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Abstract: Word meaning is complicated by its diversity, multidimensionality, variability and nationality. Geoffrey Leech divides word
meaning into seven categories: conceptual meaning, connotative meaning, social meaning, affective meaning, reflected meaning, collective
meaning and thematic meaning. The diversity of word meaning makes it more difficult for students to acquire. Of course, different kinds of
word meaning don’t parallel with each other. They belong to different levels or exist in the form of multidimensionality. Among them,
conceptual meaning is the basic meaning, and associative meaning is not the intrinsic meaning of a word itself. It is extended meaning,
which is based on the conceptual meaning. The multidimensionality of word meaning requires that students should gain the meanings from
different aspects. The meaning of a word is not immutable and frozen. It changes with the development of society. The change of word
meaning and the production of a new meaning are the main phenomena of the variability of word meaning. Word meaning reflects culture.
Language is the symbolic representation of a people, and it comprises their historical and cultural backgrounds as their approach to life and
their ways of living and thinking.
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1. Introduction

meaning, is widely assumed to be the central factor in linguistic
communication. It is integral to the essential function of language in

It is known that, compared with pronunciation and grammatical

a way that other types of meaning are not (which is not to say that

rules, word meaning is more complicated for students to learn

conceptual meaning is the most important element of every act of

because it not only has its conceptual meaning but also contextual

linguistic communication). So it is often the first meaning listed after

meaning in a certain culture. The difficulty of word meaning

a word entry in a dictionary. Conceptual meaning is used to give a

acquisition is largely determined by the characteristics of word

definition or description of a subject, a characteristic, a process or a

meaning, which will be explored from four different aspects:

state. It is the most basic meaning expressed by a word, and it is also

diversity, multidimensionality, variability and nationality.

the central meaning of the communication. The conceptual meaning

2. Diversity
Linguists both at home and abroad have already made a lot of
research into word meaning, and most of the books on linguistics,

is comparatively definite and stable. So Leech thinks that “ It will be
clear that conceptual meaning is an inextricable and essential part of
what language is, such that one can scarcely define language without
referring to it” (Semantics a Study of Meaning, G. Leech, pp13-14).

semantics and lexicology have devoted chapters to word meaning.

Associative meaning includes connotative meaning, social

But different researchers have different opinions about how to

meaning, affective meaning, reflected meaning and collective

classify them.

meaning.

Richards(1976) points out that word meaning includes: ⑴

Connotative meaning is the communicative value an expression

referential meaning, ⑵ connotative meaning , and ⑶cultural

has by virtue of what it refers to, over and above its purely

meaning. Referential meaning refers to the meaning which connects

conceptual content. It refers to a kind of association which is aroused

a word to the real or the made up world. Connotative meaning refers

by a word, and it can embrace the “putative properties” of the

to people’s feeling or attitude toward the referent thing or object of

referent, due to the viewpoint adopted by an individual or a group of

the world, and cultural meaning refers to the attached meaning

people or a whole society. Take the English word “mother” as an

which is given by the special cultural background of a society.

example. Its conceptual meaning is “ female parent”, which is the

The theory, which gives the most detailed classification to word

same as the Chinese “母亲”

with

the conceptual meaning of

meaning should be the one offered by the famous linguist, Geoffrey

“woman who has a child”. Besides the conceptual meaning,

Leech, and his theory is widely accepted in the linguistic field.

“mother” and “ 母 亲 ” both embrace the following connotative

Leech, in his book Semantics a Study of Meaning, thinks that word

meanings: love, care, tenderness and forgiving. So based on the

meaning can be roughly divided into conceptual meaning,

connotative meaning of” mother”, people like to compare their

associative meaning and thematic meaning.

country as motherland and even call their motherland “mother”.

