarily lying, but only asserting
something to be the case for which he has no evidence.

The second maxim is the maxim of quantity. It means that one gives all the
necessary information one has for the present needs of the partner — not too
much, and not too little. Suppose a driver has run out of petrol on a Sunday and
asks you where the nearest petrol station is. You answer with one of (16):

(16) a. There is a petrol station round the corner.

b. There is a petrol station round the corner, but it is closed on Sunday.

The next one is 5 miles ahead.

c. The petrol station round the corner is closed on Sunday, but you can

fill up there if you have a credit card.

If you know that the petrol station is closed on Sunday and say (16a), you give
too little information and thus violate the maxim of quantity. Only the answers
in (16b or c) would be cooperative answers.

The third maxim is the maxim of relevance, which Grice himself calls the
maxim of relation. It can best be illustrated by a deviant case. We often do not
answer information questions straightforwardly, probably because we do not
know the answer or because we think that the questioner can interpret the
answer himself or herself. Therefore, at first sight, the answer in (17b) does not
seem to be a relevant one:

(17) a. Ann: Did Tony Blair win the election?

b. Bill: The paper is on the table.

There is indeed no obvious link between Ann’s question. and Bill’s reply. But
on closer inspection, as Grice says, speakers always tend to be cooperative, even
if they do not seem to be so. On the assumption that Bill has been cooperative
and hence that his utterance is relevant to the question, one can infer, via the
maxim of relevance, that the paper contains the answer to the question.
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The fourth maxim is the maxim of manner and it can also best be illustrat-
ed by a negative example. The following dialogue fragment from Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking Glass would have to be classified as uncooperative conver-
sation since it seems to flout each sub-maxim of manner: Humpty Dumpty’s
utterances in (18c,�d,�f) are not perspicuous or transparent (i), they are ambigu-
ous (ii), not brief (iii); only the maxim ‘be orderly’ (iv) is not violated.

(18) a. “There’s glory for you”, (said Humpty Dumpty.)

b. “I don’t know what you mean by glory”, Alice said.

c. Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. “Of course, you don’t, till

I tell you.

d. I meant, ‘There’s a nice knock-down argument for you!’”

e. “But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knock-down argument’”, Alice

objected.

f. “When I use a word”, Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful

tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor

less.”

Indeed, this seems like a very uncooperative conversation, in which the partners
are fully “obscure” to each other. But this conversational exchange is only
obscure if one takes Alice’s “literal” point of view, which would exclude all
metaphors from our normal cooperative strategies. What Humpty Dumpty
suggests to Alice is that she might earn glory from a very good argument. On
the basis of the conceptual metaphor argument is war, such a good argument
has the force of a knock-down blow for the opponent in the discussion and, just
like victory in a fight or war, a good argument also brings glory to the winner.
So what Alice in (18e) criticizes is the metaphorical use of language. “Glory”
indeed does not mean “a nice knock-down argument”, as she objects, but the
reverse is absolutely true; using “a nice knock-down argument” may indeed
mean “glory” for her. We find here a blend of two conceptual metaphors:
argument is war and winning a war/argument brings glory. It is in this
sense that we use clusters of metaphors, and instead of obscuring what we say,
they just express levels of insight which would be impossible to express with
language used in a literal sense.

If we interpreted Grice’s maxim of manner in too narrow a sense, the
maxim would no longer be tenable. However, if we accept the insight that
metaphor and metonymy are part of every-day language and are often necessary
to express what we mean, we can see that a number of utterances that seemed
to be totally obscure or ambiguous on the surface, are not so in actual fact. We
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can therefore conclude that the maxim of manner must be extended to include
figurative language. In addition, we should realize that the maxim of manner is
highly culture-specific and that each culture has different norms and interpreta-
tions for the maxim of manner. For example, as we saw in Chapter 6.4, different
cultures have very different cultural scripts for saying basically the same thing.

To conclude, even though cooperative principles and conversation “rules”
may be realized in very culture-specific ways, it is probable that the cooperative
principle can be regarded as a universal principle and that the maxims of conversa-
tion constitute some fundamental pragmatic or interpersonal universals.

7.3.3 Conversational and conventional implicatures

As the first maxim of conversation, i.e. the maxim of quality says, cooperative
speakers are expected to speak the truth. Without this assumption conversation
could not work. If speakers were to go about randomly making true and false
statements about our world, without any indication to the hearer which are the
true statements and which are the statements not to be taken too literally, the
communicative process would break down.

But are speakers also expected to speak the whole truth? Are they expected to
say as much as they can, as the maxim of quantity (make your contribution as
informative as is required, but not more informative) would have us believe? The
answer is no. Why would this be so? If speakers are too explicit about their com-
municative intentions, they enhance the hearer’s comprehension of those inten-
tions but the hearer may feel overinformed and thus feel insulted in some way.

Therefore, people in interaction should not be bored with overinformation
and hearers must infer to what extent information and communicative intentions
in a conversation are only left implicit. Classical examples of implicit communi-
cative intentions are complaints in the context of family scenes as in (19):

(19) (Wife to husband): You left the door of the fridge open.

Following the maxims of relevance, quantity, and manner, the hearer will
“read” more into such an utterance than was explicitly said. Such an utterance
will be interpreted as a request to do something about the situation rather than
as a description of it. The description stands metonymically for the whole
situation that fridges are normally closed and, since this is not the case, action
should be taken to bring it about.
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Sometimes, people’s utterances seem totally irrelevant. However, Grice
claims that even such apparent violations of the rules should be interpreted
cooperatively. Consider the following example.

(20) a. Mathilda: How do you like my new hairstyle, Francis?

b. Francis: Let’s get going, Mathilda.

The radical topic change that Francis makes is an obvious violation of the rule
that speakers should say “nothing beyond the truth”. A cooperative reply to
Mathilda’s question would have been “I like it a lot” or “I think it looks awful”.
Francis’ blatant violation of this rule is not simply a case of misunderstanding,
but has a meaning of its own. Francis evades a relevant answer to the question
and the implication that Mathilda can draw from this is that a relevant answer
to her question may very well be too painful.

The kind of implications that follow from the maxims are called implica-
tures. Implicatures come in various sorts, two of which are of special impor-
tance: conversational implicatures and conventional implicatures. A conversa-
tional implicature is the information inferred but not literally expressed in the
speech act. The implicatures in (17, 19, and 20) are tied to the conversation, and
this makes the implicature context-dependent. The implicature need not be
true, or we say that it can be cancelled. The paper in (17) does not necessarily
contain the election results about Tony Blair, since it may have been printed too
early to give these results.

A conventional implicature or an implicature by convention, is an implica-
ture that is tied to linguistic expressions. This is why a conventional implicature
cannot be cancelled. One of Grice’s examples of conventional implicatures is
the contrastive meaning of a connective like but.

The difference in context-dependency is apparent in examples like (21)
and (22):

(21) The flag is red, but not completely red.

(22) ?John is a Republican but honest; and I don’t mean that there is any

contrast between being a Republican and being honest.

