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Do you understand the words that are coming out of my mouth?

Main 🔑 Point 
With semantics we try to understand the meaning of the words 
coming out of our mouths. We study meaning or making sense. We 
make meaning with words, phrases, and sentences. We make 
meaning in the minds of others, and differences in languages may 
cause speakers of those languages to think differently.  

Outline

• What is semantics?  

• What are four ways of "seeing" semantics?  

• How does semantics relate to logic?  

• How do we use listemes to make meaning?  

• Does language influence the way we think?  

• Is there such a thing as a meme? 

Key Point

• With semantics, we want to understand the meaning of the words coming 
out of our mouths.  

• We study meaning and making sense. 

Semantics Defined

• Study meaning in human languages. 

• Formal semantics: the logical aspects of meaning. 

• Lexical semantics: word meanings, word relations.

Definition

• Rules. . . [that] specify the meaning of a 
morpheme, word, phrase, or sentence. 

4 Ways of Seeing Semantics

• One. It’s physical.  

• We express meaning physically.  

• text, gestures, sounds in the air 

• meanings are computed in our physical brains. 

4 Ways of Seeing Semantics

• Two. It’s abstract. 

• The physical aspects of language are often abstract.  

• Remember displacement. A symbolic system is abstract.  

• "He had many troubles but found the meaning of his life." 

• Words are symbols for ideas. 

4 Ways of Seeing Semantics

• Three. It’s psychological.  

• To make meaning, you must know language in your brain.  

• So language is psychological.  

• Making meaning comes from our brains. 

4 Ways of Seeing Semantics

• Four. It’s social.  

• We make meaning socially. 

• Language is the main way we interact socially. 

Do You Speak English?

Semantics and Logic

• A: Do you speak English? B: No, I don’t. Not a word. (nonsense!) 

• One aspect of semantics is logic.  

• My brother is an unmarried man.  

• ¡My bachelor brother is a married woman.  

• ¡Jim arrived tomorrow. 

Semantics and Logic

• The sentences have good syntax. 

• But they logically contradict each other.  

• Therefore, semantics is about logic. 

Quiz Each Other

1. What do we do with semantics? 

2. What are the 4 ways of seeing 
sematnics? 

1. We study meaning?  

2. Physical, abstract, psychological, social. 

Listemes and Meaning

• Every meaningful sentence is a composition.  

• You have a list of words and expressions in memory. 

• Each memorized chunk in this list is a listeme.  

• Example: walked has 2 listemes walk + ed 

• Listemes cannot be generated by a rule. 

•  Listemes + Rules give us language. 



Listemes and Meaning

• Listemes + Rules give us the power. 

• To generate unlimited meanings.  

• from a limited set of listemes.  

• This is called: Generativity

これは何色
ですか？

What color is this?
Does Language Influence Thought?

• Linguistic relativity (言語相対性): 

• Do linguistic differences make us 
think differently? 

• Japanese influences how you view the 
world.  

• English influences how I view the 
world. 

• Do our views differ because of 
language?

Does Language Influence Thought?

• The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. 

• The soft version is linguistic relativity.  

• Languages influence the way we think. 

• The strong version is linguistic determinism.  

• Language determines how we think. (言語決定論)

tedlab.mit.edu

Pirahã

Language & Thought: Pirahã
• Pirahã is a "one, two, many" language. 

• It has words "one" and "two". 

• For all other numbers, "many" is used. 

• In number tests, they get 1, 2, and 3 correct. 

• For 4-10, they get "about" answers.  

• Did their language influence thought? 

• Language didn’t allow them to think "x?"

Language & Thought: Pirahã

• Pirahã is a "one, two, many" language. 

• It has words "one" and "two". 

• For all other numbers, "many" is used. 

• In number tests, they get 1, 2, and 3 correct. 

• For 4-10, they get "about" answers. 

Pirahã

• 8 Consonants and 3 vowels.  

• Does it have recursion? Can they tell fictional stories? 

• No fixed words for colors. No number terms.  

