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Lecture 16 
Semantics: semantic properties of words 

 
Semantics: the study of linguistic meaning. 
 
When a word has multiple conceptually related meanings, this is polysemy:  

pool: ‘facility constructed for swimming’, ‘puddle’  
pig: ‘porcine animal’, ‘disgusting person’ 
bright: ‘emitting light’, ‘intelligent’ 

 
What seems like a single meaning may be polysemy on closer examination: 

bank: ‘financial institution’, ‘building where a financial institution is housed’ 
Consider the sentence My money is in the bank: this has at least two meanings: 

• ‘I have deposited my money in a bank account’ 
• ‘I left my wallet in the bank building’ 

This is because the two meanings of bank refer to different (but related) things. 
 
 Often we can think of polysemy as the result of vagueness: 

some words have basic meanings that are slightly vague, 
and the details of the meaning are filled in by context. 

In other cases multiple meanings are connected by metaphorical association; 
this is the case with bright and pig. 

 
Polysemy is not the same thing as homophony— 

i.e., when two distinct words with unrelated meanings have the same form. 
E.g., bank also means ‘land at the side of a river’; pool also means ‘billiards game’; 

but these are different lexemes than the meanings of pool and bank above. 
It’s just a coincidence that ‘financial institution’ and ‘riverside’ are both bank; 

learners of the language learn these as two separate “dictionary entries” 
with nothing to do with each other except phonetic resemblance. 

(Note, as usual, spelling is not important: see/sea are homophones just like bank and bank.) 
 
Bound morphemes can have homophones as well: 

the English plural-noun and 3d-person-singular-verb affixes are homophones 
—well, their regular allomorphs are, anyway. 

 
Homophones can lead to lexical ambiguity— 

i.e., situations where a sentence has two possible meanings because it’s not 
clear which of two homophonous lexical items is being used: 
 The alligator climbed up the bank. 

Lexical ambiguity and syntactic ambiguity can interact: 
He saw her duck 

Duck is lexically ambiguous here, meaning ‘aquatic bird’ or ‘squat down’; 
and the two readings of the sentence also have different syntactic structures.  

 



There’s no totally satisfactory model for formally describing word meanings. 
 
Some meanings can be expressed in terms of semantically primitive features. 

 
E.g., some verbs have primitive meanings like go, have, say, make, cause, etc. 

Many verb meanings can be expressed as combinations of these features: 
• give means ‘CAUSE to HAVE’ 
• send means ‘CAUSE to GO’ 
• deny means ‘SAY that NOT…’ 

This semantic structure can be reflected in syntactic structure: 
Why does give have two complements? (e.g., Give the dog a bone.) 
Because give means ‘CAUSE to HAVE’, and CAUSE and HAVE both need objects. 

 
Polysemy often results when a word can be used with or without some feature: 
 
 (a) The ball rolled into the hole. 

(b) I rolled the ball into the hole. 
 
In (a), roll refers to a type of movement. In (b), roll actually means ‘CAUSE to roll’ 

 —i.e., the meaning of (b) is ‘I caused the ball to roll into the hole. 
Thus roll has two different meanings, 

which are related simply by presence or absence of the CAUSE primitive. 
Many verbs involving motion or change of state have this polysemy in English: 

move, wake, break, boil, wash… 
 
It’s a bad idea to define syntactic structures in terms of semantic meanings! 

—such as “subject performs the action”, “object undergoes the action”, etc. 
The ball is the subject of roll in (a), but the object of roll in (b), 

but the ball itself is doing the same thing in both sentences: 
If it’s “undergoing the action of rolling” as object, it’s also doing that as subject. 
 
Concepts like “performing an action” (agent) or “undergoing an action” (theme) 

are called thematic roles, and are a semantic concept, not syntactic. 
Agents are often subjects, and themes are often objects, 

but there are many more thematic roles than just these; 
and each verb has its own way of assigning thematic roles to associated NPs. 
 
A selection of thematic roles: 
 agent: entity that performs an action 
 experiencer: entity that has a cognitive sensation 

goal: entity that something moves toward 
source: entity that something moves from 
instrument: entity that is used to perform an action 

 theme: entity that undergoes motion or change or is perceived or described 
 
Specific thematic roles aren’t tied to specific syntactic roles, or vice versa. 