In example (21) it is possible to use but in order to deny the implicature of the first
clause, namely that the flag is completely red. The same holds for the part before
the semi-colon in (22), which contains the conventional implicature that there is
by definition a contrast between being a Republican and being honest. There-
fore, the clause after the semi-colon presents a contradiction, and as a result, the
whole sentence is rather questionable (indicated by the question mark).
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Let us now look at a conversational implicature which also happens to
contain but. Suppose two people, Peter and Carl, are playing tennis and after a
little while Peter says:

(23) It’s not a sugar spoon you’re holding Carl, but a tennis racket.

Peter has used the equivalent of a not-A-but-B construction. Such a contrastive
construction expresses a correction. Peter’s utterance violates the maxim of
quality, since he knows perfectly well that nobody is assuming that the thing in
Carl’s hand is a spoon. Carl therefore infers that the speaker, Peter, is violating
a maxim, and, on the assumption that the speaker is cooperative, Carl will try
to find out what he ironically intended to convey. The most likely interpretation
here is that Carl has been playing the tennis racket as if it were a spoon, i.e.
without a real feel for the racket. The absurdity of the suggestion that Carl may
have thought that the thing in his hand is a spoon creates the irony of the
example.

What happened in these cases is that a conversational implicature was
derived, not on the basis of obeying one of the maxims, but on the basis of a
violation of the maxims, which is also called flouting the maxims. Note that
flouting is something different from deception. Flouting involves an open, and
hence, obvious violation of the maxims, whereas deception has to do with
violations of the maxims which are hidden to the hearer so that the speaker can
make him believe that he is saying things which are true. In all cases of figura-
tive, either ironic or metaphorical language, conversational implicatures or
flouting, there is always cooperative interaction as long as the speaker’s utter-
ance remains relevant. Consequently, of all the maxims of conversation, the
maxim of relation “Be relevant” can be considered the most important.

7.4 Obligative speech acts and polite interaction

In the previous discussion, we illustrated cooperative principles especially with
informative speech acts. There is another basic principle in interaction, i.e.
politeness. Although this principle also plays a role in other speech acts, it is
most evident in obligative speech acts i.e. getting people to do things for you by
means of directive speech acts or your offering or promising to do things for
other people by means of commissive speech acts. For example, the orders in
(24) would be considered very impolite in most situations.
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(24) a. The door!

b. I told you to go and close the door!

The order in (24a) would only be acceptable if someone had forgotten to close
the door and the second in (24b) could only be said to a child who has dis-
obeyed a previous order. In the next sections, we will discuss why politeness is
so intimately intertwined with obligative acts.

7.4.1 Difference between information questions and directives

Even though we use politeness strategies in most of our speech acts, there are
differences in motivation and desired consequences between, for example, a
directive act such as May I have the salt, please? and an information question
like What’s the time, please?

When asking for information, the speaker cannot be sure that the hearer
has the necessary knowledge to be able to give the desired information. There-
fore, for most information questions we would use the interrogative as in (25a).
If the hearer says that he or she does not have the requested knowledge — (as
in 25b) — he or she is not likely to be blamed for not being able to provide the
information as there is no reason for the first speaker to suspect that the second
speaker is not telling the truth:

(25) a. Mike: Can you tell me when the next bus leaves?

b. Lady: I am sorry, I don’t know.

Since the lady answers that she cannot give the information, Mike probably
assumes she really does not know and is not withholding the information for
some other reason. Reasons for withholding information might include keeping
a secret, promising not to tell, information about one’s sex life or financial
matters. In all these situations, the principle of politeness tells us not to intrude.
But in any other non-exceptional situation, we feel we can ask all possible
information questions. And if the hearer says he or she does not know the
answer, we cannot really question this. Therefore asking information questions
is less imposing than making requests or giving orders. As long as easy actions
such as passing the salt are involved there is no problem, but things become
more complex when real work is involved as in (26a).

(26) a. Sarah: Mike, (can you) take the rubbish out, please.

b. Mike: ?No, I don’t want to, do it yourself.

c. Mike: Sorry, I can’t.
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d. Sarah: Why not?

e. Mike: I’m late for my train already.

Based on general knowledge as to what people are able and willing to do, and
judging from the perception of the situation, Sarah presumes Mike’s willingness
and cooperation and expects that he will help her. If he does not do so, she
would expect some sort of explanation as in (26c). Therefore, even if Mike does
not want to comply with Sarah’s order, he is unlikely to say I don’t want to as in
(26b), which therefore is preceded by a question mark, noting an odd utterance.
He does not want to appear rude. There are several such strategies available to the
speaker to help avoid such unpleasant situations when involved in directive acts.

7.4.2 Politeness: Acknowledging the other’s identity

Why is it so important to use sentence types with less impact that do not put
such a strong obligation, as in (26a), on the hearer? Another example helps to
clarify this:

(27) a. Sue: It’s my birthday tomorrow. Are you coming to my party?

b. Monica: Well, I’d like to come, but, actually I’ve got rather a lot

of work to finish for the next day.

Here both speakers respect each other’s “face”. First of all, Sue does not impose
too much by avoiding an explicit directive in the imperative form like Do come
to my party tomorrow, but she uses an implicit directive in the interrogative
form to pass on the invitation. Monica also respects Sue’s “face”. She does not
give a direct answer because such an answer could hurt Sue’s feelings. Clearly,
Monica does not want to come. So she tries to present the situation to Sue as
one in which she does not have the choice of saying “yes” but is forced by some
important circumstance to reject the invitation.

This example illustrates that when people talk to each other, they do not
only negotiate the meaning of what they are saying to each other, they also
continuously negotiate their relationship in that interaction. It is not only
important to say to the other person what one thinks, wants or feels. It is just as
important to take into account what the other person might think, want or feel
about what one says. Will the others be upset if I say what I really want to say?
Will they not like me anymore and want to break off the interaction? How can
I say what I want to say so that we can continue the interactional relationship?
These are questions that very much influence our choice of words in interaction.
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In a communicative interaction, participants want to be acknowledged by
others. They claim a specific identity as they want to be seen in a specific way,
and thus they project a specific image of themselves. This interactional identity
is commonly called face (where the most visible part of a person stands meto-
nymically for the whole person and his or her identity).

In communicative interaction, we seek to establish and keep our face, not
lose it. We hope that our wants and feelings are appreciated by the people we
are talking to. We want to be liked and to feel good when interacting with
others. In the majority of cases, we also hope to convey that our conversational
partners should feel good about themselves, too. To do so, we use positive and
negative politeness strategies, i.e. we say a bit more to signal our appreciation of
the other’s “face” wants.

Let us now have a look at the use of such strategies in conversation for
either coming closer (“social accelerating”) or distancing (“social braking”). At
the beginning of a conversation, we might use ritual phrases like How are you,
Nice to see you, and so on to show our interest in the other person and thus to
establish a mutual basis for the present interaction. We signal to each other that
the channel is open and we want to communicate. During this “phatic” phase
of the interaction, we might engage in a little small talk about things like the
weather, sports, or even politics, topics that are relatively neutral as to the wants
and feelings of both partners. These “safe topics” are not too important as far as
the topic of conversation is concerned, but they are all the more important to
establish a mutual basis for interaction.

