Main Types of Word Meaning

Word meaning is made up of various components which are interrelated and interdependent. These components are commonly described as types of meanings. Two main types of word meaning are grammatical and lexical.

A. Grammatical meaning:

Grammatical meaning consists of word-class and inflectional paradigm.

1. Word-class:

When a dictionary lists the function of a word, the definition does at least two things: it describes the word’s lexical meaning and also gives what is traditionally known as the part of speech of the word, which modern linguists call the word-class; e.g.: modern will be marked as an adjective, modernize an a verb, and modernization as a noun. The word-class is essential, for when we use a word in a sentence, we have to take into consideration two factors: its specific lexical meaning and the position it normally occupies in a sentence, which is determined by the word-class to which the word belongs. 


As already discussed in the section on “Content words and function words” in Chapter 1, lexical meaning is dominant in content words, whereas grammatical meaning is dominant in function words, but in neither is grammatical meaning absent. The two kinds of meaning can be demonstrated by nonsense verse. Nonsense sentences of verses are not strings of random words put together. The words are combined according to regular rules of syntax with grammatical signals, i.e. function words, except that the content words are arbitrarily invented without lexical meaning and what is left is only grammatical meaning. Lewis Carroll’s “ Jabberwocky”, which appears in his book Through the Looking Glass, 1871, is probably the most famous poem in which most of the content words have no meaning—they do not exist in the vocabulary of the English language. Yet all the sentences “sound” as if they should be English sentences. 

2. Inflectional paradigm:

When used in actual speech, words appear in different forms; e.g.: cat-cats, mouse-mice; to walk, walks walked, to write, writes, wrote, written, etc. The set of grammatical forms of a word is called its paradigm. Nouns are declined, verbs are conjugated, and gradable adjectives have degrees of comparison. The lexical meaning of a word is the same throughout the paradigm the paradigm; that is, all the word-forms of one and the same word have the same lexical meaning, yet the grammatical meaning varies from one word-form to another, e.g.: cat is grammatically singular in meaning while cats is plural; writes denotes third person, singular, present tense, whereas wrote denotes past tense. 

On the other hand the grammatical meaning is the same in identical sets of individual forms of different words, for example, the past-tense meaning in the word-forms of different verbs(played, sang, worked, etc.), or the grammatical meaning of plurality in the word-forms of various nouns(desks, data, boxes, etc.).

B. Lexical meaning

Another component of word meaning is lexical meaning, which is different from grammatical meaning in two aspects: first, the lexical meaning of a word is the same in all the forms of one and the same word while the grammatical meaning varies from one word-form to another; second, every word has a different lexical meaning, whereas the grammatical meaning is the same in identical sets of individual forms of different word. Hence we may describe lexical meaning as that component of meaning proper to the word as a lexical item. Lexical meaning may be subdivided into denotative meaning, connotative meaning, social meaning and affective meaning.

1. Denotative meaning:

Denotative meaning is sometimes called the conceptual meaning. It is the central factor in linguistic communication. One of the functions of words is to designate or describe something, such as an object, a property, a process or a state of affairs. Users of a language cannot talk about their knowledge of a physical object or a natural phenomenon, unless this knowledge is expressed in words which have the same meaning for all speakers of a given community. This is the denotative meaning of a word.

“Denotative meaning involves the relationship between a linguistic unit and the non-linguistic entities to which it refers...” (Crystal 1980:104) For instance, if we talk about a “chair”, and there is no actual chair around for us to see, we can give the denotative definition: “it is a piece of furniture for one person to sit on, having a back and, usually, four legs”. This denotative meaning of the word chair can readily be understood by all English-speaking people. Denotative meaning is used when the emphasis is on the relationship between languages, on the one hand, and the thing, events, or processes, which are external to the speaker and his language, on the other.

The denotative meaning of a word is its definition given in a dictionary. It is that aspect of lexical meaning which makes communication possible. There is no doubt that a chemist knows more about water than a layman, or that a physician possesses a much deeper knowledge of what edema implies than a patient. Nevertheless, a layman and a chemist or a physician and his patient can both use the words water and edema, and understand each other. Therefore, denotative meaning is the central factor in linguistic communication. 