In I eat potatoes, the subject is an agent, but in I like potatoes it’s an experiencer. 
In Spanish Me gustan las papas ‘I like potatoes’, the theme (las papas ‘potatoes’) is 

the subject and the experiencer is the object. 



Verbs can be classified as dynamic or stative: 
dynamic verbs refer to an event or activity that happens at a particular time; 
stative verbs refer to a static state of affairs or property that something has. 

E.g., dynamic verbs include kiss, eat, play, hit, sleep, look, listen…; 
stative verbs include know, like, seem, have, believe, contain, see, hear…. 

 
Semantic features interact with syntax: 

 
In English, to indicate that a dynamic verb is taking place in the present, 

we usually use the progressive construction, not the simple present tense: 
 
  Mary is kissing John. 

 Steve is eating oranges. 
 
But for static verbs, we use the simple present tense; 

the progressive sounds odd if not downright ungrammatical: 
 
 Mary knows John.   ?Mary is knowing John. 
 Steve likes oranges.   ?Steve is liking oranges. 
(A ? mark is used for constructions that sound strange but not totally ungrammatical.) 

 
Though semantics has to do with how linguistic entities relate to their meanings, 

semantic characteristics are still linguistic properties 
The stative/dynamic opposition corresponds to how we conceptualize actions, 

more than to the actual properties of the real-word situations. 
 
E.g., see and look have very similar real-word meanings: 

Mary sees John and Mary is looking at John are true in the same situations. 
The difference is in how we conceptualize the nature of visual perception: 

if we’re thinking of it as an act that someone performs, we say look; 
if we’re thinking of it as an experience that happens to someone, we say see. 

In terms of thematic role, the subject of look is an agent, 
but the subject of see is an experiencer. 

 
The same verb can be dynamic in some contexts and stative in others: 

 
Be is usually stative and refers to general properties: You are silly. 
But e.g. if we think of silliness as a behavior someone engages in at a given time, 

we can use be as a dynamic verb in the progressive: You are being silly. 



Nouns can be classified as count nouns and mass nouns: 
count nouns usually refer to discrete objects, i.e., to “things”; 
mass nouns usually refer to undifferentiated substances, i.e., “stuff”. 

E.g., count nouns include dog, potato, chair, book, idea…; 
mass nouns include milk, sand, rice, furniture, water…. 

 
The semantic feature again has grammatical effects. In English: 
• count nouns occur in the plural; mass nouns don’t 
• count nouns occur with the determiners a, every, each; mass nouns don’t 
• mass nouns can occur with no determiner in the singular; count nouns don’t 
• count nouns can occur with a numeral; mass nouns don’t 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
   

Again, the mass/count contrast represents how we conceptualize objects, 
more than the physical properties of the objects themselves. 

E.g., oats and wheat have similar physical structure, 
but oats is a count noun and wheat is a mass noun. 

Cf. also peas/rice; vegetables/fruit; chairs/furniture. 
 
Shoes and footwear refer to the same thing, but one is count and one is mass. 

English furniture is mass, but French meuble ‘furniture’ is count. 
Mass vs. count is a property of nouns, not of what the nouns refer to. 
 
The same noun can sometimes be used as both mass and count, depending on 

whether it’s being thought of as discrete items or undifferentiated substance: 
Mass nouns often become count nouns meaning ‘types of X’ or ‘instances of X’; 

count nouns often become mass nouns meaning ‘what X is made of’. 
E.g., beer is usually a mass noun, but it can be used as a count noun: 

two beers = ‘two kinds of beer’ or ‘two servings of beer’. 
Chicken is a count noun for the living animal (there are chickens in the yard) 

but a mass noun for the meat (there is chicken on my plate). 
This is another common case of polysemy. 

 count mass 
plural I ate potatoes. *I ate rices. 
a I ate a potato. *I ate a rice. 
zero determiner *I ate potato. I ate rice. 
numeral I ate two potatoes. *I ate two rice; *I ate two rices. 


