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meaning of linguistic expression, especially sentence meaning, is a 
subject in almost all English, Language, Linguistics, and Literature 
department in the world. It is taught as a requirement to the 
university students, and as one of the required subjects, the students 
must pass the subject. 

The fact that this subject is imperative to be taken by the 
university students leads to the impact that the need of textbook or 
students’ reading source is unavoidable. The students need more 
textbooks, and although we can find lots of semantics textbooks in 
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semantics; this book is not enough to be said as an introductory text 
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students who take this subject. The students, after reading this 
textbook is expected to read the semantics textbooks easier since 
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those textbooks. 

In this textbook, I provide material related to the study of 
meaning, I give short explanation, and examples which are mostly 
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textbook are coded and in the explanation of those examples, I only 
mention the code, not the full text of the examples. This has to do 
with the space. It has nothing to do with the rule of textbook 
formatting. 

The “language” I use in this textbook is totally simple and 
easy to understand by the students. The material I write here is 
taken from some semantics textbooks which can be seen in the 
bibliography. I also give footnotes for some terms that will be 
useful for the reader to keep in mind the meaning of the terms 
while reading the elaboration of the terms. 

Finally, I would like to thank to some people who are very 
meaningful in the writing of this book. Firstly, my lecturers in 
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CHAPTER 1 SEMANTICS: THE STUDY OF 
MEANING 

 
 
 
By giving an overview of Semantics, the students are expected to 
understand and re-explain and to define Semantics and to 
distinguish it from Pragmatics. The related activities are also 
intended to give clear information about which “meaning” to be 
studied and which “meaning” to be excluded from Semantics 
discussion. 
 
 
 
Semantics is a study of meaning. However, in the Linguistics, 
Semantics is not the only one branch which discusses meaning, 
the rest is Pragmatics. Although both Semantics and Pragmatics 
discuss meaning, they have different standpoint. In the following 
discussions, we are going to distinguish types and levels of 
meaning, and then, to categorize which parts are Semantics and 
which parts are Pragmatics. It is important to note that since this is 
about Semantics, we are not going to dig Pragmatics deeper than a 
superficial distinction to Semantics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

here are at least two main 
branches of linguistic study of 
meaning, Semantics and 
Pragmatics. “Meaning” here is 

understood as linguistic meaning, which 
is generated through language; not the 
“meaning” generated through other signs 
like traffic lamp, pictographs, body 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 
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1.1. Defining 

“Meaning” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

expressions, and so on. Semantics, 
according to Griffiths (2006), is the study 
of the sentence meaning coded in the 
overall sentence based on the elementary 
meaning of the sentence units. 
Pragmatics, in other side, is about the 
interaction of semantic knowledge with 
our knowledge of the world, taking into 
account contexts of use.  
 
It is not incorrect to say that semantics 
sees meaning of a sentence without 
including the context, whereas 
pragmatics takes context into 
consideration. 
 
Before we discuss later about the 
distinction between semantics and 
pragmatics, it is important to understand 
“meaning” itself. The following 
discussion will discover the definition of 
meaning, the types of meaning, and the 
level of meaning. The conclusion will 
categorize which levels or types of 
meaning are included or excluded from 
semantics (and pragmatics). 
 
It can be simply found in the dictionaries 
that “meaning” is understood as the 
intended idea or the messages that is 
intended or expressed or signified 
through language.  
 
Meaning is idea exists and coded in 
language, whether it is a word, phrase, 
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clause, or sentence. Meaning could be 
definition we can get from dictionary, or 
it can be messages packed into a 
command, or it can be a real thing in the 
world like a bridge or a building. 
Meaning can be anything, according to 
the intension the sender (speaker or 
writer) has and it is very much purposive. 
 
Meaning in an imperative sentence is an 
action, meaning in an interrogative 
sentence is a question which needs 
answer, meaning in an affirmative 
sentence is information, and so forth. In 
short, meaning is the purpose to be 
conveyed through language; language 
without meaning is just like lung without 
air. 
 
Meaning, in semantics (and also 
pragmatics) is divided into two big kinds, 
(1) sender’s meaning which is private 
and coded into language produced, and 
(2) addressee’s meaning which is rebuilt-
version which is attempted to be as 
identical as possible to the sender’s 
meaning based on the language received. 
The addressee (listener and reader) tries 
to access the code to get the messages 
conveyed through the sender’s product 
(sentence or utterance). This is an 
amazing fact that normal and competent 
human can code and re-code meaning in 
language faster than TV remote or game 
controller. 
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1.2. Levels of 

Meaning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.3.Types of Meaning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Meaning is also distinguished in three 
levels which are called literal meaning, 
explicature, and implicature. Literal 
meaning can be understood as the 
meaning as it is written or spoken. Literal 
meaning of a sentence is based on just 
the semantic information that someone 
has from his or her knowledge of certain 
language (e.g. English) (Griffiths, 2006: 
6). Explicature, Griffiths continues, is a 
basic interpretation of an utterance, using 
contextual information and world 
knowledge to work out what is being 
referred to and which way to understand 
ambiguous expressions. Implicature is an 
interpretation of the utterance by 
employing certain context and 
expressions produced by the sender to 
get what is hinted; the implicature 
meaning can be very different to the 
literal meaning. 
 
Beside its levels, meaning is also 
different in its types, namely sender’s 
meaning, utterance meaning, and 
sentence meaning. Sender’s meaning is 
something that addressees have to guess 
about or to understand about. Whereas 
utterance meaning is the meaning based 
on context (explicature and implicature), 
and sentence meaning is what we 
mention as literal meaning. 
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1.4.Sentence vs. 
Utterance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.5.Conclusion: 

Categorizing 
Semantics and 
Pragmatics 
Meaning 

 
 
 
 

It is found that sentence and utterance are 
mentioned in separated way; this should 
mean that sentence and utterance are 
different respectively. Sentence is 
grammatically structured of words, 
phrases, and (or clauses) which contains 
completed meaning. Utterance is a 
sentence which is being used (or 
processed) by sender or addressee in 
particular context for particular purpose. 
 
Based on the explanation above, it can be 
concluded that semantics works out the 
sentence meaning or literal meaning; 
whereas pragmatics works out the 
utterance meaning covering explicature 
and implicature. Contextual information 
is not something has to do with 
semantics, but pragmatics. The meaning 
we are going to discuss, in short, is the 
meaning based on the unit of sentence 
down (sentences, clauses, phrases, and 
words). 

 
 
 
 

1. How do you define “meaning”? 
2. How many types of “meaning”? 
3. How many levels of “meaning”? 
4. What makes semantics meaning and pragmatics meaning 

different? 

  

EXERCISES 
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CHAPTER 2 
PROPOSITIONS, 
COMPOSITIONALITY, AND 
ENTAILMENT 

 
 
 
Exploring the main meaning and the possible of the sentences and 
by giving that the students are able to analyze propositions and 
entailments each sentence contains. 
 
 
This chapter discusses the proposition (whether the meaning of a 
sentence is true or false if the sentence is about to match with 
other related sentences), compositionality (the possibility of each 
sentence part to be linked to other parts to build completed 
meaning), and entailment (the other meaning besides intended 
meaning of a sentence). 
 
2.1. Proposition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ach sentence produced by senders 
has its intended meaning, which is 
determined by parts or units 
which build the sentence. If a 

sentence is re-structured or to be spoken 
or written in other orders, the change of 
the structure may result the change of 
meaning. However, there is one case 
where the “message” or what the 
addressee can get from the sentence will 
remain the same (Griffiths, 2006:16) 
although the sentence is re-structured, 
this is called proposition. 
 
 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 

One principle to be 
kept in mind is that 
“proposition 
expressed by a 
sentence is not 
known until the 
reference is known 
and the ambiguities 
are cleared up using 
contextual 
information.” 
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The term proposition relates to the 
meaning of a sentence, or it is more 
appropriate to say “the meaning 
condition” whether or not it changes 
when re-structuring happens, or when 
another sentence is about to be matched. 
The only feature that all propositions 
have is that it is reasonable to wonder 
whether they are ‘true’ or ‘false’. 
 
Example (2.1.): 
a. Mother is cooking in the kitchen now. 
b. Mother is in the kitchen now. 
c. Mother is in the market now. 
 
The (2.1.a) states what mother is doing 
something and where the mother is. 
Although (2.1.b) contains only the place 
where the mother is, and of course the 
meaning changes, but the proposition 
remains the same. It shows that if (2.1.a) 
is true then (2.1.b) is also true. However, 
(2.1.c) shows different meaning and 
different proposition, that is, (2.1.c) is 
false. 
 