However, most interactions do not focus on “safe topics” only. One basic
reason for taking part in interactions is to convey to others what we think and
what we want (the other) to do. Every “less safe” speech act that is directed
towards a hearer might threaten his or her face, no matter whether we use
informative or obligative acts. When carrying out obligative speech acts, for
example, we want to do something or want the other to do something for us. If
we do this by means of an explicit form such as the imperative as in (28a), we
use a direct speech act, i.e. we state our communicative intention openly and
directly. This might threaten the other’s right to autonomy. If we have the
feeling that a direct speech act might be perceived as a face threat by the hearer,
there is quite a wide range of implicit directives, which are indirect speech acts
as in (28b–e) from which we might select something appropriate and less
threatening to the other’s face.
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(28) a. Shut the door.

b. Can you shut the door, please?

c. Will you shut the door, please?

d. Would/could you please shut the door?

e. Let’s shut the door, shall we?

f. There’s a draught in here.

As already shown in Chapter 6.4, in Anglo culture there are scripts blocking the
imperative (28a) and prescribing the interrogative (28b, c, d). Though it may be
perfectly acceptable among friends, the use of the imperative in (28a) is not
appropriate when the speaker and hearer do not know each other well or when
the hearer is of a higher social status or has power over the speaker. The use of
the imperative as in Shut the door has the strongest impact on the hearer, but it
is normally not used. Still, the use of the plain imperative does not count as a
face threat per se. There are situations that require such a use of directive speech
acts. Imagine for example that someone opens the door of an office, causing a
terrible draught, and papers are flying all around the room. This might count as
a kind of emergency situation and the secretary might shout: Shut the door! Or
imagine other direct speech acts like instructions in recipes. We would expect
that they read something like Cook the potatoes and turnips until tender, then
drain well. It would seem rather odd to employ strategies of politeness in this
context. The same holds true for instructions in a working environment and
task oriented acts: Give me the nails, or computer instructions: Insert diskette
and type: Set-up.

If the speaker is a student, and the hearer a professor, the request to shut the
door would be realized rather differently by indirect speech acts, as for example
in (28b, c, d). Such, more polite, utterances say more than is necessary and thus
seem to flout the maxim of quantity. There are two types of politeness strategies
like these. Positive politeness strategies signal to the hearer that the speaker
appreciates the hearer’s needs. For example, a speaker can use an inclusive we
to include both the speaker and the hearer in the action, where, in actual fact,
only the hearer “you” is meant to do something as in (28e) Let’s shut the door or
in We really should close the door. It can even be employed in prohibitions. So a
very polite British policeman might say: We don’t want to park here, do we?
Others include paying compliments like Oh these biscuits smell wonderful — did
you make them? May I have one? or using in-group address forms such as Give
us a hand, son.
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Negative politeness strategies, on the other hand, show the hearer that the
speaker respects the hearer’s desire not to be imposed upon as in (28b) Can you
shut the door please. Here, rather than ordering, the speaker asks if the hearer is
able to do something. Another possibility would be to ask if the hearer is willing
as in (28c). An even more polite form would be the use of the expressions such
as Would you or Could you in (28d). Here the speaker seems to be expressing
doubt as to whether the hearer is able or is willing to help so that he need not
feel obliged at all. Both, positive as well as negative politeness strategies say
something more than really necessary to prevent a possible face threat.

At the politest end of the scale of indirectness, we can express implicit
communicative intentions as in the case of (28f) There’s a draught in here. This
highlights the reason why the speaker performs the act. As discussed in the
context of (19) and (20), the hearer must infer the conversational implicature,
i.e. the door is to be closed and the new hairstyle is not good, respectively. Such
implicatures work via the principle of metonymy in that only one element in
the interactional situation, i.e. the reason to act, is explicitly mentioned, but this
stands for the whole of the speech act, i.e. the carrying out of the implicit
request. The face-threatening act is still performed, but in an indirect mode.

Moreover, it may also be the case that a request would be thought of as
offering such an enormous threat to the face of the hearer (and because of his
inappropriate behaviour also a threat to the face of the speaker) that it cannot
be uttered at all. If a VIP is making an after-dinner speech, you would probably
not utter the request to have the door closed, but avoid the speech act altogether
and close it yourself.

If we look at the range of utterances in (28a–f), we can see that positive and
negative politeness strategies follow the iconic principle of quantity as intro-
duced in Chapter 1: The more linguistic material is employed, the more polite
the strategy tends to be.

7.5 Conclusion: Interplay between sentence structure and types of
speech act

In Chapter 4 (Section 4.4.1), it was pointed out that there are three basic
sentence patterns associated with moods: (a) the subject-verb order for decla-
ratives, with which we make statements, (b) the verb-subject order for inter-
rogatives, with which we ask questions, and (c) the subjectless imperative, with
which we give orders:
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(29) a. Mary has shut the door.

b. Has Mary shut the door?

c. Shut the door, Mary!!

However, as we have seen now in this chapter, while looking more closely at
language as it is actually used in conversation, we have given many examples
where the communicative intention does not match with the expected sentence
pattern. For example, a declarative statement like You have left the fridge open
may be meant as an implicit order like “Please, close the fridge”. It is especially
with obligative speech acts that we often use alternate patterns. To be less direct,
we often use a declarative or interrogative sentence pattern.

Table 2 shows some of the possible combinations: Those that are most
typical — though not necessarily most frequently used — are connected with
full lines, and those which are less prototypical are connected with interrupted
lines. We see then that the constitutive (declarative and expressive) speech acts
are expressed with only the declarative pattern, but informative speech acts may
be expressed with declarative and interrogative patterns, and obligative speech
acts may be expressed with all three types: The declarative, interrogative and
imperative patterns, each with different stylistic values and effects.

These various possibilities are illustrated in the examples of speech acts in (30).

Declarative mood

Interrogative mood

Imperative mood

Constitutive speech acts

Informative speech acts

Obligative speech acts

Table 2.

(30) a. Declarative mood

Const.: I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth.

Inform.: My laptop broke down.

Oblig.: You left the door open.

b. Interrogative mood

Inform.: Do you know when the bus comes?

Oblig.: Could you close the door, please?

c. Imperative mood

Oblig.: Close the door, please.

Const.: Have fun!
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7.6 Summary

Whereas Chapters 1 to 6 focus on the ideational function of language, Chap-
ter 7 focuses on the interpersonal function. With the exception of its phatic
function, language-in-use aims at the realization of a specific communicative
intention, which is realized in the speech act. All this is the business of pragmatics,
the subfield of linguistics analyzing what we do with language. The three main
types of ‘doing things with language’ are constitutive speech acts such as apologi-
zing or sentencing someone, informative speech acts and obligative speech acts.

In constitutive speech acts we can distinguish between every-day or
informal expressive speech acts such as congratulations, apologies, giving
comfort and formal declarative speech acts such as declaring a meeting open.
They have in common that saying the right words at the right time by the right
person is the doing of the act and therefore they crucially depend on their
felicity conditions i.e. the conditions to make a speech act felicitous. In many
cases the verb indicating the subtype of a constitutive or other type of speech act
can be used to both express and describe the speech act and is therefore a
performative verb.

In informative speech acts we either give information by means of assertive
speech acts or ask for information by means of information questions. We do
this on the basis of the background knowledge which determines the conversa-
tional presuppositions the speaker and the hearer make. Otherwise we do this
on the basis of conventional presuppositions, using the clues of definite articles
as in I’m going to the park for all the elements the speaker can take for granted
because of world knowledge or cultural knowledge.