Conceptual meaning, also called denotative or cognitive

Social meaning is that which a piece of language conveys about
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the social circumstances of its use. In part, we decode the social

associative meaning and thematic meaning belong to different

meaning of a text through our recognition of different dimensions

dimensions.

and levels of style within the same language. We recognize some

Polysemy is a common phenomenon in English, but no matter

word or pronunciation as being dialectal, i.e. as telling us something

how many different meanings a word has, there should be one

of the geographical or social origin of the speaker; other features of

central meaning from which the other meanings are extended.

language tell us something of the social relationship between the

Radiation and concatenation are good examples to show the

speaker and the hearer. We have a scale of “status” usage, for

multidimensionality of word meaning. Radiation is an important

example, descending from formal and literary English at one end to

process by which words extend their meanings .The primary or

colloquial, familiar, and eventually slang at the other.

central meaning locates at the center in the form of a hub, and

Language can reflect the personal feelings of the speaker,

secondary meanings radiate out from it like the spokes of a wheel.

including his attitude to the listener, or his attitude to something he is

Each of the secondary meanings is independent of all the rest, and

talking about. Affective meaning, as this sort of meaning can be

may be traced back to the central signification. So it is obvious that

called, is often explicitly conveyed through the conceptual or

word meaning changes from the center to all other dimensions, i.e.

connotative content of the words used. Affective meaning is largely a

from the central meaning to the secondary meaning.

parasitic category in the sense that to express our emotions we rely

Another

process,

as

opposed

to

radiation,

is

called

upon the mediation of other categories of meaning-conceptual,

concatenation. It means that a word moves gradually away from its

connotative, or stylistic. An emotional expression through style

original sense as result of successive semantic changes until, in

comes about, for instance, when we adopt an impolite tone to

many cases, there is not a trace of connection between the sense that

express displeasure, or when we adopt a casual tone to express

is finally developed and the primary sense. The different meanings

friendliness. On the other hand there are elements of language

of a concatenation are developed in a horizontal way.

(chiefly interjection like “Aha!”) whose chief function is to express

From the above analyses, we may say that, during the process

emotion. When we use these, we communicate feelings and attitudes

of vocabulary teaching, it is quite necessary to make the students

without the mediation of any other kind of semantic function. And

know word meanings in different dimensions. Only by doing so can

word meaning has the features of being commendatory and

students comprehend and apply the word correctly and appropriately.

derogatory which also reflects the attitudes and feelings of the user.
Reflected meaning is the meaning which arises in cases of
multiple conceptual meaning when one sense of a word forms part of
our response to another sense. Collective meaning consists the
meaning of words which tend to occur in their environment.
Reflected meaning, collective meaning, affective meaning and
social meaning: all these have more in common with connotative
meaning than with conceptual meaning; they all have the same
open-ended, variable character, and lead themselves to analysis in
terms of scales or ranges, rather than in discrete either-this-or-that
terms. They can be brought together under the heading of associative
meaning
Thematic meaning is communicated by the way in which a
speaker or writer organizes the message, in terms of ordering, focus
and emphasis. It is often felt, for example, that an active sentence
has a different meaning from its passive equivalent, although in
conceptual content they seem to be the same.
Diversity of word meaning makes a word complicated to be
acquired. To EFL learners, in order to understand word meaning
accurately and use it correctly, it is the base for the students to
master the conceptual meaning, and it is the key to get the
associative meaning and thematic meaning. Neither of the two can
be dispensed.
3. Multi-dimensionality

4. Variability
The meaning of a word is not immutable and frozen. It changes
and develops with the development of the society. The change of
word meaning and the production of a new meaning of a word are
the main process of the variability of word meaning. When a new
word comes into being, it is generally used as the name of a thing, a
phenomenon, a quality or a behavior. So it has always the tendency
of only one meaning. But with the progress of the language, it has
come to gain a different new meaning or new meanings, so
polysemy comes into being, and it is the result of the change of word
meaning. During the process of the development of the society,
primary meaning, which refers to what a word originally meant, will
be lost, and will be replaced by the derivative (derived) meaning,
which refers to the meaning springing from the original meaning.
There are also cases where older meanings are often restricted and a
new meaning can be used more freely.
Lu Guoqiang thinks that there are seven common types of word
meaning changes. They are: generalization, specialization, elevation,
degeneration, the use of the abstract for the concrete or vice versa,
common words from proper names and transference of meaning.
“Generalization” refers to the stretching of meaning. Most
words begin as specific names for things. With the passage of time,
this precise denotation is lost and the word meaning is extended,
generalized or blurred. “Picture”, for example, once meant only a

As for Leech’s seven kinds of meaning, they don’t parallel with

painted picture, then also a drawing, then a photograph, a cinematic

each other, that is to say, they belong to different levels. Among them,

picture, an x-ray picture, a TV picture, and now even a

conceptual meaning is the basic meaning, and associative meaning is

radio-telescope picture. Where the referent was once a fixed stable

not the intrinsic meaning of the word itself. It is only the extended

object, “picture” now names a class of things that can break up and

meaning based on the conceptual meaning. Conceptual meaning,

reassemble themselves, dissolve, and in the case of laser holography,
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even be three dimensional.

