
Lexical Meaning

The ideal introduction for students of semantics, Lexical Meaning fills
the gap left by more general semantics textbooks, providing the teacher
and the student with insights into word meaning beyond the traditional
overviews of lexical relations. The book explores the relationship between
word meanings and syntax and semantics more generally. It provides a
balanced overview of major theoretical approaches, along with a lucid
explanation of their relative strengths and weaknesses. After covering the
main topics in lexical meaning, such as polysemy and sense relations,
the textbook surveys the types of meanings represented by different word
classes. It explains abstract concepts in clear language, using a wide range
of examples, and includes linguistic puzzles in each chapter to encourage
the student to practice using the concepts. “Adopt-a-word” exercises give
students the chance to research a particular word, building a portfolio of
specialist work on a single word.

m. lynne murphy is Senior Lecturer in Linguistics in the School of
English at the University of Sussex.
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Preface: using this book

Lexical semantics is approached by students of linguistics at various points in
their undergraduate and graduate curricula, and this book is intended to suit
anyone who has had some introduction to linguistics, but who has not yet studied
lexical semantics in any depth. Given such a broad audience, it is inevitable
that at some points in the text some readers will consider the material difficult
and others will consider it a bit basic. My aim is to present problems of word
meaning in all their messy glory – showing where there are interesting problems
to be solved and considering multiple viewpoints on those problems. The big
questions of how meanings work have been pondered for centuries, but the
answers remain elusive, since how these questions can be answered depends
upon the background assumptions about the nature of language, meaning, and
mind that different approaches bring to them. In order to limit the range of
background assumptions, this book is biased toward componential theories that
are compatible with generative approaches to grammar. For readers who already
have some general knowledge about linguistic theories, this book demonstrates
how those approaches tackle issues of word meaning. Readers for whom these
theories are not yet familiar will discover how their perspectives vary when it
comes to the lexicon and meaning. If this leaves you wanting more information
about the theories generally, the “Further reading” section near the end of each
chapter plots out a proposed course of reading to broaden and deepen your
knowledge of these subjects.

Adopt-a-word

Two types of exercise are provided at the end of each chapter. The general
exercises provide problems to think about and new data with which to practice
the concepts introduced in the chapter. In addition to these, each chapter has
some “Adopt-a-word” assignments. These assignments allow you to explore the
concepts introduced in the text through the perspective of a single word. We
will cover a variety of topics and theoretical perspectives in a limited number
of pages, but if you specialize in a particular word, you will be able to explore
those topics in some depth and build on the knowledge you gain from chapter
to chapter, rather than just flitting from one topic to the next. While you may

xiii
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xiv Preface: using this book

cover a lot of linguistic ground, you will follow a coherent theme – the study of
a particular word.

You may choose a word that interests you for Adopt-a-word, or, if you have
no word in mind, you can choose one of the adoptable words at the end of this
preface.

If you would like to choose your own word, keep the following in mind:

� Ideally, your word should be established enough to have been covered
in standard dictionaries, otherwise it will be difficult to do some of
the assignments.

� Your word should have three to seven senses in such a dictionary –
anything more and you may find yourself writing a book rather than
a short essay for any particular assignment.

� Be sure to consider words other than nouns, particularly verbs and
adjectives.

� In my own course, I have disallowed certain swear words – not out of
any sense of prudishness, but because there has been enough interest
in these words that whole books have been written on them, and thus
there is little left for the student to discover on her own.

� While the words I suggest below are from English, you can do Adopt-
a-word assignments with words from any language with which you
are sufficiently familiar (or have sufficient resources to study).

Until chapter 8, most assignments will suit most words, but after that point we
start looking at particular types of meanings. So, for example, if your word is a
noun and never used as a verb, it is unlikely that the assignments in chapter 10
will be relevant to it, but the ones in chapter 8 will be particularly interesting
to do. If you do not adopt a particular word for the whole of the course, then
the Adopt-a-word assignments can still be done with different words in different
chapters – choose from any of the words at the end of the preface.

A note for instructors

The Adopt-a-word scheme lends itself well to portfolio assessment, since it
results in a group of assignments with a coherent theme. The portfolio can be
comprised of the best three or so of the student’s written assignments. This can be
especially useful for developing a course that is strong on writing and revision,
as required in many universities. The Adopt-a-word scheme also ensures that
students are doing active and original research from the outset of their lexico-
logical study. You can customize the assignments to the level and requirements
of your course by including additional requirements, such as the number or type
of bibliographic sources to be used. The Adopt-a-word assignments also make
good topics for small-group discussions. Additional Adopt-a-word assignments
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Preface: using this book xv

can also be invented for broader lexicology courses for issues like morphology,
etymology, usage controversies, social variation, acquisition, and so forth.

Some words for adoption

These words have been tried and tested in Adopt-a-word courses. Some of these
may be more interesting for students of British English than of American (or
other) English, or vice versa. Before making a final decision, do a little research
on the word in order to see if it suits you and your dialectal interests.

adult band blond(e)
buff bug camp
care clap cool
dark dice diet
fiddle flow fret
fringe funk gamble
glamo(u)r gray/grey guess
guy hip kit
lad lodge log
mad meat mint
moist pants partner
poor punk purse
sad sneak spin
stuff talent tattoo
text true wave
wild zero zip
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Typographical conventions

∗ marks ungrammatical examples.
# marks semantically or pragmatically anomalous (odd) examples.
? or ?? marks examples that are grammatically or semantically difficult to

process or subject to an atypical interpretation. These are slightly
“better” than examples marked by #. The more ?s, the more
questionable the example is.

italics signal a “metalinguistic” use of an expression – that is, use of the
expression to refer to itself as an expression, rather than in its
normal sense. For example, the word water is italicized when it
refers to the word water and not when it refers to actual water.

‘single’ Single quotation marks enclose a gloss (description of the
meaning) of an expression or of aspects of an expression.

sm caps Small capital letters signal reference to a concept, ontological
category (see chapter 7), or semantic component.
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