With informative speech acts there may be an enormous distance between
what is literally said and what is communicatively meant. In order to establish
a relation between those two realities, the cooperative principle is proposed by
Grice. It is assumed that the partners are fully cooperative in some way and that
they follow maxims of conversation. These are the maxims of quality, quantity,
relevance and manner. The cooperative principle can be seen as a language
universal and the maxims of conversation constitute pragmatic universals, also
callled interpersonals universals.

As well as implementing these four maxims, we are also called upon to
interpret a number of utterances on the basis of the implications they contain.
Implications depending on the speech act situation itself are conversational
implicatures; if they are of a more general nature and depend on grammatical
form they are conventional implicatures. In a number of cases, we even seem
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to violate the maxims of conversation, which is called flouting, but even then
we are cooperative, but express our communicative intention very indirectly.

Obligative speech acts carry an obligation placed on the hearer (directive
speech acts) or on the speaker himself (commissive speech acts) and therefore
require tact and politeness. A direct speech act, especially in the imperative,
may be too abrupt and therefore many indirect speech acts are used to save the
hearer’s face. Negative politeness strategies inquire after the hearer’s ability or
willingness to carry out a request, whereas positive politeness strategies propose
common action, e.g. by means of inclusive we.

7.7 Further reading

Good introductions to the field of pragmatics for beginners are Grundy (1995),
and for intermediate students: Levinson (1983) and Blakemore (1992). Cogni-
tive approaches to speech acts in terms of metonymy are Thornburg and
Panther (1997), Panther and Thornburg (2003), and Ruiz de Mendoza (2002).
The classics of the field are the relatively simple and highly accessible books by
Austin (1952) and Searle (1969). The epoch-making paper on the cooperative
principle is Grice (1975). The most innovating work on politeness is a long
paper by Brown & Levinson (1987). A highly technical, but important study on
relevance is Sperber & Wilson (1986). A reader containing many of the basic
pragmatic papers is Davis (ed., 1991).

Assignments

1. Analyze the following utterances. After identifying them as (i) constitutive, (ii)
obligative or (iii) informative speech acts, identify the subtype: (i) a declarative or
expressive, (ii) o¬er or directive, or (iii) assertive or information question. Then,
finally, for obligative speech acts decide whether they are direct or indirect.

a. Shall I get you some co¬ee?
b. I hereby declare the meeting closed.
c. (In a book shop): Where is the linguistics department, please?
d. (In a Bed and Breakfast): Are you ready for co¬ee now?
e. (On a shop door): Closed between 12 and 2 p.m.
f. Oh, Jesus, there he goes again.
g. What the hell are you doing in my room?
h. Can’t you make a little less noise?
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Linguistic relativity
Phillip Wolff∗ and Kevin J. Holmes

The central question in research on linguistic relativity, or the Whorfian
hypothesis, is whether people who speak different languages think differently.
The recent resurgence of research on this question can be attributed, in part,
to new insights about the ways in which language might impact thought. We
identify seven categories of hypotheses about the possible effects of language on
thought across a wide range of domains, including motion, color, spatial relations,
number, and false belief understanding. While we do not find support for the
idea that language determines the basic categories of thought or that it overwrites
preexisting conceptual distinctions, we do find support for the proposal that
language can make some distinctions difficult to avoid, as well as for the proposal
that language can augment certain types of thinking. Further, we highlight recent
evidence suggesting that language may induce a relatively schematic mode of
thinking. Although the literature on linguistic relativity remains contentious, there
is growing support for the view that language has a profound effect on thought.
 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. WIREs Cogn Sci 2011 2 253–265 DOI: 10.1002/wcs.104

INTRODUCTION

Folk psychology tells us that human cognition
depends on language, and further, that this

dependency creates differences in thought across
language communities. Although often mistaken,
folk psychology appears to be at least partially
correct in this case. In academic circles, such
intuitions are referred to as linguistic relativity,
the Whorfian hypothesis, or the Sapir–Whorf
hypothesis. Linguistic relativity comprises three
main ideas.1–3 First, it assumes that languages can
differ significantly in the meanings of their words
and syntactic constructions—an assumption that is
strongly supported by linguistic, anthropological, and
psychological studies of word and phrasal meaning
across languages.3–5 Second, the proposal holds that
the semantics of a language can affect the way in which
its speakers perceive and conceptualize the world, and
in the extreme, completely shape thought, a position
known as linguistic determinism. Finally, given that
language can affect thinking, linguistic relativity holds
that speakers of different languages think differently.

In the early 1990s, linguistic relativity was all
but given up for dead, especially after it was realized
that the proposal, as it was often understood, gave
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rise to several logical paradoxes.6 However, a recent
resurgence of research in this area has uncovered
subtle and intriguing interactions between language
and thought, leading to a number of more nuanced
versions of the proposal.

LINGUISTIC RELATIVITY AND ITS
MANIFESTATIONS

It has often been claimed that linguistic relativity
is a weaker form of linguistic determinism. But
the strong–weak distinction oversimplifies the more
complicated picture that is emerging in recent research
on the relationship between language and thought.
Linguistic relativity can now be said to comprise a
‘family’ of related proposals that do not necessarily
fall along a single strong-to-weak continuum. In this
article, we examine the arguments and evidence for
several branches of the ‘family tree’ shown in Figure 1.
Our overall conclusion will be that the proposals we
call language as language-of-thought and linguistic
determinism can be rejected on both theoretical and
empirical grounds, but that recent findings support
a range of alternative ways in which language might
have significant effects on thought, leading to possible
differences in thought across language communities.

Language as Language-of-Thought
Language surely affects thought if the units of
thought are words from natural language. This
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Language affects thought

Thought is separate from language

Thought and language differ structurally

Thinking after language

Language primes certain 
types of processing in 
nonlinguistic thinking 
(Language as inducer)

Language makes certain 
properties highly salient 
in nonlinguistic thinking 
(Language as spotlight)

Linguistic representations 
extend/enable nonlinguistic 
representations 
(Language as augmenter)

Linguistic representations 
compete with nonlinguistic 
representations 
(Language as meddler)

Thinking before language 
(Thinking for speaking)

Thought and language are structurally parallel 
(Linguistic determinism)

Thought is language 
(Language as language-of-thought)

Thinking with language

FIGURE 1 | Classes and subclasses of hypotheses on how language might affect thought.

version of how language influences thinking has been
advanced by a number of theorists, including Plato,
‘[T]he soul when thinking appears to me to be just
talking. . .’7 (p. 252), and Kant, ‘Thinking is speaking
to ourselves’8 (p. 278). Max Müller perhaps stated the
position most directly when he asserted, ‘Language is
identical with thought’9 (p. ii). In psychology, the
conflation of language with thought is exemplified by
the views of behaviorist John Watson, who proposed
that thought should be equated with the production
of (subvocal) speech.10

Clearly, this version of the language–thought
interface cannot be right.6,11,12 As argued by Pinker,6

people can have thoughts that are difficult to express,
but this would never be the case if thoughts were
represented entirely in natural language. People
can also understand linguistic expressions that are
ambiguous, such as Kids make nutritious snacks, but
their very ability to recognize this ambiguity implies
a finer level of representation than that encoded in
the meanings of words.6 If people thought entirely
in words, words expressing new concepts could
never be coined because there would be no way of
imagining their meanings. Further, research indicates
that infants and nonhuman primates are capable of
relatively sophisticated forms of thinking, even in the
absence of language.13–20 These arguments point to a
medium of thought for categorization, reasoning, and
memory—conceptual representations, or mentalese—
that is independent of the kinds of representations used

to specify the meanings of words and constructions in
language (see Refs 6,11,12,21).

