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Th e Reprosanta t io n o f  W o r d M e a n i n g 

Renison J. Gonsalves, Brooklyn College 

Abstract: This article shows that a substantial portion of the empirical evidence 
regardin g th e representatio n o f  wor d meanin g ca n b e explaine d b y th e definitiona l 
semanti c theor y o f  Jerrol d J .  Kat z (hencefort h ST )  .  First ,  we loo k a t  th e relativ e 
complexitie s o f  fou r  type s o f  negative s which ,  accordin g t o Fodor ,  Fodor ,  an d Garret t 
(1975 ;  hencefort h FFG)  ,  sho w tha t  definition s ar e no t  psychologicall y  real .  Th e S T 
definitiona l  structure s explai n th e FF G result s i n term s o f  th e numbe r  o f  disjunct s 
generate d b y th e negativ e element s i n thei r  S T representations .  Nex t  we loo k a t  th e 
argument s o f  Centne r  fo r  componentia l  structur e fro m evidenc e fro m a  recal l  experimen t 
tha t  consider s connectednes s relationship s betwee n th e nou n phrase s o f  sentence s wit h 
thre e type s o f  verbs .  Centner' s result s ca n b e explaine d i n term s o f  th e numbe r  o f 
argumen t  place s i n th e S T representations ,  an d th e sam e explanatio n ca n b e use d wit h 
respec t  t o evidenc e fro m studie s b y Fodor ,  Garrett ,  Walker ,  an d Parke s (1980 ;  hencefort h 
FGWP)  an d Cergel y an d Beve r  (1986) , 
John Locke devotes a great deal of An Essay Concerning Human 
Unders tand in g (1689 )  t o h i s accoun t  o f  th e menta l  represen ta t io n 
o f  wor d mean ing ,  an d th i s accoun t  i s essen t ia l l y  de f in i t i ona l  o r 
decompos i t iona l  i n charac te r : 

The Min d be ing ,  a s I  hav e declared ,  fu rn ishe d wi t h a 

grea t  numbe r  o f  s impl e Ideas ,  conveye d b y th e Senses , 
as the y ar e foun d i n exter io r  th ings ,  o r  b y Ref lec t io n 
on it s ow n Opera t ions ,  take s no t ic e a lso ,  tha t  a 

cer ta i n numbe r  o f  thes e simpl e Idea s g o constant l y 
toge ther ;  wh ic h being -  presume d t o be lon g t o on e th ing , 
an d Word s be in g sui te d t o commo n apprehens ions ,  an d 
made b y us e fo r  quic k d ispatch ,  ar e ca l le d s o un i te d b y 

on e sub jec t ,  b y on e name ;  .  .  .  (II ,  xx i i i ,  1 ) 
Contemporar y vers ion s o f  th i s def in i t iona l  approac h cam e int o 
suc h substant ia l  c r i t i c is m (Fodo r  e t  a l ,  197 5 an d 1980 )  tha t  fo r 
most  o f  th e 1980 s man y invest igator s i n th i s are a worke d unde r 
th e er roneou s assumpt io n tha t  i t  ha d bee n comple te l y d isc red i ted . 
However ,  th re e hundre d year s afte r  th e f i rs t  pub l i ca t io n o f 
Locke ' s Essay ,  i n a  thoroug h cr i t ica l  rev ie w o f  al l  o f  th e 
ev idenc e an d a rguments ,  McNamar a an d Mi l le r  (1989 )  cam e t o a  p r o -
decomposi t iona l  v iew ,  conc lud in g tha t  " there ' s l i t t l e ev idenc e 

agains t  conceptua l  s t ructur e an d there ' s som e ev idenc e fo r  i t . " 
I n th i s pape r  I  w i l l  sho w tha t  a  substant ia l  por t io n o f  th e 
empir ica l  ev idenc e ca n b e persp icuous l y exp la ine d b y th e 
def in i t iona l  semant i c theor y o f  Kat z (1972 ,  1976 ,  1989 ; 
hencefor t h S T ) . 

Part 1: Fodor, Fodor, and Garrett and the Complexity of Negatives 

One of the major components of the FFG argument against the 

psycho log ica l  rea l i t y o f  def in i t iona l  s t ruc tu re s wa s th e resul t s 
o f  a  psycho l ingu is t i c stud y involv in g fou r  type s o f  nega t i ves : 
expl ic i t  nega t i ves ,  e.g .  "no t  marr ied" ;  impl ic i t  negat ives ,  e.g . 
"doubt , "  deny , "  fa i l " ;  morpho log ica l  nega t i ves ,  e.g .  "unmarr ied" ; 

