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Administrative Stuff 

• Coordinators: Scott Moisik  

• E-mail: scott.moisik@ntu.edu.sg 

• Lecture Time: Thursdays, 9.30am to 11.30am 

• Office Hours: HSS-03-51, Friday, 10.00am to 12.00pm 

• Venue: SPMS‐LT1 

• Textbook (required): Saeed, John (2009). Semantics. 
3rd Edition. Wiley-Blackwell. 

• Tutors: 

– Le Tuan Anh (LTA) 

– David Moeljadi (DM) 



Administrative Stuff 

• Tutorials: Thursdays 

– T1, TR+78, LTA, 11.30am – 12.30pm 

– T2, TR+79, DM, 12.30pm – 1.30pm 

– T3, TR+78, LTA, 12.30pm – 1.30pm 

– T4, TR+79, DM, 1.30pm – 2.30pm 

– T5, TR+78, LTA, 1.30pm – 2.30pm 



Outline and Schedule 

Week Date Topics Saeed Tutorial  

1  11 Aug Introduction: It’s not “just semantics” Ch 1   

2  18 Aug The Meaning of meaning   Ch 2 1  

  25 Aug UNION DAY – NO CLASS     

3 1 Sep Words and their Relations Ch 3 2  

4 8 Sep Formal Semantics: Propositions and Predicates Ch 4, 10.1-10.3 3  

5 15 Sep Situations and Event Semantics Ch 5 4  

6 22 Sep ASSIGN 1; Participants and Sentence Alternations Ch 6 5  

   29 Sep RECESS – NO CLASS     

7 6 Oct QUIZ 1; Combining Words and Fun with Zeugma N/A 6  

8 13 Oct Context and Deixis Ch 7.1-7.5 7  

9 20 Oct Implicature and Grice, Politeness and Face Ch 7.6-7.7 8  

10 27 Oct  Speech Acts or “How to do things with words” Ch 8 9  

11 3 Nov Cognitive Semantics: Space, Color, Cooking, ... Ch 11 10  

12 10 Nov ASSIGN 2; Review     

13 17 Nov QUIZ 2     

Available on NTUlearn 



Assessment 

Continuous assessment (100%) 

• Participation (10%) 

• Two quizzes (30% each, multiple choice and short 
answer) 

– week 7 (“mid-term”), week 13 (“final”) 

• Individual Assignments (15% each) 

– Ass1: Create your own language! 

• Due week 6 

– Ass2: Hunt for linguistic data! 

• Due week 12 

 

 



My Background 

• Canadian!!! 



My Background 

• Saskatchewan, the most boring province 



My Background 

 

Newfoundland Vancouver Island, BC 



My Background 

 

Manitoba Ontario 



My Background 

• Saskatchewan, not a good tattoo 

small bend! 



My Background 

• Singapore, climate data 

Singapore page, Wikipedia 

Country with the least amount  
of variation in temperature on earth? 



My Background 

• Regina, Saskatchewan: Canada’s Siberia 

Regina page, Wikipedia 

−59.2 ºC!!! 



My Background 

• Why the palm trees? 

Fargo, 1996, Polygram Filmed Entertainment 



Palm Tree Appreciation 

 



My Line of Work 

• Phonetics and phonology 

• Larynx 

• Phonetic instrumentation 

• Vocal tract and speech modeling 

• Biomechanics and motor control 

– ArtiSynth: Talk to me if you are interested 

• Language and Genetics 

– G[ɜ]bils project: Also looking for students here 



Moisik @ Work 

• Live laryngoscopy: looking at my larynx! 



One of my Favourite Words 

[ʡɪsʡɪs] ‘to cut hair’ 

Amis, Austronesian 



Computer Modeling: [ʡ] 
The ArtiSynth Larynx 



MRI of [!] clicks 

Data from ArtiVarK, a project of G[ɜ]bils, Dan Dediu (PI), MPI for Psycholinguistics 



Computer Modeling: [!] 

created with ArtiSynth, www.artisynth.org, UBC 



Will be on the look out... 

• ...for students who like the meat (that includes 
vegetarians and vegans!) 



Moisik’s Style 

1) Lecture slides never given in advance 

• Why?  

– don’t steal my thunder!  

– surprise! 

– learn to take notes 

• Compromise: want to beef up before class? 