“Specialization” is a term referring to shrinking of meaning.
When a word is equally applicable to a number of different objects
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between the subjective and the objective, is very great. The process
by which the difference has occurred in the development of a
language is called transference of meaning.

which resemble each other in some respects, or to a vague, or
general category of ideas. It may at any moment become specialized
by being used to name one of those objects or to express one of
those ideas. “Pill”, which once meant a general category of small
medicinal ball, has now narrowed to the more specific meaning of
“ birth control pill”. The old meaning of “artillery” was “munitions
of war”. Today it means “mounted guns”. These are the examples of
“specialization”.
When the meaning narrows toward a more favorable meaning,
it is called elevation or amelioration. For example, ”naughty” once
meant “wicked” and “depraved”. Today, it means only “mild
mischief’. At one time “shrewd’ meant “depraved” or “wicked”.
Today, it is somewhat complimentary. Some words that originally
implied only neutral judgment, then gradually narrowed in the
direction of “favorable”. “Praise”, for example, once meant “set a
value on something good or bad”, and now applies to something
good. “Fame”, which originally meant “report” now means “good
reputation”. A process similar to this has occurred with words that
refer to various occupations and social roles that have elevated
through history: “ Knight” originally named only a boy or youth;
“marshall,” a stable servant, ambassador, or a messenger.
When the meaning of a word narrows toward an unfavorable
meaning it is called “degeneration” or “pejorative change”. Some
words once respectable may become less so and others once neutral
in meaning may acquire a pejorative connotation. A “villain”, for
example, was originally a man who worked on a farm or villa. Such
a person was naturally felt by his social superiors to have a low
sense of morality, and the word “villain” at first a term implying no
contempt, came to be a term of reproach.
The striking use of the abstract for the concrete is the
application of the name of a quality to a person. It is the reverse of
personification. In personification, a quality is spoken of as a person
whereas in the use of the abstract for the concrete a person is
designated as if he were the quality incarnate, as in “She is virtue
itself”. The Elizabethan poets applied abstract nouns to persons.
Thus Shakespeare used “admiration” for “wonderful creature”
The use of a proper noun to convey a general idea is known as
antonomasia. In English some proper nouns suggest allusions or
anecdotes which it tickles our fancy to remember. They may come
from history or from literature differently. Some words derived from
proper nouns have changed in form in the course of time. Many
technical terms coined in honor of an inventor or discoverer have
changed into common nouns such as “Volt” from A. Volta, an Italian
physicist; “Watt” from James Watt, a Scottish inventor. Names of
places are sometimes scarcely recognizable in the common nouns
derived from them: “currant” from Corinth; “damask” from
Damascus; “millinery” from Milan, Italy.
Almost every conception has two aspects: ⑴ that of the person
or thing that possesses or exercises it ; ⑵ that of the person or thing
that is affected by it. This difference between the active agent and
the effect produced, between the cause and that which it causes,