2. Connotative meaning: 

Connotative meaning refers to the emotional association which a word or a phrase suggests in one’s mind; it is the supplementary value which is added to the purely denotative meaning of a word. For instance, the denotative meaning of the word mother is “female parent”, but it generally connotes love, care, and tenderness. The word January denotes” the first month of the year”, but the connotations of the word may include cold weather, a biting north wind, snow, central heating, skating or the New Year.

Connotations may be considered on two levels: connotations pertaining to individuals and connotations pertaining to a group.

Each individual has his own sphere of experience, and his connotations of words ma well be based on personal experience with the referent. For example, father will have different connotations for different people because of their individual experiences. Tradition, physical environment, education, and a common cultural background link people into a whole. And the people who from such an entity share much in the way of outlook and attitudes. So the same word or expression may not possess the same connotation to people of different countries. Take the word communist for example, it is almost a term of abuse in some countries but a term of praise in others. 

Sometimes the connotative meaning is not limited to one speech community; semanticists write about “semantic universals”. For example, white, to most Chinese and Westerners, has certain similar favorable connotations: “morally or spiritually pure; spotless, innocent”. In most cases, however, connotations are apt to vary considerably not only from age to age. A significant example is the word radioactivity:

“...Actually, until the bombardment of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 the idea of radioactivity was associated in the public mind with the treatment of cancer and was therefore beneficent in tone. Metaphorically it implied a sort of admirable energy. In 1927 Logan Pearsall wrote of ‘this radioactive quality of popular idiom’ and C.E. Montague’s Disenchantment mentioned ‘the radioactivity of gifted teaching’. It is clear that the whole concept of radioactivity has changed since these days and now stands chiefly for a fearful threat hanging over mankind.”(Foster 1971:126) Hence connotation is relatively unstable, as compared with denotation, which changes too, but not so quickly.

3. Social or stylistic meaning:

Language must be adjusted to fit different contexts or situations where it is used for a specific purpose; one adjusts one’s language so as to make it appropriate in various situations in terms of（1）social relationship between the speakers or correspondents which may be that of friend to friend, or professor to student; (2) the occasion which may be a class reunion or an official reception; (3) subject matter which may be about serious political issues or about films, swimming or food; (4) the mode of discourse spoken or written. We have a scale of speech styles as shown in the following quotation:

“Martin Joos (1967) provided one of the most common classifications of speech styles using criterion of formality; this criterion tends to subsume subject matter, the audience, the mode of discourse, and the occasion. Joos recognized five different levels of formality, each implying different forms of speech to fit separate functions: (1) oratorical or “frozen”, (2) deliberate or formal, (3) consultative, (4) casual, (5) intimate”. The frozen and deliberate styles generally occur in written report or in dignified public speech prepared beforehand with a written draft. Words marked in dictionaries as formal, literary, poetic or archaic are to be used in these two styles. Consultative and casual styles occur in everyday use. Consultative style is a polite and fairly neutral style; it is used when we are talking to a person whom we do not know well, or to someone who is senior to ourselves in terms of age or social position. Common words are used in this style. Casual style is used in conversation between friends or in personal letters, when the language is informal, familiar, relaxed, warm and friendly. A word or meaning labeled colloquial of informal is appropriate in the casual or intimate style. The frozen and intimate styles do not have much practical use for us. We may further simplify the style into three levels: formal, neutral and informal. None of these styles is better than any other; appropriateness is the key to the good use of the various styles.

3. Affective meaning:

Affective meaning is concerned with the expression of feelings and attitudes of the speaker or writer. There are a small number of words in English whose main function is to express emotion. Some words are used not as a mere statement of fact, but to express the speaker’s approval of the person or thing he I talking about. They are purr words. On the other hand, words like gang, niggardly, and to boast always show disapproval or contempt on the part of the speaker. They are snarl words. Such words are permanently charged with emotion, even when they appear in isolation. Therefore affective meaning is one of the objective semantic features proper to words as lexical items, and forms part of the word meaning, independent of the associations of the individual.
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