– read the text book 

– read Francis Bond’s slides 

 

 http://compling.hss.ntu.edu.sg/courses/hg2002/ 

http://compling.hss.ntu.edu.sg/courses/hg2002/


Moisik’s Style 

2) Focus on learning and developing skills, not 
assessment 

• I’m not a trickster or a punisher; all questions will be 
drawn from the slides or the book (bold helps) 

• You will have to do more than regurgitate: get ready 
to make connections 

• You will have to sort through the relevant and 
irrelevant: that’s an important skill 

• Take notes: that’s an important skill 

 

 

 



Moisik’s Style 

3) Real language can get dirty sometimes (and I like to 
acknowledge and play with this fact) 

• But, I respect your values so I will warn you 

 

 



Why I love Semantics and Pragmatics 

1) It’s funny and I love absurd humour: 

• Real examples from text books: 

– fried phonemes and exponential eggs 

– Mary drank her wedding ring. 

– Purple gestures of rat milk. 

– The sky’s nipple is a dictionary. 

– In phonemic toe-buckets 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Why I love Semantics and Pragmatics 

2) We say one thing and mean another: 

• A: Man, I’m hungry! 

• B: There’s a sandwich in the fridge 

• Implicature? 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 1): It’s not “just semantics” 

• It’s not just semantics 

• What are semantics and pragmatics? 

• Grappling with meaning 

• The organization of language 

• Class participation: How does it work? 

 



Introduction: It’s not just semantics 

Ever hear the phrase that’s just semantics? 

Consider this real data from the real world: 

• If you want to see Scotland gaining self government 
as England gaining independence that's ok by me. It's 
just a matter of semantics. 

 

 

• So, rejoice, Made Out of Babies fans! Bad Powers, 
Made Out of Babies, tomato, tom-AH-to… it’s just a 
matter of semantics. 
 

 

≈ six of one, half-a-dozen of the other 

≈ that which we call a rose... 



Introduction: It’s not just semantics 

Ever hear the phrase that’s just semantics? 

Consider this real data from the real world: 

• I recently spoke at a mens' (sic) event in which one of 
the participants asked me if having a good and noble 
heart was just a matter of semantics. -- In other 
words, does it really matter? 

 

• My disability is more severe than paraplegia but 
that’s just semantics. 
 

≈ a technical detail 

≈ a side issue, not the real point of the matter 



Introduction: It’s not just semantics 

This phrase is ironic because it tends to mean 
“differences that do not matter” but semantics does 
matter in communication:  

• it might very well be the very purpose of 
communication 

• So, it’s not just semantics 

This is an idiom: It’s meaning is not compositional. 
We’ll learn more about idioms later. 



Introduction: It’s not just semantics 

We have just done some semantic analysis: 

• Observed a phenomenon in the world 

• Collected and analyze data 

• Hypothesize about its meaning: perhaps the phrase 
is an idiom with several subtly different senses 

More could be done: test and refine 

Lexical semantics deals with the analysis of sense: 
We’ll learn more about this later. 



Why it’s not just semantics 

Communication is empty without meaning: 

• Semantics deals with the point of language: 

Consider this argument: 

• If you convey messages with language (p) then you 
need to have meaning (q) 

• You convey messages with language (p) 

• Therefore, you need to have meaning (q) 

This is a bit of propositional logic:  
we’ll learn a bit more about that later 



Because it’s also about pragmatics 

Meaning does not happen in a vacuum: 

• Meaning emerges in context (physical, social, 
discourse, common ground, ...) 

 

 

 

• I hereby bet that you will learn something about 
pragmatics by the end of this course 

 
That’s a speech act (I hope it was felicitous):  

we’ll learn more about these later 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Let me try to be a bit poetic: 

• Semantics is the actor; pragmatics the stage 

• Semantics is driver; pragmatics the vehicle 

• Semantics is the painting; pragmatics the gallery 

 

 

 The study of literal and non-literal meaning  
falls under cognitive semantics: 
we’ll deal with this more later 



Pragmatics in the Media 

• Donald: Make America Great Again! 

• Hilary: America is and has always been great! 

Presupposition (implicature): 
America lost its greatness 

Implicature cancelled: 
America never lost its greatness 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 1): It’s not “just semantics” 

• It’s not just semantics 

• What are semantics and pragmatics? 

• Grappling with meaning 

• The organization of language 

• Class participation: How does it work? 

 



Straightforward Introduction 

What is semantics? 

• The study of linguistic meaning 

What is pragmatics? 

• The study of linguistic meaning in context 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Semantics: The study of stable and conventionalized 
meanings of linguistic signs 

• Words, phrases, and sentences 

Pragmatics: The study of how speakers and hearers 
interpret meanings of linguistic signs in particular 
contexts 

• Words, phrases, and sentences in context 

 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Is there really a clean line between these? 