Linguistic Determinism
The concept of linguistic relativity was championed
in the 1950s by the amateur linguist Benjamin
Lee Whorf.22 Whorf argued for what has come
to be known as linguistic determinism, the view
that language determines the basic categories of
thought and that, as a consequence, speakers of
different languages think differently.a In linguistic
determinism, the shaping role of language is held
to be so strong that it can even overwrite pre-
existing perceptual and conceptual capabilities,23 in
a manner analogous to the way infants lose the
ability to notice phonetic distinctions absent in their
native language.24 Linguistic determinism differs from
language as language-of-thought in that it separates
language from the conceptual system.25,26 While this
distinction represents an important advance over the
previous proposal, linguistic determinism can still be
rejected because it makes untenable predictions about
the relationship between language, thought, and the
world.

Linguistic determinism holds that differences
in language cause differences in thought. This view
implies a relatively tight connection between language
and thought and a loose connection between thought
and the world (see the left side of Figure 2). This
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Language (semantic system) Language (semantic system)

World

Linguistic determinism View from the cognitive sciences

World

Thought (conceptual system) Thought (conceptual system)

FIGURE 2 | In linguistic determinism, the relationship between
language and thought is tight, while the relationship between thought
and the world is loose. Research in the cognitive sciences suggests the
opposite pattern: a loose relationship between language and thought,
and a relatively tight relationship between thought and the world.

pattern of relationships is expected because thought is
held to be determined by language, not the world.

Research from the cognitive sciences suggests
a different pattern of relationships, namely that
the connection between thought and the world is
tighter than the connection between thought and
language12,27–30 (see the right side of Figure 2),
especially in the case of nominal concepts.31,32

Evidence for a loose connection between language and
thought comes from cross-linguistic studies showing
that differences in word meanings across languages
are greater than differences in the underlying concepts.
For example, as shown by Malt et al.,33 speakers of
English, Spanish, and Chinese diverged significantly
when labeling pictures of common storage containers
but performed comparably when making similarity
judgments about the same containers. A similar
pattern of results was observed in an experiment
comparing French-speaking and Dutch-speaking
Belgians.34 The two groups of Belgians resembled
each other in their similarity judgments for storage
containers but diverged in their naming patterns,
despite sharing essentially the same culture. This
kind of disconnect between language and thought
has been observed in other domains as well. For
example, Munnich et al.35 found that Korean and
English speakers’ memory for spatial locations was
far more similar than their naming patterns, and
Gennari et al.36 observed that English and Spanish
speakers’ memory for motion events was more similar
in comparison to how they named such events (see
also Ref 37).

The lack of alignment between language
and thought raises severe problems for linguistic
determinism, but these problems do not imply that
language cannot have an effect on thought. Indeed, it
is because language and the conceptual system differ
that we might expect a tension between them, driving
each system to exert an influence on the other.

THINKING BEFORE LANGUAGE

One type of thinking that might be influenced by
language is the thinking that occurs immediately prior
to using language—that is, the thought processes
associated with producing speech. Such an influence
might be expected to produce differences in thought
across languages because languages differ with respect
to the aspects of experience to which their users
must attend. In English, for example, but not in
Indonesian or Mandarin, verbs must specify tense,
so presumably English speakers must attend to when
an event occurred. In Turkish, descriptions of past
events must indicate whether they were witnessed or
nonwitnessed.38

Thinking for Speaking
In using language, then, speakers must engage in a
special kind of mental activity—attending to certain
aspects of experience—that Slobin38,39 has called
thinking for speaking. Thinking for speaking has
been observed in people’s attentional patterns and
memory for motion events.36,40 The effect stems from
the well-known phenomenon that certain languages
(e.g., English, German, Russian, Chinese) tend to
encode manner in the main verb (e.g., jog, roll,
march) and path in a variety of other linguistic
structures, while other languages (e.g., Greek, Spanish,
French, Japanese) do just the opposite. In a study
by Papafragou et al.,40 eye-movement patterns of
native speakers of English and Greek were monitored
as they watched motion events. When participants
were instructed to watch the events in preparation
for describing them verbally, Greek speakers were
much more likely than English speakers to focus on
path over manner. When participants simply watched
the motion events freely, however, the eye-movement
patterns were largely the same for the two language
groups (except at the very end of the events; see the
section ‘Motion’ under Language as Meddler below).
In similar research by Gennari et al.,36 similarity
ratings for motion events by English and Spanish
speakers conformed to language-specific patterns
when they were instructed to verbally describe the
events, but not when there was no verbal encoding.

THINKING WITH LANGUAGE

In thinking for speaking, the effect of language on
thought occurs immediately before the production
of language. However, much recent research points to
another kind of effect of language on thought, namely,
one in which processes associated with language are
activated along with nonlinguistic processes. Thus,
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in this kind of effect, thinking occurs with language.
One of the hallmarks of this kind of language effect is
that it can be eliminated by having people engage in
a verbal interference task—that is, a secondary task
that recruits verbal processing. There appear to be
two general classes of this kind of language effect.

Language as Meddler
In one class, the effects of language occur from
the spontaneous recruitment of linguistic codes in
tandem with nonlinguistic codes. Linguistic codes,
in effect, meddle with nonlinguistic codes in the
process of making a decision. When the linguistic and
nonlinguistic codes are consistent with each other,
speed and accuracy are facilitated, but when they
conflict, speed and accuracy may be compromised.41

Motion
An effect of linguistic meddling is suggested by
Papafragou et al.’s40 study, described in the previous
section. The eye-movement patterns of the English
and Greek speakers differed not only in the linguistic
condition, but also in the non-linguistic condition, at
the very end of the animations. Participants shifted
their attention to aspects of the scenes not typically
encoded in verbs in their language, perhaps, as
suggested by Papafragou et al., to compensate for
relatively greater early attention to typically encoded
aspects. Thus, at the end of the animations, English
speakers attended preferentially to path (from an
earlier relative preference for manner) and Greek
speakers attended equally to both manner and path
(from an earlier preference for path). Papafragou
et al. speculated that these cross-linguistic differences
reflected different approaches to the linguistic coding
of the scene in memory. Importantly, these attentional
differences do not constitute a type of thinking for
speaking because the very point of the nonlinguistic
condition was to examine what people would do
when they were not asked to put the scenes
into words. Instead, these differences exemplify
an effect of language on thought that occurred
from the unprompted, spontaneous generation of
linguistic codes, which consequently meddled with
how participants attended to the scenes. Greek
speakers also had poorer memory for the events than
English speakers, a difference the authors attribute
to processing costs associated with trying to attend
to both manner and path. But once again, the
effect on memory was not due to any promptings
from the experimenter or to task demands, but
rather, apparently, from the spontaneous generation
of linguistic codes.

