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WORDS IN Usg: INTRODUCTORY EXAMPLES 7

1.3 Words and Expectations

Occasionally, a single word or phrase may be enough to identify the text-
type: if you hear the word furlong, you are probably listening to a horse-
racing commentary, and if you hear the phrase warm front, it is probably a
weather forecast. Any choice of words creates a mini-world or universe of
discourse, and makes it likely that other words will be co-selected in the same
context. So, much of this book concerns such expectations and the mechan-
isms of co-selection.

Sometimes, individual words can trigger assumptions and frames of refer-
ence, and words can acquire implications if they are repeatedly co-selected
with other words. For example, in a large collection of texts, I found that the
word GOSSIP frequently occurred in phrases with very negative connota-
tions such as:

e baseless gossip; gossip-mongering; idle gossip; juicy gossip; name-calling
and malicious gossip; scandal and gossip; sleazy gossip; titillating gossip;
her affairs became common gossip

Even if everyone does it, and even if it can have positive functions of
maintaining group solidarity, it is evident from such phrases that gossip is
often talked of as an activity to be disapproved of.

Does the word GOSSIP imply to you a woman speaker, or can men also
gossip? To what extent do such words for speech acts carry (in this case
sexist) implications about speakers? In the text collection, I found that the
word also occurred frequently in phrases such as

e the mothers stood gossiping in the alleys
¢ the women gossiped and the men smoked
e a gossiping old woman

Men certainly also gossip (though they may call it something different, such as
male bonding!), but if the word is habitually used in such phrases, then this is
likely to contribute to a stereotype that gossiping is something which mainly
women do. As Cameron (1997: 455) puts it: ‘both sexes engage in gossip,
... but its cultural meaning. . .is undeniably “‘feminine”.’

There are many terms in everyday English for different kinds of language
behaviour, and by studying how these terms are used, it is possible to study
the logical relations between them, and whether they have positive or nega-
tive connotations. TALK is a general word. CHAT is a sub-category of
TALK: friendly talk. GOSSIP is a different sub-category: talk in which secrets





















14 WORDS IN USE: INTRODUCTORY EXAMPLES

successful. (The phrase undergo surgery is analysed in chapter 4.4.1.) It is
possible to invent examples where the verb remove could occur in sense (3):
we had to remove it through bis surgery door [1]. But the phrase suzgery to
remove signals sense (1): surgery to remove two wisdom teeth.

In other words, cases of apparent muldple ambiguity at word level
are usually illusory: they dissolve in context. Combinations of words in
phrases are therefore a good candidate for the basic semantic unit of lan-
guage in use. Instead of regarding the meaning as being carried by the
individual word, we could see things as follows. The word surgery conveys
a rather general meaning: “something to do with medicine”. It is the phrase
which conveys the precise meaning. The following formulation might be a
slight exaggeration, but it makes a useful point: it is not the words which tell
you the meaning of the phrase, but the phrase which tells you the meaning of
the individual words in it. I will return to this point later (chapter 9), since it
questions the principle of compositionality, that is, the assumption that the
meaning of larger units (such as phrases) is equal to the sum of the meanings
of smaller units (such as words).

Translators obviously have to take such cases into account. It does not
make sense to ask for a translation of surgery into German. The word would
have four different translations for the four senses I have idennfied: (1)
Oyperation or operativer Eingriff, (2) Chirurgie, (3) Praxis or Sprechzimmer,
and (4) Sprechstunde. In turn, these individual German words would have
different translations into English, according to context: Praxis can mean
“doctor’s practice”, but also “‘practice’” in the sense of ‘“‘practice versus
theory”.

1.7.2. Example 2: the (non-)ambiguity of BANK

Here is a similar example of a semantic problem which is posed in many
introductions to linguistics. In isolation, the word BANK is ambiguous, and
dictionaries distinguish two main senses. Sense 1 is the “place where you
keep money”, either the institution thought of as the abstract organization,
or as a particular building. Sense 2 is a little more difficult to define precisely,
since there is a range of related meanings. It means an “area of sloping, raised
ground” (grassy bank), often the raised ground around a stretch of water
(viver bank) or under shallow water (sand bank), or something of the
same general shape (bank of fog, bank of switches). Let us call these the
“money”’-BANK and the “ground”-BANK senses. It is certainly possible
to invent sentences, and to imagine circumstances, where the word is still
ambiguous:

e the supermarket is opposite the bank [I]
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