• Disagreement exists about what exactly is semantics 
and what is pragmatics 

– Is entailment a matter of semantics or 
pragmatics? 

– Jackie is pregnant entails Jackie is female? 

• Well, only in specific cultural contexts 

 



Semantics and Pragmatics 



Semantics and Pragmatics 
Arnold is pregnant does not entail Arnold is female 

Junior, 1994, Universal Pictures  



semantics 
(conventional meaning) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

pragmatics 
(contextual meaning) 

Semantics and Pragmatics 

you I 

you1 you2 I1 I2 

person 

context context 

Scott Hoffery Scott Hoffery 



Product, Expression, Performance, Real, Instance 

System, Rules, Competence, Ideal, Class 

I Love Parallelism 

phonetics 

phonology 

pragmatics 

semantics 

notes performed 

notes on page 

speech sounds meaning music 

You can’t have one without the other... 



Product, Expression, Performance, Real, Instance 

System, Rules, Competence, Ideal, Class 

I Love Parallelism 

phonetics 

phonology 

pragmatics 

semantics 

notes performed 

notes on page 

speech sounds meaning music 

You can’t have one without the other... 



Goal of Semantics 

The goal of linguistic semantics is empirical 
and structural:  

• what kinds of meanings do languages have? 

• how is this meaning encoded in lexical and 
grammatical form? 

We do not ask about “how is meaning possible” or 
“what kinds of meaning are expressible”: those are 
philosophical and much broader questions (wrong 
class) 

 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 1): It’s not “just semantics” 

• It’s not just semantics 

• What are semantics and pragmatics? 

• Grappling with meaning 

• The organization of language 

• Class participation: How does it work? 

 



Problems with Meaning 

Remember: A lexicon is a collection of lexical 
items/lexemes and information about their 
meaning and use 
• What is the nature of the meaning it stores? 

 

When trying to define words we encounter 
three key problems: 
1) circularity 

2) boundary 

3) individuality 
 



Problems with Meaning 

The circularity of linguistic meaning: definitions 
use words to define words (the naive, natural, 
pre-theoretic approach) 



Problems with Meaning 

The circularity of linguistic meaning: definitions 
use words to define words (the naive, natural, 
pre-theoretic approach) 

• Think-pair-share: define the following 

– ghost 

– buxom 

– substance (sense of matter) 

– arm (sense of prepare for war) 



Problems with Meaning 

The boundary of linguistic meaning:  

• how much knowledge do you need to use a word? 

• how does linguistic knowledge relate to other types 
of factual or “encyclopedic” knowledge 

 



Problems with Meaning 

The boundary of linguistic meaning: 
• consider the words liver, water, and red 
• liver: 

– can you use the word liver if you do not know that livers secrete 
bile, are lined with phagocytic Kupffer cells, and perform 
glycogenolysis? 

• water: 
– can you use the word water if you do not know that water 

molecules form momentary hydrogen bonds and that these 
molecules auto-dissociate into hydronium and hydroxide ions? 

• red: 
– can you use the word red even if you do not know that red is 

electromagnetic radiation with the longest wavelengths of the 
visible light part of the EM spectrum which stimulates neither 
the S or M cone receptor cells in your retina? 
 



Problems with Meaning 

The boundary of linguistic meaning: 
• Possible to draw a line between linguistic and real-

world (or encyclopedic) knowledge 
• Linguistic knowledge of dog, hair, and light bulb 

should be distinguishable from other factual 
knowledge about dogs, hair, and light bulbs 
– How to form possessive: dogs’, hair’s, light bulbs’ 

• Linguistic knowledge shared by all speakers 
• Factual knowledge is the domain of “experts”  

• Dog-breeds, hair stylists, and electrical 
engineers know specialized things about dogs, 
hair, and light bulbs 

 



Problems with Meaning 

The boundary of linguistic meaning: 
• Possible to draw a line between linguistic and real-

world (or encyclopedic) knowledge 
• What about common knowledge? 

– Dogs have four legs, bark, and wag their tails 
– An elephant is still an elephant even if it had 

eighty legs: just a “real world contingency” that 
they tend to have four 

 
 



Problems with Meaning 

 

 
Fool! Still an 

elephant! And 
multiple of 
me are still 
elephants. 

An elephant is still an elephant even if it had 
eighty legs; it is just a “real world contingency” 

that they tend to have four 



Problems with Meaning 

Individuality of meaning: people form their own 
conceptual basis for what a word means 

• We all speak idiolects, yet we still understand each 
other 

• But problems do arise 

– hangnail? 