5. Nationality
Language is a part of culture and plays a very important role in
it. Some social scientists consider it as the keystone of culture.
Without language, they maintain, culture would be not possible. On
the other hand, language is influenced and shaped by culture; it
reflects culture. In the broadest sense, language is the symbolic
representation of a people, and it comprises their historical and
cultural backgrounds as their approach to life and their ways of
living and thinking.
With the advocacy of communicative competence in foreign
language teaching, more and more EFL (English as Foreign
Language) teachers have gradually come to realize the necessity of
putting more emphasis on the cultural aspect of the English language
so as to help the learners increase their cultural awareness of
language, reduce the cultural mistakes they made in their interaction
with the native speakers, and so students can promote their cultural
fluency. Nevertheless, in China this emphasis has mostly been laid
on culture in its general sense. For example, courses like “An
Outline of England and America” and “Western Culture” have been
taught in most of the foreign language departments. These courses
mainly deal with politics, economy, society, art, literature, history,
geography and so on. They serve as an added component of
language teaching. Culture, on the contrary, in its linguistic sense, i.e.
culture embedded at the different levels of the language such as
vocabulary, syntax and discourse, has been comparatively neglected.
But the intercultural differences of English and Chinese exist at the
level in terms of conceptual meaning and cultural meaning. The
following three distinctions which exist in each of them are the
reflection of word meaning’s nationality.
5.1 What English language and its culture have but
Chinese language and its culture have not
Because of cultural differences, English words and their
counterparts in Chinese carry differences in their conceptual as well
as cultural meaning. There are many English words that have no
Chinese equivalents. These are mainly the words such as proper
nouns, terminology, and those that reflect the unique social-cultural
conventions. Since they do not exist in Chinese culture, a Chinese
student will feel puzzled when he meets them even if he can find the
explanations in a dictionary. For the same reason, many Chinese
words do not have counterparts in English culture. As a matter of
fact, because of the different societies, beliefs, conventions,
life-styles, etc, most of the words in one language can hardly have an
equivalent in another language. This is usually one of the
fundamental reasons that cause misunderstandings between two
interlocutors of different languages.
Some proper nouns, technical terms and words referring to
everyday things, which are common to all the human beings, might
have the same conceptual meaning whatever languages they belong
to. For example, “computational linguistics” and “计算机语言” “the
Atlantic Ocean” and “大西洋”, such words lead to no problem in the
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counterparts “羔羊”and “母亲”. In both cultures, the former is

Cultural meaning refers to the meaning culturally encoded in

encoded with the meaning “innocent, meek, easily deceived, without

the conceptual meaning of a word. It is in this aspect that

resistance” and the latter “caress, kind, cordial”. “Woman” is another

intercultural misperception and misanalysis are likely to occur as the

word whose cultural meanings reflect the changing attitudes of a

cultural meaning of a word may be decoded quite differently in

certain society, class and community towards women in both English

different languages.

and Chinese. It has got a derogatory meaning in the societies where

“Apple”, for instance, is a case in point that is culturally

women are despised: “frail, prone to tears, emotional, inconstant”.

loaded in English language while its Chinese conceptual counterpart

Along with the liberation of women the word has also obtained some

“苹果” does not bear any cultural loads. It is associated with at least

good senses “compassionate, hard-working and gentle”.

three widely known anecdotes in English: Adam and Eve in the

Similarity is relative, but difference is absolute. The

Garden of Eden, Newton’s discovery of the law of gravity, and the

differences of intercultural meanings of words in English and

story of William Tell who was forced to shoot an apple off on the

Chinese present far greater difficulties or challenges to Chinese

head of his son with an arrow. In Chinese culture , nevertheless, “苹

teachers as well as learners of English. One of such words is

果” has no cultural load at all. It is equivalent to “apple” only in the

“liberalism” (自由主义), which is used appreciatively in the western

conceptual meaning. “Propaganda” is another word in this case.

culture where there is a strong liberal tradition, and yet it is always

Since “propaganda” is culturally associated with “lying, cheating”

used pejoratively in Chinese culture. Dragon is a symbol of monster,

etc. in English. Such an idea can not be generally found in “宣传”;

or devil in the western culture, while the Chinese dragon is a symbol

“Indoctrinate” is loaded with a strong pejorative sense while “灌输”

of royalty, referring to nobility power and even beauty. Cuckoo is a

is not. Intercultural mistakes will no doubt arise on the part of the

symbol of joy, harbinger of spring while “杜鹃”calls up the saddest

Chinese students if they decode such words only in the conceptual

feelings in a Chinese poetry.

meaning.
5.2 What the Chinese language and culture have but the
English language and culture have not
The converse may be said of the word “criticism”. According
to Chinese culture, “批评” is very often used as a derogatory word

Such cultural differences represent the nationality or the
characteristic of a nation in each language. They are the major
obstacles in the process of word meaning acquisition as the students
are likely to shift the Chinese cultural meaning to the understanding
of the corresponding intercultural communication.

with the sense of “unfavorable judgment or comment” attached to its

---------------------------------------------------------------------

conceptual meaning “evaluation”, such as being used in the
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