One principle to be kept in mind is that 
“proposition expressed by a sentence is 
not known until the reference1 is known 
and the ambiguities are cleared up using 
contextual information. This makes the 
concept of proposition plays in the 

                                                             
1 Reference is the relation between a language expression and whatever the 
expression pertains to in a particular situation of language use, including what 
the speaker (or sender) may imagine. (Kreidler, 1998:43). 



8 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“grey” area, that is, Semantics and 
Pragmatics (because it involves context 
in interpretation). Once a sentence is 
explicated, the proposition will be easily 
understood, since the reaction toward the 
sentence will be “Yes, it is true” or, “No, 
it is false”. However, interrogative and 
imperative sentences are sometimes 
difficult to see the propositions, even 
they are explicated already. For example 
asking name (what is your name?) or 
(help me, please). These sentences 
cannot be reacted as “Yes, it is true” or 
“No, it is lie”. However, it does not mean 
that it has no proposition. 
 
For the interrogative sentence as said 
above, it carries a proposition with a gap 
‘addressee’s name is…’ and a 
cooperative interaction from addressee 
like spelling the name will fill the gap. 
For the imperative sentence as said 
above, the proposition will come true if 
the addressee cooperatively do the act 
expected by the sender (helping him). 
 
Another way to understand proposition is 
in the use of active and passive voice. 
When the sentence (which is originally 
active) is re-structured to a passive voice 
and vice versa, the proposition remains 
the same. 
 
Example (2.2.) 
a. The cat is pursuing the mouse. 
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2.2. Compositionality 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

b. The mouse is being pursued by the 
cat. 

c. The cat is being pursued by the 
mouse. 

 
The example above can be mentioned as 
(2.2.a-b) is true, whereas (2.2.c) is false. 
The meaning of (2.2.a) is stressed to 
what the cat is doing, but (2.2.b) is 
stressed to what happens to the mouse. 
However, they have similar proposition. 
Although (2.2.a-c) stress to what the cat 
is doing, but the proposition is different 
or cannot be true. In other words, if 
(2.2.a/b) is true, then (2.2.c) is false. 
 
Compositionality is about to get the 
meaning of the sentence from two sides. 
In one side, we should see the meaning 
of the sentence parts; in the other side, 
we should see the meaning generated 
based on the manner those parts are put 
together. 
 
The parts of the sentence like clauses, 
phrases, words are all meaningful. 
However, semantics also pays attention 
to the meaningful parts of word or what 
we call morphemes. 
 
Sometimes we find that similar 
construction may have different 
meaning, but the following example is 
not about ambiguity. The following 
examples are similar but not identical, 
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because in the complete word they are 
same, but they are actually formed from 
different morphemes order. 
 
Example (2.3.): 
a. Unlockable 
b. Unlockable 
 
The example (2.3.a) is formed from 
“un(lockable)” which means “not able to 
be locked”. The morpheme (prefix) ‘un’ 
is a negator, and the suffix (able) is the 
state of capability, whereas the root of 
the word is ‘lock’. The negator ‘un’ 
negates the ‘lockable’ and it makes 
meaning that (2.3.a) means “not able to 
be locked”. 
 
The example (2.3.b) is formed from the 
similar parts, but the order or the manner 
those parts are put together is different. It 
is formed as “(unlock)able” where the 
negator ‘un’ negates the “lock” and the 
suffix “able” states the capability of 
“unlock”. Therefore, the meaning of 
(2.3.b) is “able to be unlocked”. 
 
We can imagine that the situation of 
(2.3.a) is a locker door which is damaged 
and it cannot be locked, whereas the 
(2.3.b) is a locker door which is locked 
formerly and now it can be unlocked 
because the key is just found. 
 
In the bigger construction, the order of 
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2.3. Entailment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

clauses or phrases can have different 
meaning, although the sentence is built 
up from similar units. 
 
Example (2.4.): 
a. For two days, I didn’t sleep. 
b. I didn’t sleep for two days. 
 
The example (2.4.a), the sender means 
that he was awake in two days, or he 
didn’t close his eyes to sleep for two 
days. However, the (2.4.b) meaning is 
ambiguous. It can be similar to (2.4.a) or 
the sender makes a statement that he 
slept only one day and not two days 
long. 
 
If someone tells you “John is cleaning 
his new motorcycle” then you conclude 
that “John has a new motorcycle” 
although you know your friend does not 
mean to say that explicitly, then you get 
the entailment of the sentence your 
friend has made. 
 
We call “your conclusion” above as 
semantic inference. Inference is “the 
reasoning involved in drawing 
conclusion or making a logical judgment 
on the basis of circumstantial evidence” 
(Sage Dictionary for Language 
Education and Research). And 
entailment itself is “something inferred 
or implied”. 
 



12 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
It can be said that entailment holds 
between propositions. If propositions are 
about the true or false as described 
previously, entailment can be understood 
as “a sentence which can generate other 
related and true sentences”. 
 
Example (2.5.): 
a. Annie caught a trout. 
b. Annie caught a fish. 
c. Annie is thin. 
d. Annie is not fat. 
 
The examples (2.5a-b) are true because 
trout is a species of fish. It is said that 
(2.5b) is the entailment of (2.5a), 
although we have other entailment like 
“Annie caught something” or “Annie 
caught an animal”. 
 
The examples of (2.5c-d) are also true, 
because thin means not fat”. However, it 
should be noted that (2.5a) is not an 
entailment of (2.5b) since there are many 
species of fish in the world and trout 
only one of them. The example (2.5c) is 
not the entailment of (2.5d) because not 
fat does not always mean thin (it can be 
slim or slender, which mean not fat but 
not too thin). 
 
This kind of entailment is called one-way 
entailment. It means that the original 
sentence and the entailment cannot be 

If the original sentence 
and the entailment 
cannot be true in two 
ways, then it is called 
one-way entailment. 
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2.4. Conclusion 
 
 
 

true in two ways, but only in one way. 
The following examples are two ways 
entailment or mutual entailment (see 
Peccei, 2004:12). 
 
Example (2.6.): 
a. Annie sits in the right side of John. 
b. John sits in the left side of Annie. 
c. Annie and John sit side by side. 
 
These three sentences can be said as all 
is entailment to each other; they are all 
also true.  
 
Entailment is guarantee and it is not 
cancellable like pragmatics inferences 
(implicatures). It means that if we 
correctly get the entailment of a 
sentence, then the entailment is 100% 
true. 
 
It is now clear that “meaning” is a wide 
area to discuss. The discussion of 
meaning in semantics covers many 
aspects like proposition which is about 
whether or not a sentence is true when it 
is matched to other related sentences; 
entailment which is about an inference or 
implication (or implied meaning) 
contained in a sentence with a completed 
intended meaning. Moreover, entailment 
can be one-way and two-ways or 
sometimes called mutual entailment. 
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1. Assume that John is writing a letter to Annie. Can you judge 
which propositions are true and which propositions are false? 
- John is writing a letter.   (   ) 
- John is holding a pen.    (   ) 
- A letter is not written by John.  (   ) 
- Annie is not the addressee of John’s letter.  (   ) 
- Annie is reading a book.   (   ) 

2. What does “The letter written by John for Annie will not be 
sent today” means? 
- Annie is waiting a letter from John today. (   ) 
- John deliberately writes a letter not for Maria today.  (   ) 
- John does not go to the post office today. (   ) 
- John sent the letter two weeks ago. (   ) 
- The letter is in the post office but it is sent next day.(   ) 
- All is true. (   ) 

3. Which one is mutual entailment? 
- John writes the letter to Annie. – John writes something to 

Annie. (   ) 
- John is Annie’s husband. – Annie is a woman. (   ) 
- John is Annie’s husband. – Annie is John’s wife. (   ) 
- John and Annie are married. – Jack is John and Annie’s 

son. (   ) 

  

EXERCISES 
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CHAPTER 3 ADJECTIVE MEANINGS 
 
 
 
By giving this material to the students, they are expected to 
understand the meaning of adjectives. Also, they are expected to 
correctly use, or appropriately analyze adjectives. 
 
 
 
Adjectives are used to state the attributes of noun, and 
consequently add meanings to noun. In the use of adjective, the 
attributes of noun can be graded which is respectively mentioned 
as comparative and superlative. Some nouns like color and shape 
cannot be graded since they have no counterpart. And some 
adjective modifier like very and so are used to state certain quality 
of the noun attributes but they are used differently from 
comparative and superlative. 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 
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3.1. Synonyms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

djectives are words which express 
the attributes of nouns or qualify 
nouns. It is not incorrect to say 

that adjectives add meaning to nouns; 
whereas nouns denote2 things in the 
world, whether real or imaginary world. 
 
Although adjectives add meaning or 
clarify the meaning of nouns (as its role 
as noun modifier), adjectives also have 
their own meanings to understand.  
 
In modifying nouns, adjectives clarify 
the attributes of noun like shape, size, 
color, smell, distance, and so on. It is 
factual that adjectives play quite 
important role to state the meaning of 
sentence, especially sentences containing 
noun as the head. 
 