WARNING PROFANITY AHEAD 

Individuality of meaning: people form their own 
conceptual basis for what a word means 

 



Meaning: Three Problems 

Individuality of meaning: people form their own 
conceptual basis for what a word means 

That’s not your fuck,  
that’s my fuck! 



Meaning: Three Problems 

Individuality of meaning: people form their own 
conceptual basis for what a word means 

• Great debates occur over the regimentation of 
meaning of technical terms in academic language 
and often one encounters individual variations in 
meaning 

...we have to distinguish denotation from reference. These two 
ways in which words (and other expressions) can stand for things 
are commonly confused in presentations of the so-called 
referential theory of lexical meaning. 

Lyons, 1995, p. 75-76 



Defining Words: Dictionaries 

definition (n) a concise explanation of the meaning of a 
word or phrase or symbol 

 

• Headword: definition 

• Part of Speech: n (noun) 

• Definition: 

– genus: explanation 

– differentia: concise; of the meaning of a word or 
phrase or symbol 

The dictionary of Bond 



Defining Words: Dictionaries 

headword 

The dictionary of Google 

part of speech 

senses 

differentia 

genus 



Defining Words 

• Think-pair-share: define the following but think 
about the part of speech, genus, and differentia you 
use to do so 

– ghost 

– buxom 

– substance (sense of matter) 

– arm (sense of prepare for war) 

 



Encyclopaedias and Definitions 

Encyclopedia, Seasons 5, The Kids in the Hall (Canadian!), 1994 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 1): It’s not “just semantics” 

• It’s not just semantics 

• What are semantics and pragmatics? 

• Grappling with meaning 

• The organization of language 

• Class participation: How does it work? 

 



Organization of Language 

Language consists of levels of structure: 
• Phonetics:  

– Production and perception of speech sounds 

• Phonology:  
– Patterning of sound units 

• Morphology:  
– Internal structure of words 

• Syntax:  
– Organization of words into phrases and sentences 

• Semantics:  
– Meaning of words, phrases, and sentences 

• Pragmatics:  
– Meaning governed by context 

 



Organization of Language 

Language consists of overlapping and intricately 
interconnected domains of structure 

 
phonetics 

phonology 

morphology 

syntax 

semantics 

pragmatics 



Organization of Language 

Questions: 

• How are these levels related (connections)?  

• Information flow (inputs and outputs)? 

• Relation to non-linguistic structure? 

Keep this in mind: 

• Ever the cynic: “Useful fictions” for analysts vs. actual 
structure of linguistic cognition 

 

 



The Big Picture 

When learning, I like to know where I am going 



Core Levels of Meaning 

utterance:  

• “concrete” spoken, written, or signed form 

sentence:  

• abstractions of utterances 

• product of the system of grammar  

proposition:  

• abstractions of sentences 

• truth-conditional, logical level 

 



Core Levels of Meaning 

utterance 

sentence 

proposition 

sentence 

utterance 

I ate the fish I ate the fish The fish was eaten by me 

The fish was eaten by me I ate the fish 

eat(me, fish) 

utterance utterance 

The fish was eaten by me 



Core Levels of Meaning 

utterances 

propositions 

sentences 

co
n

cr
et

en
es

s 



Core Levels of Meaning 

pragmatic core: “context” 

semantic core: “meaning” 

logical core: “truth” 

co
n

cr
et

en
es

s 

utterances 

propositions 

sentences 



Semantic and Pragmatic Phenomena 

implicature entailment 

material implication 

predicate logic 
presupposition 

deixis speech acts 

ambiguity 

vagueness 

sense reference 

denotation 

sense-relations 

anaphora 

tautology contradiction 

extension 

intension 

ostention 

truth-conditions propositional logic idioms 

words 

constructions literal meaning 

metaphor 
thematic roles 

events 

meaning components 

paraphrase 

collocation 

modality 
mood 

modal logic 

tense 

aspect 

illocutionary force 

Gricean maxims 

face 

evidentiality 

sentence types 

synonymy 

antonymy 



Semantic and Pragmatic Phenomena 

74 of x 

implicature 

entailment 

material implication predicate logic 

presupposition 

deixis 
speech acts 

ambiguity 

vagueness 

sense 

reference 
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anaphora 
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extension 

intension 
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truth-conditions propositional logic 

idioms 
words 

constructions 

literal meaning 

metaphor 
thematic roles 

events meaning components 

paraphrase 

collocation 

modality 

mood 

modal logic 

tense 

aspect 

illocutionary force 

Gricean maxims 
face 

evidentiality 

sentence types 

synonymy 
antonymy 



contradiction 

Semantic and Pragmatic Phenomena 

75 of x 

entailment 

predicate logic 
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speech acts 
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antonymy 



contradiction 

Semantic and Pragmatic Phenomena 

76 of x 
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Common Threads and Parallels 

deixis 

sense 

reference 

denotation 

extension 

intension 

ostention 

“pointing  
to entities” 