Color
The color domain has been of central interest in
research on the relationship between language and
thought. In the 1970s, such research cast a pall over
the possibility that language might influence thought
with the findings that inventories of color terms
shared significant commonalities across languages42

and that any linguistic differences did not correspond
to differences in categorization behavior.43

Several recent studies indicate, however, that
language may have an influence on color cognition.
Work with the Berinmo, a small tribe in New Guinea
whose language has 5 basic color terms (compared
to 11 in English), is a case in point. Controlling
for a confound in previous research,44 Roberson
and colleagues found that the Berinmo’s recognition
memory was better for the focal colors of their own
language than for those of English.44–47 In a similar
line of research, Winawer et al.41 found that an
obligatory color distinction in Russian between siniy
(dark blue) and goluboy (light blue) led to differences
in color discrimination. Russian speakers, but not
English speakers, performed faster on a matching
task when the colors belonged to different linguistic
categories than when they belonged to the same
category. Moreover, these cross-linguistic differences
disappeared under conditions of verbal interference.
A similar effect was found for English by Gilbert
et al.;48 participants were faster to locate a target
when its linguistic category differed from that of the
surrounding distractors (e.g., a green among blues),
and slower when the target and distractors shared
the same linguistic category (e.g., a green among
other shades of green), but only when the target was
presented in the right visual field. This lateralization
effect was presumably due to the fact that presentation
in the right visual field entails that the stimulus will
initially be processed in the left hemisphere, the side of
the brain where language processing typically occurs.
Further, as in the study by Winawer et al., the effect
was eliminated by a verbal interference task.

The findings described above suggest that
language can meddle with cognition via the interaction
of perceptual and linguistic codes.41,47,49 The results
do not imply a change to the underlying perceptual
machinery or memory representations because the
effects of language on cognition were disrupted by
verbal interference tasks (but see Ref 50). It should
be noted that, the effects in these studies cannot be
attributed to task demands. Some linguistic relativity
experiments have used tasks with questions for which
there were no objectively correct answers; under these
conditions, participants might use linguistic codes to
choose between two alternatives because they have
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no other basis for making a decision.11,28,36 However,
the color tasks described above all had objectively
correct answers. Despite the fact that language was
not needed to solve these tasks, linguistic codes were
generated nonetheless.

Language as Augmenter
In the case of language as meddler, a decision
can be made on the basis of either linguistic
or nonlinguistic representations. In certain cases,
however, linguistic representations may combine with
nonlinguistic representations to enable people to
perform tasks that could not be completed with
either type of representation alone. In such cases, as
argued by Gentner51,52 and Frank et al.,53 language
may augment thought by offering new conceptual
tools. This idea can be illustrated by problems like
the one in Figure 3. If the first gear in Figure 3 turns
clockwise, in which direction will the last gear turn?
This problem could be solved by mental simulation;
that is, by imagining the first gear turning to the right,
then the second gear turning to the left, and so on.54

Alternatively, people might notice that each successive
gear turns in the opposite direction from the previous
one and generate the parity rule that ‘odd and even
gears turn in different directions’.55 This rule, which
may depend on linguistic coding, can then be applied
more quickly than the laborious process of mentally
rotating each gear. In problems like this one, the
constant meddling of language may pay off because it
gives rise to a new way of representing the problem,
allowing for quicker and more accurate answers.

Number
A similar kind of re-representation seems to occur in
the domain of number. There appear to be three main
systems for representing numerical quantities. One of
these systems involves a fast ‘subitizing’ procedure that
allows everyone from infants to adults to recognize
small numbers of items (≤4) automatically without
having to count.56 A second system allows animals,
infants, and adults to discriminate larger quantities,
but only approximately, such as the rough amount
of sand in a bucket or fish in a net.57,58 These two
systems are thought to be innate. The third system

FIGURE 3 | Series of gears in which the first turns clockwise. In
which direction will the last gear turn?

allows for the specification of exact quantities, such
as the quantity 31. An exact number system must
be explicitly learned, and several sources of evidence
suggest that this third system depends on language.
In a study by Dehaene et al.,59 Russian–English
bilinguals were trained on exact and approximate
number addition in either Russian or English. After
training, performance on the exact addition problems
was faster in the trained language than in the untrained
language, suggesting that the results of training were
stored in a language-specific format. Performance on
the estimation problems, in contrast, was unaffected
by the language of training, suggesting the use of
mental codes that were independent of language.
A functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)
study supported these results by showing that the
exact number task recruited neural networks typically
associated with language processing, whereas the
estimation task recruited areas in both parietal lobes
not typically associated with language processing.

While the results from Dehaene et al.59 suggest
an effect of language on cognition, they do
not demonstrate linguistic relativity. Exact number
calculation was no better or worse in Russian or
English. To make the case for an effect of linguistic
relativity per se, it needs to be shown that the effects
differ across languages. Such evidence has recently
been found in work on languages with so-called
one-two-many number systems. Number words in
Pirahã, a language spoken by a small tribe in Brazilian
Amazonia, map only roughly onto the quantities ‘one’
and ‘two’. As observed by Frank et al.,53 the Pirahã’s
word for one, hói (falling tone), may be used to
described as many as 6 items, the word for two, hoí
(rising tone), as many as 4–10 items, and the word
for many, baagi, between 7 and 10 items. Effectively,
then, Pirahã lacks words for exact quantities.

Gordon25,60 investigated the potential conse-
quences of this absence of number words on tasks
requiring exact quantities. In one such task, Pirahã
speakers were asked to line up batteries on a table
across from a set of nuts arranged in a line. In a more
difficult version of this task, they were asked to match
the items along an axis orthogonal to the one used by
the experimenter. The main result was that the Pirahã
were unable to perform the task accurately, but their
responses were not random: as the number of items
increased, the Pirahã tended to put out more items,
though rarely the exact number. The results suggest
that the Pirahã tried to solve the task using an approx-
imate number system. Gordon’s findings align well
with Dehaene et al.’s59 study in indicating that exact
magnitude calculation requires language. The most
critical findings in Gordon’s study were replicated in
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a set of studies by Frank et al.,53 who conclude, like
Gordon,25,60 that the Pirahã’s conceptual gaps were
due to gaps in their language.

An important question raised by Gordon’s and
Frank et al.’s findings concerns the exact way in which
language might impact number cognition. Pinker
and Jackendoff61 and Bloom62 have suggested that
children may learn the number system by co-opting
the mental machinery of language used for iterative
and recursive processing. Concepts like five and six,
and odd and even, depend on a system of generative
rules to give them meaning. The fact that exact number
is learned much later than language, and is effectively
unique to humans, supports the view that language
might be used to reason about numbers. Among
other capacities, language may support the formation
of rules, and perhaps even more importantly, the
embedding of rules within other rules.