Synonymy is equivalence of sense 
(Griffiths, 2006:26). Adjectives, just like 
nouns, have their synonyms e.g. 
impudent and cheeky, silent and 
noiseless, brave and courageous, polite 
and courteous, rich and wealthy, and so 
on. 
 
An important note to take here is that 
when a single word in a sentence, let us 
say a single adjective, is replaced with its 
synonym, the literal meaning of the 

                                                             
2 Denotation was originally defined as the potential of a word to enter into 
language expression (e.g. knowledge the language users have). (Kreidler, 
1998:43). 
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sentence will not change at all. 
 
When we change an adjective in a 
sentence with its synonym, or we create 
a new sentence with its synonym, the 
new sentence is called paraphrase. 
Paraphrases, in sort, are the sentences 
with the same meaning. The paraphrases 
can be considered as the entailments, 
especially, mutual entailment. 
 
Example (3.1.): 
a. John is impudent. 
b. John is cheeky. 
By looking at the example (3.1.a-b), it 
can be seen that the literal meaning of 
those sentences remain the same. 
Besides that, (3.1.b) can be the 
entailment of (3.1.a) and vice versa. 
Also, in terms of proposition, if (3.1.a) is 
true, then (3.1.b) is also true. 
 
Since they are synonyms to each other, 
both must be positive (or negative). If 
(3.1.a) is positive and  (3.1.b) is 
negative, then there must be a serious 
meaning problem. See the example 
below: 
 
Example (3.2.): 
a. John is impudent. 
b. John is not cheeky. 
c. John is impudent but he is not 

cheeky. 
 

It is also important to be 
kept in mind that we 
usually consider “black” 
and “white” as opposite 
one to another; 
however, it is not true. 
Colors are not working 
this way. When 
someone says “I don’t 
like black hat”, it does 
not mean that he likes 
white hat; it can be red 
hat, green hat, or grey 
hat. 
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Since entailments cannot be cancelled, 
then (3.2.c) is a contradiction. It is 
impossible that someone is impudent but 
not cheeky in the same time; or it is 
impossible that both are true. (3.2.a) can 
be considered as the original sentence, 
and if it is so, then (3.2.b) is false, and 
cannot be the entailment of (3.2.a). 
 
Synonyms generate mutual entailment 
and also paraphrase. It means that one-
way entailment cannot work this way. 
Having almost similar meaning does not 
mean synonym, and cannot be mutual 
entailment or paraphrase. 
 
Example (3.3.): 
a. The bridge is huge. 
b. The bridge is big. 
 
Both huge and big add meaning to the 
“bridge” in sense of size, and they 
almost have similar meaning. (3.3.a-b) 
are one-way entailment. The reason is 
that if (3.3.a) is true, then (3.3.b) is also 
true. However, if (3.3.b) is true, it does 
not mean that (3.3.a) is also true.  
Adjective “huge” gives sense that the 
bridge is very big, but if the bridge is 
big, it does not mean that the bridge is 
huge (it could be big without being 
huge). 
 
Some adjectives may generate 
ambiguity, especially in terms of grading 
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adjectives like small, medium, and big. 
However, since synonyms mean “words 
with identical literal meaning”, then 
these adjectives are not categorized as 
synonyms. However, in using them, 
ambiguity can be generated. 
 
Example (3.4.): 
a. Mine is medium. 
b. Mine is not big. 
c. Mine is small. 
 
Adjectives medium, big, and small can 
be considered as sizes or scales. By 
adding “not” to the adjective big (3.4b) 
will not automatically make (3.4c) and 
(3.4a) become true at once. “Not big” 
can mean “small” or “medium”, just like 
“not small” can mean “medium” or 
“big”, and so “not medium” can be “big” 
or “small”. 
 
They are possible to entail one to 
another, but since they are ambiguous, 
they cannot be stated true or false before 
we do explicature (using contextual 
information). And also, since entailment 
is not cancellable (or it is guarantee), 
then these adjectives are not able to be 
paraphrase each other. 
 
It is also important to be kept in mind 
that we usually consider “black” and 
“white” as opposite one to another; 
however, it is not true. Colors are not 
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3.2. Antonyms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

working this way. When someone says 
“I don’t like black hat”, it does not mean 
that he likes white hat; it can be red hat, 
green hat, or grey hat. 
 
Antonymy is a term which means any 
kind of oppositeness. When a single 
word is replaced to its antonym, then the 
literal (and other level of meaning) will 
change as opposite from one to another. 
 
Some antonyms in adjectives are thick 
and thin, rich and poor, polite and rude, 
humble and vain, rare and frequent, 
patient and impatient, brave and 
cowardly, early and late, happy and sad, 
full and empty, and so forth. 
 
Antonym will cause different semantic 
consequence in terms of proposition. 
Sentences with antonymous adjectives 
generate true-false propositions. 
 
Example (3.5.): 
a. The man is rich. 
b. The man is not rich. 
c. The man is poor. 
 
If (3.5a) is true then (3.5c) is false; if 
(3.5c) is true then (3.5a) is false. If (3.5b) 
is true, then (3.5a) is false; if (3.5c) is 
true, then (3.5b) is true. However, if 
(3.5b) is true, it does not mean that (3.5c) 
is true. It is because (3.5b-c) are one way 
entailment. They are not synonyms, and 



21 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3.Converses 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

only (3.5a) and (3.5b) are antonyms. 
 
(3.5b-c) are not synonyms and that’s 
why they cannot be mutual entailment. 
Let us consider that (3.5c) denotes a man 
as a low-class society and (3.5b) denotes 
a man as middle-class society. In the 
other words, it is impossible that a poor 
man is said as rich; but if the man is not 
rich, it does not mean that the man is 
poor. 
 
Converses are species of synonym that 
requires reordering of noun phrases 
(Griffiths, 2006:32). Converses are also 
sense relation between comparative 
forms of antonym pairs like richer and 
poorer, and so on. 
 
Converses are synonyms because they 
generate mutual entailment as can be 
seen in the following example. 
 
Example (3.6.): 
a. The President is richer than the Vice 

President. 
b. The Vice President is poorer than 

The President. 
c. The President is poorer than The 

Vice President. 
 
(3.6a-b) sentences are mutual entailment, 
and in the case of propositions, they are 
all true. Let us pay attention to the 
composition. It is not only the 
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3.4.Comparative and 

Superlative 

comparative adjectives are replaced to 
create converses, but also the noun 
phrases are replaced. If we only replace 
the comparatives, then they cannot be 
mutual entailment, and even the 
proposition will be true-false proposition 
like (3.5a) and (3.5c); and that is (3.5a) 
and (3.5c) are not converses. 
 
Comparative adjectives denote different 
level of modified nouns, and therefore, it 
implies that there are more than one 
nouns will be involved (implicitly or 
explicitly). Superlatives, in the other 
side, denote the “on top” modified noun 
among nouns. 
 
One of the rules in making a meaningful 
comparative is that there must be another 
thing to be compared, although it is done 
implicitly. 
Example (3.7.): 
a. John is better than Annie in writing. 
b. Annie is good in writing but John is 

better. 
c. Annie is not better than John in 

writing. 
d. *Annie is not good in writing but 

John is better. 
e. John is not good in writing but Annie 

is worse. 
 
(3.7a) compares the writing skill 
between John and Annie (they are 
considered as nouns to be compared). 



23 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

(3.7b) has identical literal meaning and 
both have true-true propositions. The 
addition of plain adjective “good” and 
the omission of “than” will not change 
the meaning at all.  
 
(3.7c) has identical literal meaning with 
(3.7a-b) and if it is true then the rests are 
true. However, the word “not” cannot be 
put before the plain adjective “good” in 
this sentence because it is not 
grammatical (signed by *). It is 
reasonable because comparative works 
two ways: bottom-up and up-down. 
 
Good, better, and best (from plain to 
comparative to superlative) are bottom-
up way. If the plain adjective is given 
“not”, then the way is up-down and it 
does not suit the composition. If the 
plain adjective is added with “not” then 
(3.7c) is appropriate and grammatical. 
 
When “not” is added to a plain adjective, 
then the comparative will be up-down 
(not good, worse, worst). Please keep in 
mind that in this regard different nouns 
are compared, not similar noun. 
 
Example (3.8.): 
a. John is not good. 
b. John is the best. 
c. John is bad. 
 
 

 

GRADES OF 
ADJECTIVES 

Superlative 

 

Comparative 

 

Plain adjective 

 

Comparative 

 

Superlative 
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(3.8a-b) are different, and they are not 
entailment each other (no one-way, nor 
mutual). However, the proposition of 
these two can be true. We know that if 
(3.8c) is true then (3.8a) is also true, 
because “the best” and “not good” are 
different but we have reason to state that. 
It happens because of the ambiguity of 
(3.8a). 
 
