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1. Introduction
· Number of ideas we may want to convey is without limit (but: not every idea can be expressed by a different speech sound, because this number has limits)

· Natural languages permit of a flexibility in meaning

2. Fuzziness of meaning: polysemy, semantic overlap, metaphor
2.1 Polysemy

· words with a vague or fuzzy meaning; variety of interpretations

· core (true or basic) and extended (transferred) 
READ¹ ‘comprehend the meaning of written symbols’ ( core meaning

READ ² ‘comprehend the meaning conveyed by written symbols’

READ³ ‘sound out written symbols’
extended

READ 4 ‘sound out a poem for an audience
meanings
( semantic extension
· range of meaning can vary; can be narrow or wide
· meanings of different words can overlap because they have a similar meaning (ex: READ³ and READ 4 overlaps with RECITE)
· some words have two core meanings with different foci (ex: star 1st core meaning: fixed star, 2nd core meaning: luminous body in night sky)
· to find out the true or basic meaning of terms with a broad semantic range, we have to look at the word which is considered as the most prototypical word of this range (is not identical with core meaning, but similar ( quasi-core meaning)
Ex: broad term: ‘animal’, prototype: ‘mammal’ (=quasi-core meaning)
2.2 Synonymy
· synonymy and homonymy are also reasons for a semantic change
· Absolute synonymy (= identity in meaning between phonetically different expressions) is avoided and very rare, because it is not economical

· coexistence of two words; get differentiated:

new form (productive, basic meaning) vs. old form (specialized function)


Ex: housewife
hussy

2.3 Homonymy
· Excessive homonymy use of phonetically identical words with divergent references


Ex: The Air Marshal of the People’s Republic declared martial law today.

( different spelling, but identical pronunciation of ‘marshal’ and ‘martial’

( existence of polysemy, synonymy and homonymy are the reasons for the language change

3. Factors responsible for semantic change:

3.1 Metaphor

· a mechanism to expand the range of meanings is metaphor
Ex ‘clear’:
originally referred to visible objects: ‘clear photograph’

by metaphorical extension today also refers to invisible (abstract) objects: ‘clear statement/ argument’

· another vehicle to broaden the meaning of a word is metonymy (designation of a group of things or persons by means of a word referring to sth with which that group habitually is associated)
Ex: the pulpit = ‘the clergy’


The White House = current President of USA and his staff

· Subcategory of metonymy: synecdoche - designation of a thing or person by means of its salient part

Ex: board = ‘table’

· link between original and derived meaning gets lost during process of semantic fading

Ex: very, verity, veritable (Lat vērus, ‘true’)
3.2 Onomatopoeia

· combinations of meaningless speech sounds are arbitrary (every group of language speakers uses different words to express the same meanings)

· English language has a limited number of non-arbitrary relationship between meaning and sound (
onomatopoetic words: imitate natural sounds with similar speech sounds
Ex: 
young bird:
cheep

Cow:
moo
High front vowels (like ‘ee’: [ī]) refer to young or small animals

Back vowels (like ‘oo’ [ū]) refer to adult or larger creatures

( these non-onomatopoetic relationships between sound and meaning are called: sound symbolism
3.2 Taboo

· lead to frequent vocabulary renewal

· use of impolite or forbidden words in certain social circumstances

· causes two reactions: 
3.2.1 Taboo-induced Replacement
Ex: ‘toilet’ replaced by: bathroom, powder room, ladies’/men’s room, lavatory, WC, llo etc.

3.2.2 Taboo-induced Deformation
Ex: ‘tongue’ and ‘speech’

‘the English tongue’ or ‘speaking in tongues’

· 3.3 Reinterpretation
· a factor which is responsible for shifts in meaning

· reinterpretations often reflect changes in culture and society

· can proceed in contradictory directions
Ex:
OE

cnafa ‘boy‘
neutral/positive connotation


cniht ‘servant
low connotation
· connotations are reversed in Mod English

Mod Engl
knave ‘villain’



knight ‘nobleman’