• Does their language influence thought? 

• Does their lack of numbers cause them to see the world differently?

Linguistic Relativity

• [The researcher] sat opposite [a Pirahã] individual and laid out a random 
number of familiar objects, including batteries, sticks and nuts, in a row.  

• The Pirahã were supposed to respond by laying out the same number of 
objects from their own pile. 

• For 1-3 objects, [a Pirahã] consistently matched piles correctly. For 
four, five and up to ten, they only matched approximately. 

•Science Express (19 August 2004)

Lera Boroditsky

• "The languages we speak affect our 
perceptions of the world." 

• Key: Compare bilinguals and 
languages. 

Kuuk Thaayorre

• The Thaayorre people speak it.  

• No "relative spatial terms" (left/right) 

• Speakers use absolute cardinal 
directions" on all scales. 

• Sit on the NORTH side of the table.  

• You have food on your SOUTH WEST.  

• The girl on your EAST is my sister. 

Kuuk Thaayorre

• Typical greeting for us.  

• How are you? 

• I’m fine, and you?  

• Typical greeting for Kuuk Thaayorre: 

• Which way are you going? 

• North, northwest in the far distance. 

• And you?

Kuuk Thaayorre

• To speak with "absolute cardinal directions," you must know your location.  

• By acquiring this language, you become good at knowing where you are.  

• This includes unfamiliar places and inside buildings.  

• They are more likely to know north, south, etc.  

• This shows how language can influence a "thinking style." 

How do you order these?

😎

👶 

Baby 👦
Boy

👨
Man

👴
Old Man
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Facing South
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Facing East
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Facing West
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👦
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👴
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Kuuk Thaayorre 
arranged the order 
from east to west. 

Language & Thought

• "Each [language] contains a way of 
perceiving, categorizing and making 
meaning in the world. 

• Lera Boroditsky

Language & Thought

• Do differences in Japanese and English languages make us think differently? 

• If so, how?

Language & Thought Language & Thought

• Do the "You and I" differences make us look at the world differently? 

• Are Japanese speakers more sensitive than English speakers to status? 

• Does this difference actually influence politeness? 

• Does this difference come from the language or culture? 

Language & Thought: Blanks

• What are Japanese phrases that you can’t say in English? 

• itadakimasu 

• yoroshiku-onegai-shimasu 

• otsukaresama-deshita 

• enryo-no-katamari 

• Cross-cultural semantics is practical. 

Quiz Each Other

1. What is the theory of linguistic 
relativity? 

1. Linguistic differences cause people to 
think differently. 

In the movie Arrival, humans see time as a line, but aliens see it more like a circle. Today we update our mental software by reading, but in the future. . . 

If genes are 
biological 

replicators,  
then memes are 

cultural 
replicators. 

MEMES Memes

• Genes are a genetic copying machine. 

• Memes (if real) are a conceptual or 
cultural copying machine. 

Memes

• A meme is a unit of culture.  

• Cultural ideas as replicators. 

• Ideas that say: copy me!

Understand?

• Brain, idea, word 

• Mouth, lips, tongue, breath, air, vibration 

• Ear, vibration 

• Word, idea, brain 

• Making copies



Memes

• How accurate is the copy of the idea I 
send to your head? 

• Exact? 

• Can the idea copy itself without our 
intention?

Memes

• Finish the phrase. 

• deru kugi ga. . .  

• san nin yoreba. . .  

• keizoku ha. . . 

Quiz Each Other

1. What is a meme? 
1. An idea that copies itself from brain to 

brain — often with out human 
intention. 

Memes

• Memes in the popular sense are trends. 

• But if real memes exist, we don’t control our ideas.  

• A real meme self-replicates without our intention.  

• Ideas (Memes) control us.

Frankl on Meaning

• Ideas and memes can control or free us.  

• "What matters, therefore, is not the 
meaning of life in general but rather 
the specific meaning of a person’s life 
at a given moment. " 

• Language helps us make this 
meaning. 

Lecture PDFs