If we take reason that (3.8a) is different 
in sense to (3.8b) then the proposition 
can be true. But if we change “not good” 
to “bad” like in (3.8c) then the 
proposition of (3.8b) is false; and in the 
other side if (3.8c) is true then (3.8.a) is 
true. 
 
Superlatives (hardest, highest, lowest, 
most beautiful, most famous, etc.) have 
meanings which show the “tip meaning 
of adjectives” whether it is “up-tip” like 
the highest, the best, the most famous, or 
“bottom-tip” like the worst, the lowest, 
the most cruel, and so on. 
 
As stated previously that adjectives are 
set in range, bottom-up and up-down. All 
adjective has its plain form. From this 
plain form, some adjectives can be 
changed to comparatives and 
superlatives according to the purpose. 
Why some adjectives? Because some 
other adjectives like shapes and colors 
do not have comparative and superlative 
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form. 
 
If comparatives are used to compare at 
least two nouns quality, superlatives are 
used to spot one noun among all nouns 
in a group of noun. Usually, superlatives 
are used preceded by “the”, which is the 
spotter. 
 
Example (3.9.): 
a. John is the best writer in the class. 
b. I think that Annie is the best writer, 

but John is better. 
 
(3.9a) is a very basic use of superlative. 
The sentence contains meaning that there 
are more than one students in the 
classroom, and John is one of them. In 
term of writing skill, the superlative used 
is to spot John as the best writer, whereas 
other writers are ignored. In this regard, 
the students in the classroom are 
regarded as “group of noun” and John is 
regarded as “the spotted”. 
 
(3.9b) is an intermediate use of 
superlative. It might be seen that 
superlative and comparative are used in 
reversing direction as if comparative is 
higher than superlative. However, it is 
not like that. This sentence shows the 
sender’s previous idea which is cancelled 
by the next idea. Here, that “Annie is the 
best writer” is cancelled by “but John is 
better (than Annie).” If Annie is 
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considered as the best, and John is 
considered as better than Annie, then 
John replace Annie’s position; John 
becomes the best. 
 
Beside comparative and superlative, the 
quality of noun is also described by 
“very” or “so”. The modifier “very” and 
“so” have similar meaning. However, 
they are not used to compare nouns, or to 
spot one noun among a group of noun. 
Therefore, the meaning must be 
different. 
 
Example (3.10): 
a. The tower is very high. 
b. It is the highest tower I have ever 

seen. 
c. It is a very high tower I have ever 

seen. 
d. *It is the very high tower in the 

world. 
e. *This tower is very high than in my 

town. 
 
The modified adjective in (3.10a) 
qualifies the noun ‘tower’ as a high 
tower according to the sender’s 
measurement and this is relative since 
other sender’s may think different. 
(3.10b) spots the tower from group of 
tower (it refers to the sender’s 
experience). (3.10c) contains group of 
tower and it has approximately similar 
meaning to (3.10b) but because the 
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adjective is not in superlative grade, 
therefore it cannot be stated as “the 
ignored towers” to be considered like in 
superlative use. In short, the use of 
“very” is not intended to compare one 
tower to other towers, or spot one tower 
among other towers. That is why the use 
of “the” in (3.10d) is incorrect, and also 
in (3.10e), those towers cannot be 
compared this way. 

 
 
 

I have ten empty boxes in my garage and I want to sell them. Five 
of them are still in good condition and they are big. The rest boxes 
are not very good in condition and the sizes are average. Now 
your friend comes to your garage and asks you to describe your 
boxes. How do you describe them in only one sentence? 

  

EXERCISES 



28 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

 

CHAPTER 4 NOUN MEANINGS 
 
 
 
By giving this material to the students, they are expected to be 
able to understand how semantics works to give meaning to nouns 
in its relation to other word classes like adjectives and verbs. The 
students are also expected to be able to analyze the sentence 
semantically in terms of categorizing nouns related to the concept 
of entailment. 
 
 
 
Noun, perhaps, is the most memorized vocabulary in human brain. 
It does not only mean that human have more nouns in their brain 
rather than other kind of words, but also human use most noun in 
their sentences. This chapter tries to give short introduction of 
noun meanings according to semantics. The discussions found in 
this chapter cover the relation between noun and adjective, noun 
and verb, and also the categorization of noun, and defined and 
undefined noun. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

oun vocabulary denotes to the 
things in the world, whether it is 
real world or imaginary world. It 
may be true that God created 

human to give things names and so that we 
can use those names as the references of 
our words, in this case is noun. 
 
 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 
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English grammar has distinguished certain 
types of noun like concrete noun, abstract 
noun, count noun, mass noun, singular 
noun, plural noun, and so on. This 
distinction reflects the types of “thing” we 
recognize in our life. Moreover, almost 
everything can be derived to be noun; of 
course there must be some exceptional 
word classes. This also explains to us that 
noun is the most vocabulary stored in our 
memory. 
 
What does semantics do with noun? Like 
adjective, noun has meaning, whether it is 
used independently or as an element in a 
sentence. The meaning of noun is actually 
its reference. However, some nouns need 
relevant adjectives to clarify their 
meaning, or at least, add meanings to 
them. 
 
Moreover, because almost everything has 
its smaller parts which have their own 
name, then a noun meaning can carry some 
other nouns; or it entails other nouns. 
 
Nouns are also used in figurative 
languages; where their meanings are 
sometimes different at all from the 
sender’s meaning. Here, we should remind 
ourselves about the distinction between 
sender’s meaning, utterance meaning, and 
sentence meaning. However, that kind of 
meaning is under pragmatics area; 
therefore it should not be touched in this 
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4.1. Noun and 
Adjective 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

part. 
 
When a noun is mentioned, or when a 
sentence contains nouns is uttered or read, 
the reference of the noun must be quickly 
appear in our mind; of course it depends 
on our experience whether or not we 
recognize that noun mentioned. However, 
the reference in our mind is a completed 
thing to remember or to think, and that 
reference will only be recognized if all the 
attributes of the noun are recognized 
correctly. Here, if there is a word class to 
clarify the meaning of noun, then it must 
be adjective word. 
 
Example (4.1.): 
a. I want you to move that chair. 
b. I want you to buy me a chair. 
c. Buy me a big, black, and good chair. 
 
Both (4.1a) and (4.1b) do not contain any 
adjective at all. Are they unclear? They are 
grammatically clear. However, we are 
discussing semantics; therefore, these 
sentences should be interpreted 
semantically. 
 
(4.1a) shows a context where the sender 
and the addressee know which chair to 
move since the sender uses demonstrative 
“that” before the “chair”. The reference is 
clear enough and the addressee can 
automatically gain the intended meaning 
coded in the sentence. (4.1b) is also clear 
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enough for an imperative construction, 
however, there are many kinds of chair and 
the sender’s intended meaning is not fully 
accessed by the addressee. Therefore, it is 
normal if the addressee will ask “what kind 
of chair do you want me to buy?” Here, the 
addressee knows that chair is not a table, 
not a mat, not a television. However, chair 
has attributes to be recognized. Then, the 
sender needs to use some adjectives like in 
(4.1c). 
 
There are two ways to modify noun 
meaning by employing adjectives. Firstly, 
we put adjectives before noun (which is 
called attributive) and secondly we put 
adjectives after noun separating by 
relevant ‘to be’ (which is called 
predicative). 
 
 
Example (4.2.): 
a. The big house is enough for us. 
b. The house is big enough for us. 
 
These sentences are semantically different, 
although the grammatical differences are 
only on the position of adjective. (4.2a) is 
about the house and the attribute is only to 
define which house is being meant. 
Whereas, (4.2b) is about the size of the 
house. The sender wants to say that the 
house size is sufficient by considering the 
amount of people will be there. In short, 
attributive adjective is used to define a 
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noun, whereas predicative adjective is used 
to describe a noun (the attribute is 
something to convey about). Although it is 
said that (4.2a) is only to define the noun, 
but it entails (4.2b) that “the house is big”, 
or “the house is not small”. Moreover, the 
absolute meaning of both sentences is only 
known by the sender, and will be best 
interpreted by the addressee who is in the 
same time and place. This is reasonable if 
we relate the question “how many people 
will be in that house?” to the sentences in 
order to know how big that house is. 
 
The following example will clarify the use 
of attributive and predicative adjectives to 
add noun meaning. 
 
Example (4.3.): 
a. That tall man is my brother. 
b. That man is tall. 
c. My brother is a tall man. 
 