“set membership logic” 

“meaning properties” 

“entities in 
the world” 

different levels of connecting language to the world 



contradiction 

Common Threads and Parallels 

tautology 

synonymy antonymy 

similarity difference 
“sense relations” 

“compound propositions” 



Common Threads and Parallels 

modality 

mood 

modal logic 

“possible world semantics”: what could be, what must be 

“the logic of necessity 
and possibility” 

“expressing that which 
is not reflected (yet) in  
the real world” 

“informing about 
what can and must be” 



Common Threads and Parallels 

entailment 

presupposition 

implicature 

material implication 

one thing follows from something else 

“the logic of if then” 

“one meaning wrapped 
in another” 

“what is conveyed  
implicitly but not strictly” 



Expression Phenomena 

conjunctions 
and, or, if 

determiners 
the, a 

quantifiers 
all, some, any 

pronouns 
I, he, this 

adpositions 
for, in, about  

adjectives 
big, dark 

modal verbs 
must, can 

modal particles 
just, even 

nouns 
dog, Jimmy 

verbs 
be, sneeze 

performative verbs 
bet, promise, swear 

expletives 
bloody, damn 



Expression Phenomena 
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Expression Phenomena 
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Expression Phenomena 
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pragmatic core: “context” 

semantic core: “meaning” 

The BIG Picture 

logical core: “truth” 

utterances 

sentences 

propositions 

and, or, if... 

verbs 

nouns 

just, even, but prosody 

participants 

situations and events 

material implication 

implicature 

entailment 

adpositions 

morpho-
syntax 

phonetics-
phonology 

I, you, he, she... this, that, here, there grammar 

some, many, all 

deixis speech 
acts 

predicate logic 

modal logic 

determiners 

sense relations 

co
n

cr
et

en
es

s 



A Simplification! 

• Everything overlaps 

• Most everything has some controversy surrounding it 

 



What was that about??? 

• Semantics and pragmatics has tons and tons of 
jargon and it can sometimes feel like you are just 
reading through a dictionary 

• As we go through the course, try to make 
connections across phenomena, try to see the 
stunning and beautiful parallels 

• All of life is like this! 

– mechanical-electrical-acoustic parallel 

– reuse of biological molecules (ATP and DNA) 



Semantics and Pragmatics 

Topic (Lecture 1): It’s not “just semantics” 

• It’s not just semantics 

• What are semantics and pragmatics? 

• Grappling with meaning 

• The organization of language 

• Class participation: How does it work? 

 



Participation (10%) 

• Come to every class (duh!) 

– Evaluation: sign every sheet, get a full 5% 

• On NTUlearn (or by e-mail to me), post at least one 
photo, snipping, or reference that illustrates the 
principles of semantics and pragmatics in the real 
world 

– Evaluation:  

• submit at least one, get 2.5% 

• given some explanation, get 2.5% 



Participation (10%) 

Let us see some examples that I have been collecting 
for you 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

• Who should apologize?  

– pro-drop (syntax) and speech acts (pragmatics) 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

• Cake + history = delicious  

– selectional restrictions (compositional semantics) 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

• Only unauthorized vehicles may enter? 

– syntactic ambiguity 

strictly no entry 
for authorized vehicles only 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

• Jigawatt: wait, how did these get in here? 

– Names: reference without sense (sort of...) 



1.21 Jigawatts 

Back to the Future, 1985, Universal Pictures  



Participation: Funny Pictures 

• Glad to discover it is working 

–  it (e.g., the road) works ahead? (verb parse) 

– multiple construction works ahead? (noun parse) 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

I do love me some soft zebras --- especially in choco roll 
form 

• what does soft modify? (syntactic ambiguity) 

– zebra? 

– zebra choco roll? 

• zebra? 

– choco? 

– choco roll? 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

I do not like paint on my chicken! 

• lexical ambiguity and selectional restrictions 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

A tall order: really, all injuries? 

• possible world semantics and quantifiers 



Participation: Funny Pictures 

Drive1 (golf) or Drive2 (car): We take a lot of the 
processing “under the hood” for granted and heavily rely 
on pragmatics 

Drive responsibly 



Everywhere! 

• This appears in a URL which appeared in a lecture I 
attended (note the obsession – always think 
linguistics!) 

...goldfish-the-actual-fish-not-the-crackers... 
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