False Belief Understanding
This type of language effect is potentially significant
because rule embedding appears to be essential in
a number of domains, including, for example, the
representation of false beliefs.63–65 An especially
compelling case for the role of language in false
belief understanding has recently been made with
Nicaraguan adults who learned Nicaraguan Sign
Language (NSL).64 NSL first appeared in 1970 with
the creation of special-education schools. The first
cohort learned an early form of the language, which
was elaborated by the second cohort. Although the
language skills of these two groups differed, the
sociocultural history of the two groups was essentially
the same: both attended the same schools for the
same number of years, had the same teachers, and
had comparable social networks. Pyers and Senghas64

found that the second cohort knew significantly more
mental state signs (e.g., think, know) than the first
cohort, indicating a more developed lexicon for this
domain. False belief understanding was measured
using a low-verbal task in which participants were
shown a sequence of picture cards and asked to choose
the last card to complete a story. The surprising finding
was that false belief understanding was significantly
stronger in the younger second cohort signers than
in the older first cohort signers. As emphasized
by Pyers and Senghas, the participants in the two
groups were comparable, except in their language
ability, suggesting that the difference in false belief
understanding was due to language. Following de
Villiers and de Villiers,63 Pyers and Senghas suggest
that the capacity to represent false beliefs may depend,
at least in part, on people’s ability to represent
embedded propositional structures, as when people

say I know that she thinks X, but what is actually true
is Y. The development of false belief understanding
may be rooted in more fundamental executive
functioning abilities (e.g., dimension switching),66

which undergo marked developmental change during
the preschool years.67–69 Interestingly, children’s
performance on dimension-switching tasks (e.g.,
sorting first by shape, then by color) improves
substantially when language is used to highlight
the conflicting dimensions.68,69 As with false belief
understanding, language may improve performance
by enabling children to represent embedded rule
structures—in this case, the higher-order rules that
govern when each individual sorting rule should be
applied.70

Spatial Analogies
If language aids in the formation of embedded
knowledge structures, it is likely to have a significant
role in many other cognitive activities. As argued
by Gentner,51,52 hierarchically structured relational
knowledge allows people to discover abstract
commonalities that can lead to more explicit and
uniform units of thought. In a spatial analogy study,
Loewenstein and Gentner71 had 3.5-year-old children
watch as a star was placed behind a card on the
top, middle, or bottom shelf of a small shelving unit.
They were then asked to find the star in an almost
identical shelving unit nearby. Children’s performance
on the task improved if, during the hiding event,
the experimenter indicated the star’s location using
relational words such as on, under, top, or bottom.
The results suggest that relational language helped the
children align the two sets of spatial relations.

Category Learning
Beyond supporting the representation of embedded
rule structures and relational knowledge, language
may extend nonlinguistic cognition in several other
ways. As suggested by Waxman and Markow,72

language may serve as an invitation to form new
categories (see also Ref 73). It may also facilitate
category learning. This type of influence was
demonstrated in a set of studies by Lupyan et al.,74

in which participants learned to distinguish between
approachable and nonapproachable alien creatures.
These categories could be learned on the basis of
visual information alone, so learning labels for the
categories was not necessary for completing the task.
Nevertheless, category learning was much faster when
it was accompanied by auditory or written labels than
not. In a subsequent work, Lupyan75 has shown that
categories learned with labels are more resistant to
interference from novel stimuli and more flexible in
their ability to incorporate new members.
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THINKING AFTER LANGUAGE

The effects of linguistic meddling and augmenting
occur when thought and language work in
tandem—that is, when thinking recruits linguistic
representations online. Yet another major way in
which language might affect thought is as an influence
after the use of language. The long-term use of a
language may direct habitual attention to specific
properties of the world, even in nonlinguistic contexts.
At a more general level, language use may also induce
a given mode of processing, which may persist even as
people engage in other nonlinguistic tasks. Unlike the
effects described in the previous section, these effects
of ‘thinking after language’ should be less attenuated
by verbal interference tasks, since they occur after
language is no longer in use, rather than involving the
recruitment of linguistic codes during processing.

Language as Spotlight
After exposure to words and constructions that
highlight specific properties, attention may linger on
those properties. In effect, language may act as a
spotlight, making certain aspects of the world more
salient than others.

Grammatical Gender
Work by Boroditsky and colleagues demonstrates how
such effects might occur as a result of exposure
to grammatical gender.76 Grammatical gender is a
feature of nouns in many languages (English being a
notable exception), whereby all nouns are assigned a
gender. In both German and Italian, for example, the
words for ‘hammer’, ‘spoon’, and ‘screwdriver’ are
masculine, while the words for ‘fork’, ‘bottle’, and
‘scissors’ are feminine.77 Languages often conflict in
their assignment of grammatical gender. For example,
the word for ‘key’ is masculine in German and
feminine in Spanish, while the word for ‘bridge’ is
feminine in German and masculine in Spanish.76 This
cross-linguistic variability suggests that grammatical
gender is not determined by the correlational structure
of the world, but rather, in large part, by factors
that are specific to particular languages. Given
that the categories of masculine and feminine are
language-specific, it can then be asked whether
these language-imposed categories have consequences
for the kinds of properties people attend to when
thinking about objects. Boroditsky and her colleagues
found support for this possibility. In particular, they
found that Spanish and German speakers’ ability
to learn associations between proper and common
nouns (e.g., Tom and apple) was disrupted when the
grammatical gender of the common noun differed

from the biological gender of the proper noun’s
referent. They also demonstrated that attention to
different aspects of an object could be manipulated
experimentally by having English speakers learn a
novel language with grammatical gender and that the
effects of grammatical gender extended to people’s
judgments about the similarity of unlabeled pictures.
Interestingly, these effects persisted even when people
were engaged in a verbal interference task, suggesting
that the results were not due to the online recruitment
of language, but rather to attentional biases acquired
through the frequent, habitual use of language.

Spatial Frames of Reference
Another way in which language might affect how
people attend to the world is to promote a particular
framework for conceptualizing space. Much research
supports the proposal that representations of space
utilize one of three possible frames of reference.5,78–84

An absolute (or geocentric) frame of reference involves
a coordinate system in which the main axes are placed
within the larger environment (e.g., a house facing
east). An intrinsic (or object-centric) frame of reference
places the axes in objects (e.g., the front of a car).
Finally, a relative (or egocentric) frame of reference
defines the axes with respect to the viewer’s own body
(e.g., the comb to my left). Findings from several
sources indicate that all three frames of reference are
available to humans across cultures.78–81 Levinson
and his colleagues have argued, however, that there
are cross-cultural differences in people’s preference
and proficiency with these frames of reference,
and further, that these biases stem from linguistic
differences.5,78,79,82 As documented by Majid et al.,5

languages vary in the frequency with which they
encode the three frames of reference. In English, the
dominant spatial frames are the relative and intrinsic,
whereas in Tzeltal, a Mayan language spoken in
Mexico, the dominant frames are the absolute and
intrinsic. Levinson and his colleagues speculate that,
over development, these arguably innate concepts
become progressively re-represented to match the
structures used in the learner’s language. Levinson82

conducted one of the earliest tests of this hypothesis
with speakers of Dutch and Tzeltal. Participants were
shown three objects organized in a row; then they
were rotated 180◦ and instructed to ‘remake the
array just as it was’. As predicted, the Dutch speakers
arranged the items according to an egocentric frame
of reference, while the Tzeltal speakers appeared to
use an absolute frame (see also Ref 79).