The “man” in (4.3a) is defined as “tall” 
and as “my brother”. In the other direction, 
“my brother” as a noun phrase is defined 
as a “tall man”. Assume that the man is 
among other men with various heights and 
to define him then (4.3a) is uttered. (4.3b) 
is about to mention an attribute of the 
“man”. (4.3c) is about to describe “my 
brother”. One note is important to take: 
man, tall man, and my brother in (4.3a) 
and (4.3c) is same person. 
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4.2. Noun and Verb 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If the meaning of noun can be added by 
adjectives in terms of the attribute or 
quality of noun, verbs also add meaning to 
noun in terms of the noun actions. 
 
The relationship between noun and verb is 
on the role of the noun (or noun phrase); 
whether it is a subject or an object of the 
verb. 
 
Not all nouns can be the subject of an 
action, and not all nouns can be the object 
of an action. For example the stars on the 
sky cannot sing lullaby. Although such 
word like “star” is potentially usable in the 
language expression, but we know that the 
meaning of the expression (or sentence) 
like “the star on the sky sings a song for 
her” is not able to be interpreted literally. 
What does it mean? It means that there 
must be agreement on the relation between 
noun and verb. A noun cannot be 
understood only in terms of reference and 
denotation; there must be additional 
meaning which determines whether a verb 
can add meaning to the noun or not. 
 
Moreover, noun like dog, cow, door, might 
have different personal meaning for 
different language users. Some people see 
dog as pet, some other see it more than a 
pet, but also a guard. This personal 
meaning is called connotation (Kreidler, 
1998:45). 
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As the subject, nouns or noun phrases 
usually come before the verb. When a 
noun becomes a subject for a verb, it does 
not only describe “what is the noun doing” 
but also it creates mental image in the 
addressee’s mind to imagine the situation 
happened to the noun. 
 
Example (4.4.): 
a. Annie sleeps on the desk in her office. 
b. John sits in the garden and reading the 

novel. 
 
I believe that in reading (4.4a) you imagine 
a situation that Annie is sitting behind the 
desk but she lays her head on her hands, 
and her hands on the desk, and she is 
sleeping. This is the situation. You think 
that the proper noun “Annie” is feminine 
in its gender and you choose to think that it 
is quite reasonable to create above 
situation rather than thinking Annie is 
laying her body on the desk and uses the 
office desk like a bed. In reading (4.4b), 
you will have a mental image the “garden” 
is seen much like a park rather than a 
forest, and it does not literally mean that 
John is reading and walking at once but he 
sits and reads. 
 
How could the meaning be like this? 
Although we will accept that there could 
be other meanings or other situations? It 
happens because the meaning of a word is 
also determined by other associated words. 

What a word means 
depends in part on 
its associations with 
other words, the 
relational aspect, or 
sense relation. 
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In (4.4a), the meaning of “Annie” is more 
than a subject, but the subject is a woman, 
and the situation is understood based on 
the associated word “the desk”, and 
“office”. In (4.4b), the meaning of “John” 
is not only a subject, but also a man who 
wants to read a novel in the garden and 
wants to read in while sitting and not 
walking. Moreover, if John is in the forest, 
novel is not an appropriate text to read. 
Novel is best reading in the park rather 
than a forest, the garden may mean a place 
which is full of trees and flowers; it is 
more like a park. Simply, what a word 
means depends in part on its associations 
with other words, the relational aspect, or 
sense relation3 (Kreidler, 1998:46). 
 
As an object, nouns or noun phrases are 
usually put after the verb (except passive 
voice). When a noun becomes an object, 
then the situation of noun is imagined as 
receiving an action and the situation 
depends on the verb. 
 
Example (4.5): 
a. The policeman busted Mark last night. 
b. The moon is brought by the lover. 
c. The bread was eaten by John and 

Annie. 
 

                                                             
3 Sense Relation is the meaning of a word which depends on the other words 
in the same clause or sentence. E.g. “John walked” has sense relation but 
“Computer walked” has no sense relation; where the meaning of ‘computer’ 
has no sense relation to ‘walked’. 
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As stated that there must be certain 
agreement in the relation between noun 
and verb (it is not about concordance). The 
agreement here means that as the language 
user, our knowledge accepts the relation, it 
is about logic. 
 
We know that “Mark” is a man, and a 
policeman does not bust a dog. We agree 
that noun “Mark” can be busted by 
policeman, but not star, sun, moon, and so 
on. This makes sense to (4.5a) and creates 
a situation of Mark in the current time. It 
does not matter whether Mark is a criminal 
or the policeman makes mistakes like 
busting wrong people. The matter here is 
that the situational meaning of Mark 
depends on the verb “busted”. If the verb is 
replaced by another verb, then the 
situational meaning of Mark must changes. 
(4.5b) is syntactically accepted since “the 
moon” is a noun phrase and noun phrase 
can be subject and object. However, since 
we are dealing with literal meaning, this 
sentence is meaningless. This sentence is 
meaningful if we view the meaning from 
figurative language standpoint. If we try to 
imagine the literal meaning of (4.5b), then 
“the Lover” is a giant. (4.5c) shows almost 
similar thing as (4.5a). However, if we 
replace “the bread” with “the nails”, the 
situation must be completely different. We 
have knowledge that “the bread” is 
something we can eat, but eating nails is 
weird. We may imagine that “the bread” is 
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4.3. Reference Sub-

Parts 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a calling for someone, and if we do so, 
then we think that John and Annie are 
cannibals. 
 
The main point we should pay attention is 
not on the man, the moon, or the bread. 
We should pay attention to the possibility 
of a noun to be taken into a relation with a 
verb, and therefore, the meaning of noun 
(and also other kind of words) will be 
determined by the other words it is 
associated with. Moreover, as language 
users, we have knowledge about the 
possibility of a noun to do an action (as 
subject) or the possibility of a noun to get 
an action (as object). And when a noun is 
put altogether with a verb, the mental 
image created in our mind is not only what 
happens to that noun, but also a situation 
where the noun and the action take place. 
 
A noun can carry other nouns since the 
reference (things outside the language) 
may have sub-parts and those sub-parts 
have their own names. 
 
We know that all notebooks typically have 
LCD screen, keyboard, touchpad, power 
button, speaker, and microphone. 
Moreover, in this case, a notebook also has 
operating system and the operating system 
has so many features with their own 
names. Yet, the motherboard of the 
notebook is filled by many electronic 
components with their own names. This 
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shows that a noun can carry many other 
nouns, and this has to do with the reference 
sub-parts. 
 
Example (4.6.): 
a. I bring my digital camera. 
b. I bring my lenses. 
 
The reference of the word “digital camera” 
in (4.6a) mentions more than what is said. 
It indirectly says other nouns like battery, 
lens, and memory card. It is true because a 
digital camera is typically completed with 
these things, unless the sender does not 
forget to bring the memory card or battery. 
However, (4.6b) does not merely mean 
that the sender also bring digital camera; 
the sender perhaps bring the lenses without 
the camera, or perhaps bring another lenses 
(e.g. contact lens for eyes). 
 
What does this mean? This means that the 
smaller part does not entail the bigger part, 
but the bigger part entails the smaller part. 
Digital camera is said as the bigger part 
and lenses are said the smaller parts. Here, 
bringing a digital camera entails bringing 
at least one lens; but bringing lenses does 
not merely mean bringing digital camera. 
Or, bringing a notebook entails bringing at 
least LCD screen and keyboard, but 
bringing LCD screen or keyboard does not 
merely mean bringing a notebook. 
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The discussion of reference- sub parts 
continues to the theory of semantic 
categorization. If a notebook typically has 
LCD screen and keyboard, then all types 
of notebook does so. The term “notebook” 
or “digital camera” is on-top term. We 
know that there is lots of notebook in the 
world with certain specifications, marks, 
colors, and so on. Say, Acer, Toshiba, 
Compact, and Advan; they are categorized 
as notebook (or laptop); Canon, Nikon, 
Pentax, and Kodak (they are categorized as 
digital camera). This categorization is 
called prototype categorization4. Whatever 
the mark of the notebook is, or the digital 
camera is, they have shared properties 
which are so prototypical. Therefore, the 
following examples typically have similar 
entailment. 
 
Example (4.7.): 
a. I bring my laptop. 
b. I bring my notebook. 
c. I bring my Acer. 
 
(4.7a-c) entail that the LCD screens and 
keyboard are brought by the sender (in his 
bag). This semantic categorization makes 
sense that a noun can carry other nouns, 
and some nouns are categorized as one 
noun and so that they share similar 
properties. 
 

                                                             
4 The idea is about categorizing nouns in a family of noun, and this is much 
accessible in Riemer (2010:228). 
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4.4. Known and 
Unknown Noun 

This is not about certain words (nouns) in 
English which are unknown by other 
people who do not live in England or 
America. This is about defined and 
undefined noun. 
 
Example (4.8.): 
a. I found a knife under your bed! 
b. I found the knife under your bed! 
 
(4.8a) shows that both the sender and the 
addressee do not know the existence of the 
knife under the addressee’s bed; or the 
addressee kept the knife there and the 
sender was so surprised and needed some 
reasons why the knife was there. (4.8b) 
shows that both the sender and addressee 
know that they are trying to find a knife; or 
the addressee deliberately kept the knife 
under his bed. The sender was trying to 
find it and finally found it. In short, the 
knife in (4.8a) is not defined first, and the 
knife in (4.8b) is defined. 
 
The meaning of noun in this case is 
affected by the definite and indefinite 
article (a/an or the). The replacement of 
the article will change the meaning of 
noun. It is all about whether or not both 
sender and addressee know what noun is 
being referred to; and this is not only 
limited to the real things. All kind of noun 
reference can be used as defined or 
undefined noun. This also does not limit 
the noun to the “experienced” noun for 



41 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

both sender and addressee. 
 
Example (4.9.): 
a. When I was in Australia, I went to a 

lake. The lake is so beautiful. 
 
In the (4.9a), the sender firstly states an 
undefined noun by using indefinite article. 
This part makes the addressee aware that 
there is at least a lake in Australia. Then, 
the sender continues by defining the lake 
and describes its attribute by using 
adjective ‘beautiful’. The addressee now 
knows what lake is being told about. That 
is, the lake in Australia where the sender 
had visited. 
 

 
 
 
 

1. Suppose that you are given the sentence below, what situation 
you can reveal according to your understanding of the noun 
relation to other word classes? 
Mark was in the town last night and he bought me some 
breads although he knows I don’t like those breads very much. 

2. What entailments you can reveal from these sentences? 
- I saw the house yesterday. 
- Those people bring their music instruments. 
- We will get the money soon. 

 

EXERCISES 
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CHAPTER 5 VERB MEANINGS 
 
 
 
The part discusses the semantic meaning of verbs. Therefore, it is 
expected that the students can understand, use, and analyze the 
verbs semantic meaning in the real interaction or given text. 
 
 
 
Verb is one of the central word classes, and verb is one of the very 
obliged words in every clause. The knowledge of verb is, then, 
very important. The following discussion reveals various aspects 
of verb meaning which includes tenses, transitiveness, situations, 
and cause-effects. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

erb is one of the central word 
classes in a language; it is 
reasonable that every clause 
usually has at least a verb in it. 

Verbs are also usually used with noun or 
noun phrase whether the noun is the 
subject of the verb or the object of the 
verb. Some clauses or sentences may omit 
noun although they contain verbs like in 
imperative sentences. However, it is only 
partially correct. The noun phrase in the 
imperative sentences is there, at least the 
subject ‘you’ which is not written 
explicitly; this kind of subject is called 
understood subject. 
 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 
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5.1.Verb and Tenses: 

Time Meaning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In everyday language use, verbs play 
some important roles like giving temporal 
meaning (tenses), connecting nouns 
(arguments), stating the situation, 
explaining causality, and many more; this 
chapter discusses only some basic notions 
of the verb use and its meaning according 
to semantics point of view. 
 
In English, verbs and time are closely 
related, and this is all about tenses. 
However, “time” here does not merely 
mean the minutes, hours, days, and so on; 
it is also about the sequence of events 
where the actions or verb take place. 
 
Verb is one of the word classes which 
derivational5 and inflectional6 changes 
happened. However, we are not talking 
about derivational changes of verb, 
because the changes of verbs to give time 
meaning are inflectional (the form 
changes but the class remains the same). 
There are two main times reflected by 
verbs: past (preterite) and present. 
Although in most English grammar books 
tenses are described into many kinds, but 
semantically these are the main ones. 
 
The meaning of past is not merely “long 
time ago”, but it may mean an action 

                                                             
5 Derivational changes are the changing of word from one class to other class 
by experiencing morphological changes: addition of affixes. 
6 Inflectional changes are the changing of word from one form but the class 
remains the same. 
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done before the producing of sentence or 
utterance. Nevertheless, in daily use, we 
may use past tense even to refer to an 
action done in the future. 
 
Present tense, in the other side, creates 
meaning of present time; when the verb is 
taking place exactly when the sentence is 
stated. However, as stated previously, that 
tenses are not only about the time, but it is 
also about the sequence of the actions. 
 
When we use tenses to describe sequence 
of actions, the tenses do not reflect time 
when the actions take place, but the 
dimension of time in terms of sequence: 
what action comes first and what comes 
next. 
 
We focus on the two tenses 
(past/preterite) and present; the rests are 
actually categorized as aspect, mood, and 
progress which are not being discussed in 
this book. 
 
Example (5.1.): 
a. John writes the letter now. 
b. John is writing the letter. 
c. John wrote the letter. 
d. John has written the letter. 
e. John will be writing the letter when 

she calls him. 
f. John will say that he wrote the letter 

only for you. 
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The verbs in (5.1a-f) are written in 
different form (1st to 3rd); they are all 
inflected from the verb ‘write’. Now we 
are going to see what kind of time 
meaning and time dimension they show 
us. 
 
(5.1a-b) actually have similar meanings; 
that the action of writing is taking place 
when the sentence is stated. However, 
(5.1b) is more intended to state that the 
action ‘write’ is in progress; whereas 
(5.1a) only states that the action is taking 
place but does not point the progress of 
the action. The similarity of meaning 
between (5.1a-b) is on the use of ‘now’ 
and ‘is writing’. However, omitting ‘now’ 
(time marker) will not change the main 
meaning since the verb ‘writes’ means the 
action is present, in the current time. The 
evidence that omitting ‘now’ is not 
problematic is that when we change the 
verb ‘writes’ to ‘wrote’ then the sentence 
becomes ungrammatical (*John wrote the 
letter now) but (John writes the letter) 
remains right. 
 
(5.1c-d) have similar meaning according 
to its time. Here, the action ‘write’ took 
place before the sentence is stated. 
However, (5.1d) is more intended to state 
the perfectiveness or the completeness of 
the action rather than the time. (5.1c) 
contains the completeness but the main 
purpose is to state that the action ‘write’ 

Verbs typically require 
noun to have its 
meaning, even in 
imperative sentences 
which are seen 
‘subjectless’. 



46 
Semantics: The Basic Notions  | Zainurrahman, S.S., M.Pd 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

took place in the past time. 
 
(5.1e) is about the sequence of actions. 
Here, the sentence contains two 
situations: the action ‘write’ in the future 
and ‘call’ in the present tense. However, 
both actions do not take place in the time 
when the sentence is stated. Pay attention 
to the use of ‘will’ which is an auxiliary 
in the 1st form (present). This is what I 
called time dimension. The tense must be 
present because the past form is ‘would’; 
this is only to show that the action is not 
(and not yet) taking place when the 
sentence is stated. Whether or not the 
action will be accomplished is actually 
not the matter. What I am going to say is 
that the action ‘calls’ is used differently 
with ‘writes’ in (5.1a); this ‘calls’ is not 
happening now, but it will happen in line 
with ‘will be writing’. 
 
In (5.1f), suppose that the sentence is 
stated today, John will write the letter 
tomorrow, and she (whoever) will ask 
him at the day after tomorrow. It is clear 
that the action ‘write’ does not take place 
in that time, but the past form is used. 
This is, again, about the sequence of 
action. It is stated that the action ‘write’ 
takes place before the action ‘ask’. 
Therefore, it can be clearly seen that 
(5.1f) is stated in hoping that the action 
‘write’ has been done. 
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5.2. Arguments: 
Transitiveness 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The term ‘argument’ has no meaning as 
the base of thought in debating, but it is 
about the constituent of the verb, in this 
case is noun. As can be seen at the left 
column, it is said that “arguments: 
transitiveness”; we are talking about noun 
or noun phrase function as object (also 
subject). 
 
Verbs typically require noun to have its 
meaning, even in imperative sentences 
which are seen ‘subjectless’. The noun or 
noun phrase required by verbs can be 
pronoun, abstract noun, concrete noun, 
count noun, or mass noun. The relation 
between verb and noun is more or less 
discussed in the previous chapter; but 
here, we take another corner to view.  
 
What I am trying to say is that the relation 
between verb and noun is on the logic that 
only certain noun can do certain verb. 
Here, you may rebate me by saying that 
we can find lots of noun-verb relation out 
of this belief; you can say that “the stars 
sing the song”, but I would like to remind 
you that the meaning of that sentence 
cannot be revealed semantically or 
literally. We are dealing with literal 
meaning. Although most times we do 
explicature but the role of it is on 
semantics area, not other. The example 
you may give above is a kind of figurative 
language, which we cannot see it as a 
common sentence but personification. 
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Grammar or syntax may say sentence like 
“the flower stands on the table”; this 
sentence is grammatically correct. 
However, there is an objection in my 
mind to literally give it meaning that the 
flower has foot to stand. Therefore, the 
sentence has illogical relationship 
between verb and noun. 
 