These findings are consistent with the possibility
that the regular use of language can lead people to
prefer one construal of the world over others. It should
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be emphasized that Levinson et al.’s findings do not
imply that people are unable to use frames of reference
that are not regularly encoded in their language.
Indeed, as demonstrated by Li et al.,84 Tzeltal speakers
can, in fact, use their non-dominant frame of reference,
the egocentric frame, without any apparent difficulty.
Still to be determined is whether, at the time of
encoding, participants in Levinson et al.’s experiments
used language to help encode the spatial relations. If
so, the results from these experiments might be better
classified as a type of thinking with language, in which
language acts as a meddler or augmenter.

Spatial Relations
The idea that language might lead people to focus
on certain aspects of experience at the exclusion of
others has also been examined with respect to the
encoding of local spatial relations. As documented
by Bowerman,85 the encoding of spatial relations
varies greatly across languages. For example, verbs
of placement in Korean distinguish between tight
and loose fit and ignore the distinction between
containment (e.g., ‘put in’) and support (e.g., ‘put on’),
while the converse is true for English prepositions.86–89

Work with infants suggests an ability to distinguish
tight from loose fit as early as 5 months (Refs 14,87,88
but see Ref 90). However, Choi88 has found that by
3 years of age, sensitivity to the distinction between
tight and loose fit diminishes greatly in English-
speaking children. Similarly, McDonough et al.87

found that whereas Korean-speaking adults remained
sensitive to the distinction between tight and loose
fit, English-speaking adults were relatively insensitive
to this distinction. Importantly, the results from Choi
and McDonough et al. involved preferential-looking
paradigms, so they do not indicate that English-
speaking 3-year-olds and adults are unable to perceive
or conceptualize the distinction between tight and
loose fit, only that they are not biased to focus on this
dimension.14 Together, the findings on local spatial
relations suggest that early on, infants are sensitive
to a wide range of spatial distinctions, but that
over development, they may develop biases toward
certain distinctions, specifically those encoded in their
language, over others. However, the findings do not
imply that people lose the fundamental ability to
perceive spatial distinctions not regularly made in
their language.

Objects and Substances
One final area in which language might bias peo-
ple to attend to particular aspects of experience is
with respect to the distinction between objects and
substances. Languages differ in how they partition

the world into discrete objects (books, flowers) and
unbounded continuous masses (rice, sand). In English,
names for objects typically imply individuation. For
example, when referring to multiple chairs in a room,
we must use the plural marker. In languages like
Japanese and Yucatec Maya, such markers are usually
not needed; it is as if the noun for chair means ‘chair
stuff’.27,91,92

Several studies have investigated whether this
difference in how objects are linguistically individu-
ated might have an impact on thought. In categorizing
objects, speakers of languages like English might be
biased to focus on shape, since objects can be indi-
viduated on the basis of shape. In contrast, speakers
of languages like Japanese and Yucatec Maya might
be biased to attend to material, since their nouns do
not explicitly individuate objects. These predictions
were borne out in several studies in which people
were asked to determine whether a particular entity
(e.g., a ceramic lemon squeezer) was more similar to
another entity that shared its shape (e.g., a wooden
lemon squeezer) or its material (e.g., bits of ceramic),
as indexed by novel noun generalization or explicit
similarity judgments. For example, Imai et al.92,93 and
Lucy and Gaskins91 found that English-speaking chil-
dren and adults tended to choose according to shape,
while Japanese and Yucatec Maya children and adults
tended to choose according to material. Recent work
by Li et al.94 replicated these findings with speakers of
Japanese, Mandarin, and English. However, this same
research showed that such cross-linguistic differences
did not prevent speakers of languages like Japanese
from being able to think about fixed regular-shaped
objects as individuated entities. As in the case of spa-
tial frames of reference and spatial relations, language
may lead people to spontaneously focus on certain
aspects of experience, but it does not appear to rigidly
prevent people from considering aspects of experience
not encoded in their language.

LANGUAGE AS INDUCER

When language acts as a spotlight, certain aspects
of the world are highlighted, in particular, those
that are encoded in the meanings of specific words
and constructions. However, there is another, per-
haps more general way in which language might
affect thought: specifically, language may prime a
particular mode of processing that continues to
be engaged even after language is no longer in
use. This possibility was supported in a recent
set of studies on the simulation of motion in
static scenes. In a replication of Freyd et al.,95

260  2010 John Wiley & Sons, L td. Volume 2, May/June 2011



WIREs Cognitive Science Linguistic relativity

Holmes and Wolff96 found that when an object
supporting another object was suddenly removed (e.g.,
a pedestal beneath a potted plant disappeared), peo-
ple appeared to simulate the effect of gravity on the
unsupported object, as evidenced by their insensitivity
to downward changes in the position of the unsup-
ported object. Holmes and Wolff also observed that
this mental simulation of gravity was much more
likely to occur when participants were presented with
schematic line drawings of a scene, as opposed to pho-
torealistic images. However, when participants were
instructed to write a verbal description of the photore-
alistic images, the simulation of gravity subsequently
occurred for these stimuli as well. Further, there was
a positive correlation between the proportion of rela-
tional terms (e.g., verbs and prepositions) participants
used in their descriptions and the magnitude of the
simulation effect. Interestingly, this influence of lan-
guage was found to be scene-independent: relational
language promoted mental simulation even when peo-
ple described a completely different scene than the
one on which they were tested. The results suggest
that language, and relational language in particular,
can induce people to conceptualize experience in a
relatively schematic manner, a mode of processing
effective in facilitating mental simulation.

CONCLUSION
Our survey of the field suggests that at least two
versions of the Whorfian hypothesis can be dismissed,
namely those based on language as language-of-
thought and linguistic determinism. On the other
hand, five other versions of the Whorfian hypothe-
sis have garnered empirical support: those in which
thinking occurs before language use (thinking for
speaking), those in which linguistic and nonlinguistic
codes compete with each other (language as med-
dler) or in which linguistic codes extend nonlinguistic

thinking (language as augmenter), and those in which
thinking is directed toward properties highlighted by
language (language as spotlight) or in which language
engages a schematic mode of processing (language
as inducer). Our conclusions are based, in part, on
several recurring findings in the field. First, we did
not find empirical support for the view that lan-
guage determines the basic categories of thought
or that it ‘closes doors’. Once people are able to
make a particular conceptual distinction, this abil-
ity is retained, even if it is not explicitly encoded
in one’s language. For example, English speakers
retain the ability to distinguish tight and loose fit,
even though this distinction is not encoded in their
spatial preposition system.14 There is evidence, how-
ever, that while language may not close doors, it
may fling others wide open. For example, language
makes certain distinctions difficult to avoid when it
meddles in the process of color discrimination47 or
renders one way of construing space more natural
than another.82 Lastly, language can sometimes build
new doors. For example, language may underlie our
ability to represent exact numbers25,53,60 and enter-
tain false beliefs.64 Thus, language may not replace,
but instead may put in place, representational sys-
tems that make certain kinds of thinking possible.
Although the mechanism differs from that which
Whorf originally proposed, current research suggests
that language can still have a powerful influence on
thought.

NOTE
aIt should be noted that Whorf only argued for lin-
guistic determinism in a portion of his writings. In
other parts, he seemed to be arguing for the idea that
language can act as a meddler or spotlight.
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