To understand the meaning of verbs in 
accordance with the noun as subject or 
object, we firstly need to recognize what 
kind of reference those nouns have. By 
recognizing those nouns, we can (with 
attempt) understand at least how the verb 
is accomplished. 
 
You may find sentence like “that blind 
man is reading the novel”. We both know 
that the literal meaning of “reading” is 
using our eyes to recognize written text. 
Since you know that blind people cannot 
utilize their eyes to read or to see 
anything, then you wonder how the 
“reading” is accomplished unless you 
know that the blind people can read 
certain types of text (Braille) by utilizing 
their fingers. Another sentence like “those 
birds fly away” can be easily understood 
that the verb “fly” is accomplished by 
flapping the wings; of course we know 
how birds fly. 
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Example (5.2): 
a. The crazy man is cooking his fried 

rice. 
b. The chief is cooking fried rice for the 

visitor. 
c. This sadness makes me know that 

love can be painful. 
 
We can imagine how the verb “cooking” 
is accomplished in (5.2a). If the subject 
has literal meaning, then is guaranteed 
that the food cannot be eaten by us. And I 
belief that you can imagine the difference 
when you read (5.2b). These show us how 
the same verb can have so different 
meaning in terms of its accomplishment. 
Sadness (5.2c) is an abstract noun and 
how can it do a verb like “make”? It is 
hard to say, unless you never known what 
sadness is. The meaning of (5.2c) is not 
literal, but we can draw a line that the “I 
know that love can be painful because I 
am so sad”. The verb “makes” is 
accomplished not by “sadness”, but 
because “I was feeling sad”. Yes, the 
subject “I” is referring “sadness” as his or 
her experience and what conclusion is 
taken from the experience. 
 
Besides noun as subject, verbs meaning 
can be affected by noun as object. 
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Example (5.3.): 
a. The blacksmith is beating the iron. 
b. The drummer is beating his drum. 
c. The blacksmith is beating his drum. 
d. The drummer is beating the iron. 
 
From the subject we could know how the 
verb is accomplished and the existence of 
the objects help us to clarify how the verb 
“beating” is accomplished more. 
However, we can replace the object and 
see how it works. 
 
Although (5.3a) and (5.3c) have similar 
subject, but the different objects create 
different mental image about how the 
verb “beating” is accomplished. We are 
not going to conclude that the blacksmith 
beats the drum just like how he does to 
iron or vice versa. This is correct because 
we know how each object is beaten. It is 
applicable to (5.3b) and (5.3d) as well. 
We know how the drummer beats the 
drum (just in common sense) but we 
wonder how the drummer beats the iron; 
just like wondering how the blacksmith 
beats the drum. At least we now 
understand that subject and object affect 
the verb accomplishment very much. 
 
Transitiveness is about how verbs require 
noun or noun phrase as object. For verb 
which does not need any object is called 
intransitive verb. 
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Some verbs require one object, and some 
other verbs require more objects7. This is 
actually a syntax discussion. However, in 
some cases, the amount of object reflects 
the meaning of the verb used. 
 
Example (5.4.): 
a. John has given the key. 
b. John gave the KEY to Annie. 
c. John gave ANNIE the key. 
 
All sentences above has similar verb, but 
one is used as transitive and two are 
ditransitives. The meaning of (5.4a) can 
be seen as “uncompleted sentence”, why? 
The sentence may have a full meaning but 
in the sense, one may ask “to whom the 
key has been given?” This is true because 
the verb “give” actually an antonym of 
“take”. If you take something, it must be 
from someone or somewhere like “I took 
the key from the desk”. Nevertheless, the 
verb “give” needs ‘at least one ‘receiver’ 
or ‘taker’. This makes (5.4b-c) are so 
meaningful. 
 
Moreover, you might be wondering why 
are “key” and “Annie” capitalized? I want 
to insert more information that those 
objects are being pressed in intonation. In 
(5.4b) the sender is focusing on the “key”; 
this may mean “why didn’t John give 
something else to Annie?” and (5.4c) the 

                                                             
7 For verbs which require more than one object is syntactically called 
ditransitive verbs. 
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5.3. Situations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

sender is focusing on the “Annie”; this 
may mean “why didn’t John give the key 
to someone else?”. The noun phrases in 
all sentences above under this section are 
arguments, and now you know how those 
arguments affect the meaning of verb. 
 
Based on the discussions above, it can be 
said that the situation where an action is 
being accomplished is accessible through 
the relation between verbs and arguments. 
 
I have given example like “Annie sleeps 
on the desk in her office”, and also, I have 
said that the meaning of a word is 
depended on the other words in the same 
structure. Here, the situation reflected by 
a verb is not only limited to the related 
verb but also of overall sentence. 
 
Situations here mean the mental image 
appears in the addressee’s mind when 
listening or reading a sentence. It is about 
what you might imagine about, when you 
get a sentence. The mental image you 
may imagine is created by the verb in its 
relation with other words like in example 
(5.3a-d) above. 
 
The situation reflected by verb is almost 
similar to situation reflected by 
adjectives. 
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5.4. Causatives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example (5.5): 
a. Annie is sad right now. 
b. John makes Annie sad with his words. 
 
In (5.5a), the situation is reflected by 
adjective “sad”, and the adjective is 
describing Annie. Here, the situation of 
Annie can be imagined as we have 
experienced sadness. However, (5.5b), the 
situation reflected is not only on the John, 
but overall sentence. The situation you 
may imagine is that how John speaks and 
what kind of words John uses and what is 
happening to Annie, and how the 
atmosphere is. The situation also limits to 
the speaking of John; we understand that 
John is not beating Annie in that situation, 
or other action John may do (but he does 
not do that!). 
 
One day we hear this sentence: “I have 
given John the key” or “I have given the 
key to John”. These sentences, each of the 
sentence, means directly to what the 
subject has done. It has nothing to do with 
the objects (the key or John). However, 
the meaning of the verb “given” brings 
the meaning of “John has taken the key” 
or “John has the key”. 
 
The above sentence explains how a verb 
causes another thing. You can pay 
attention to the part of these verbs: 
- Give-take 
- Send-receive 
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- Tell-listen 
- Etc. 
 
Now, we can see the causatives and these 
are the examples: 
 
Example (5.6): 
a. I gave the book to Mary – Mary takes 

the book – Mary has the book – The 
book is in Mary. 

b. John has sent the letter to Mary –
Mary has received the letter – Mary 
will receive the letter. 

c. George tells the story to Anna – Anna 
listen the story George is telling – 
Anna listens to George – Anna knows 
the story. 

 
These sentences are syntactically 
independent but they are semantically 
linked. Moreover, we should be aware 
that the links between the sentences in 
every number above are not absolute link 
rather than relative link. This means that 
there are many possibilities of meaning 
can be created by such (causative) verbs.  
 
(5.6b) shows how relative the link is. 
When it is said that “John has sent the 
letter to Mary.”, it does not merely mean 
that “Mary has received the letter.” They 
are not entailment each other and the 
proposition cannot be true or false. But if 
it is said that “Mary has received John’s 
letter”, it means that “John has sent the 
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letter to Mary.” 
 
(5.6c) also shows the probability of other 
verbs brought by a causative verb like 
“tells”. If it is said that “George tells the 
story to Anna.” Regardless the truth of the 
story, it is true that “Anna listen the story 
told by George” and also “Anna knows 
the story.”  
 
This part closes the discussion of the 
meaning of verbs. It is important to take a 
note that this is all about cause and effect, 
and more verbs (as causes) can create 
other kind of  effect, which will be 
explored in the part of Speech Acts. 

 
 
 
 

1. Imagine the possible situation of these sentences: 
- Anna is walking with her dog in the park while enjoying 

the trees. 
- Albert called John but his calling was not taken up by 

John. 
2. What is the possible cause of these sentences: 

- Mary comes to John’s party. 
- John is speaking to Albert in the phone. 
- Brandon has a new book from his father. 

 

  

EXERCISES 
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CHAPTER 6 SPEECH ACTS 
 
 
 
This part discusses Speech Act as a concept in the study of 
meaning. After taking this, it is expected that the students are able 
to understand and to analyze utterances in context by employing 
concepts of speech acts. 
 
 
 
This part introduces speech acts to you. Speech act is a concept of 
how people use words to do things. Although words are not about 
to substitute real action, but in some cases, words are very 
powerful to help people to attain a purpose. The discussion covers 
the definition of speech act, the relationship between meaning and 
context, the understanding of descriptive fallacy, and felicity 
condition. At the heart of speech act, three terms “locution, 
illocution, and perlocution” are very fundamental to be 
understood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

he theory of Speech Acts are 
discussed deeply in both 
semantics and pragmatics 
discourses, but this 

communication strategy is better to 
discuss in pragmatics since its meaning 
heavily relies on the context. 
 
The term “Speech Acts” suggests the 
performance of language, or how 
language or words can do things. This 

OBJECTIVES 

SUMMARY 
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6.1.Context and 
Meaning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

means that human language works not 
only to convey meaning for a successful 
communication, but also to do certain 
possible actions for a successful demand. 
To do speech acts, contextual 
understanding and the roles or capacity of 
interlocutors are imperative; this role of 
interlocutors and the context are usually 
termed as felicity condition. 
 
The term speech acts maybe unfamiliar 
yet to you, but you actually do speech acts 
in almost in every language use, in your 
daily linguistic communication. You 
might say “Can you pass me the salt” to 
your friend in a food court but you 
demand an action of “passing the salt to 
you” rather than the yes/no answer. If this 
happened, then you were doing speech 
acts. 
 
In order to appropriately decide the 
meaning of language, no utterance can be 
considered as a self-standing whole: 
words only exist within particular context 
and we need to take the context into 
account to achieve adequate description of 
meaning (Riemer, 2010:88). 
Context is surrounding discourse, set of 
facts, or circumstances which help us to 
determine the meaning of language 
(utterance or sentence or word). 
Therefore, an utterance meaning is 
heavily determined by context. If we 
understand the meaning of an utterance 
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because of the real world factors (time, 
place, social relationship, etc.) then we 
have contextual knowledge. 
 
There are at least two types of context: 
external context and interpersonal context. 
External context is the context of real 
world, facts, situations, where an 
utterance takes place or where an 
utterance (and the elements as well) 
becomes so meaningful. Whereas, 
interpersonal context is understood as the 
relationship between the interlocutors. 
 
Almost every word has its personal 
meaning which is determined by external 
and interpersonal context. The word cow 
for example, in Indonesia is only a kind of 
four-legged animal, utilizable by farmers, 
the meat can be eaten, and the milk can be 
drunk, and so on. However, cow in India 
has different meaning. People in India 
understand cow as a holy animal, the 
incarnation of god, so they will reject the 
meaning that cow’s meat can be eaten. 
The difference of meaning between India 
and Indonesia about noun cow is about 
external context effect on the language 
meaning. 
 
In addition, when some people of India 
come to Indonesia, they will not think that 
cows in India and in Indonesia are 
different. They bring the meaning of cow 
in India wherever they are, wherever they 
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6.2. Descriptive 
Fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

go. Therefore, in speaking about cow, two 
interlocutors (one from India and one 
from Indonesia) share interpersonal 
context. Here, mutual understanding of 
‘who is speaking’ is very important to 
achieve a successful communication. 
 
Another example is given here. A young 
man asks to his friend to open the window 
or turn the room AC on because he is 
sweating. He may say “It is very hot in 
here” as a speech act. This utterance has 
similar meaning to “Would you mind if I 
open the window, sir?” when the young 
man is speaking to his headmaster. This 
difference of utterance with similar 
meaning and purpose happens because the 
young man considers who the interlocutor 
is; it is all about interpersonal context. 
 
When some utterances are contextualized, 
those utterances are doing far more than 
simply asserting or giving information. It 
does not mean that assertion is not 
involved in those utterances, but rather 
than that, there is a more basic purpose 
behind those utterances. Here, I want to 
say that there is purpose involved in 
making utterance to describe some state 
of affairs, and this concept is known as 
Descriptive Fallacy. 
 
Example (6.1): 
a. Someone has eaten all the ice-cream. 
b. I need some sugar. 
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c. Who does have cigarette? 
 
Let us define the meaning of these 
utterances. In uttering (6.1a), the speaker 
should want to declare that one of them 
has eaten the ice-cream and no ice-cream 
is left [declarative]. In (6.1b) the speaker 
wants the hearer knows that he or she 
wants some sugar for tea or coffee 
[declarative]. (6.1c) the speaker asks 
whether the hearer(s) have the cigarette 
[interrogative].  
 
Now, let us contextualize the utterances. 
When (6.1a) is uttered to someone 
directly, this means accusing people 
[accusing]. When (6.1b) is uttered to 
someone who sits near to the sugar (or to 
a waitress), this means asking him or her 
to pass the sugar [request]. When (6.1c) is 
uttered when you have no cigarette and 
this is uttered to some smokers, then this 
means you ask cigarette to smoke 
[request]. 
 
These sentences have their own meaning, 
but in uttering them, the speaker must 
have certain purpose. The purpose the 
speaker has might not be in line with the 
type of the utterance, but the context 
works out the meaning for the purpose 
successfully achieved. 
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6.3.Locution, 
Illocution, and 
Perlocution. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example (6.2.): 
a. You can stay if you want 

[declarative]. 
b. You can stay if you want [request]. 
 
Someone may wonder how come similar 
utterances (6.2a-b) could have different 
purpose. The purpose of (6.2a) may be 
just to say that “this room is available” if 
the context is “you are uttering this to 
your classmate who is coming to your 
house but he is confused whether to stay 
or to go home because it is midnight 
already”. The purpose of (6.2b) may be 
“please stay” since the context is “you are 
uttering this to a girl you want to 
approach or to persuade”. Let us think if 
the context is in a very dirty hotel, you 
want to move to other hotel and you say 
this to your friend. Then, the meaning 
should be “I believe that we must move 
from here!” which is an imperative. 
 
The utterance “Can you pass me the salt?” 
is an interrogative which is about asking 
the ability of someone to pass the salt 
[locution], but the purpose of this 
utterance is a request which is about 
requesting someone to pass the salt to you 
[illocution]. And finally the addressee 
responds this utterance by doing “passing 
the salt” rather than answering it “yes” or 
“no” [perlocution]. 
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Austin (in Peccei, 2004:44) stated that in 
analyzing speech acts, we need to make a 
distinction between the locution and the 
illocution. Locution is the actual form of 
words used by the speaker and their 
semantic meaning. The illocution (or 
illocutionary force) is what the speaker is 
doing by uttering those words (the 
purpose). Whereas, the perlocution is the 
result of the locution or the utterance.  
 
By looking at (6.2a-b), we can say that 
same locution can have different 
illocutions. In other way, we also can say 
that different locutions can result similar 
illocution. These all are depending on 
context. 
 
Example (6.3): 
a. I have got a gun [declarative-

threatening]. 
b. Have you ever shot before? 

[Interrogative-threatening]. 
c. Believe me. This gun is loaded. 

[Imperative-threatening].  
 
Suppose that these different locutions are 
in the same context (when a bank robber 
with mask utters these to the bank teller), 
these different utterances (different 
locutions) have similar illocutions. The 
words and the order of the words are 
different, but the purpose of the speaker is 
same, that is, threatening the hearer. 
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6.4.Felicity 
Condition 

The perlocution of these different 
utterances is the same, the teller gives all 
the money, or hit the alarm button. 
 
The main belief constructed in the 
concept of speech act is that human “can 
do things with words”. This can be seen 
from Austin’s work entitled “How to do 
Things with Words” which was very 
influential in the speech act concept 
development later. 
 
However, in using words to do things, the 
“words’ user” need to fulfill some 
conditions. In order to successfully 
achieve the purpose of using certain 
speech acts, the user have to have 
appropriate capacity. This condition is 
called felicity condition. 
 
Consider this example: 
 
Example (6.3): 
Policeman: “Freeze!” 
 
This is a very simple example to 
understand felicity condition. When the 
imperative expression is uttered, there are 
some respective conditions involved to 
make it successfully attains the purpose. 
We can easily predict that the policeman 
is shouting to a suspected person who is 
running away avoiding the policeman. 
This shouting is done to stop the criminal. 
If this is succeeded, then the criminal 
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must stop, else, the criminal keeps 
running. 
 
Now let us consider who the speaker is. 
The speaker or the sender is a policeman. 
This utterance is usually used by 
policeman and not other, especially to 
stop a running suspected person. The 
similar utterance can be uttered in other 
condition, but in different situation and 
different way; it will result in different 
effect for different purpose. 
 
When a criminal is being pursued, a man 
(not a policeman) may be shouting with 
“freeze!” but it will not attain any result. 
This is happened because that man (not 
policeman) does not fulfill the 
requirement, the capacity, or the felicity 
condition. 
 
Furthermore, felicity condition also 
involves manner and style. “Freeze!” is an 
imperative expression. If the policeman 
says this whisperingly, the purpose will 
not be attained. 
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From the following dialog, find the locution, illocution, 
perlocution, and describe the descriptive fallacy and the felicity 
condition. 

Johanna: “Robert, I know you have got the invitation.” 

Robert: “Yeah… I did.” 

Johanna: “It means that you are invited!” 

Robert: “I will be there.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EXERCISES 
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