an d pur e def in i t iona l  negat ive s (PDNs )  e.g .  "bache lor . "  Subject s 
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wer e presente d wit h th e sentenc e "I f  practicall y al l  o f  th e me n 
i n th e roo m ar e ,  the n fe w o f  th e me n i n th e roo m hav e 
wives ,  "  wit h eithe r  "no t  married, "  "unmarried, "  o r  "bachelor "  i n 
th e blank .  Th e subject s wer e the n aske d t o judg e th e correctnes s 
of  th e inferenc e an d respons e time s wer e measured .  FF G foun d tha t 
explici t  negative s wer e th e mos t  diff icult ;  morphologica l  an d 
implici t  negative s wer e bot h les s difficult ;  an d PDNs wer e th e 
leas t  diff icult .  Base d o n thi s evidenc e FF G argue d tha t  "PDN s d o 
no t  ac t  a s thoug h the y contai n a  negativ e element, "  an d tha t 
"PDNs ar e no t  semanticall y analyzed, "  contrar y t o th e 
definitiona l  view . 

However ,  i n S T w e migh t  hav e th e followin g representations : 

A.  no t  married. " 
((NEG )  (ATTRIBUTION )  ) 

(MAM) 

(PROPERTY) 

(STATE) 

I 
(SOCIAL ) 

(HAS SPOUSE) 

"Th e ma n i s .  .  . 
B.  unmarried. " 

((ATTRIBUTION )  ) 
(MAN) 

(PROPERTY) 

((NEG) (STATE)) 

(SOCIAL ) 

(HAS tpOUSE) 

C.  a  bachelor. " 
(  (ATTRIBUTION )  ) 

I  (MAN ) 

(PROPERTY) 

(OBJECT) 

(PHYSICAL) 

(HUMAN) 

(ADULT) 

I 
(MALE) 

(  (NEG )  '(HAS_WIFE )  ) 

Our reading for sentence A says that the attribution to the 
man o f  th e propert y o f  bein g in  a  socia l  stat e o f  havin g a  spous e 
i s negated ,  whil e ou r  readin g fo r  B  say s tha t  ther e i s a n 
attributio n t o th e ma n o f  th e propert y o f  no t  bein g i n th e socia l 
stat e o f  havin g a  spouse ,  an d finall y ou r  readin g fo r  C  say s tha t 
ther e i s a n attributio n t o th e ma n o f  th e propert y o f  bein g a 
physical ,  object ,  tha t  i s  human ,  adult ,  male ,  an d tha t  doe s no t 
hav e a  wife . 

The scope s o f  th e negativ e element s i n thes e structure s 
explai n th e FF G results .  I n a  hierarchica l  structur e a s i n a 
semanti c reading ,  a  negatio n o f  a  nod e in  th e structur e result s 
i n a  disjunctio n mad e b y attachin g th e negativ e elemen t  t o 
alternat e node s belo w th e initia l  negativ e element .  Th e followin g 
schema illustrate s thi s format : 
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NOT( AAAAA) 

(BBBBB) 

(CCCCC) 

(DDDDD) 

(AAAAA) (AAAAA) 

(AAAAA) OR 

(CCCCC) NOT(CCfCC) 

NOT(DDDDD) (DDDDD) 

(AAAAA) 

(BBBBB) OR NOT(BBBBB) OR 
I 

(CCCCC) 

(DDDDD) 

NOT(AAAAA) 

I 
(BBBBB) 

(CCCCC) 

(DDDDD) 

The talle r  th e structur e an d th e highe r  u p i n i t  th e 
negativ e elemen t  occurs ,  th e mor e disjunct s o r  th e mor e ORs yo u 
get .  B y simpl e calculatio n w e se e tha t  th e complexit y 
relationship s betwee n explicit ,  morphologica l  an d definitiona l 
negative s tha t  FF G foun d ar e exactl y mirrore d b y considerin g th e 
ST representation s fo r  sentence s A ,  B ,  an d C ,  takin g int o accoun t 
th e numbe r  o f  disjunct s generate d b y th e negativ e element s i n 
thes e structures .  S o a  sentenc e lik e C ,  wit h th e PD N "bachelor " 
get s n o disjunctio n sinc e th e negativ e elemen t  i s a t  th e botto m 
of  th e semanti c reading .  Sentenc e B ,  wit h th e morphologica l 
negativ e "unmarried "  get s thre e disjuncts ;  an d sentenc e A ,  wit h 
th e explici t  negativ e "no t  married "  get s fiv e disjuncts . 
Sentence s wit h an  explici t  negativ e plu s a  morphologica l  negativ e 
ge t  fiftee n disjuncts ,  an d a n explici t  an d a  PD N ge t  eight . 

The followin g marker s sho w tha t  th e relativ e complexitie s o f 
th e explicit ,  morphological ,  an d implici t  negative s als o 
correspon d t o th e FF G results . 

D.  No t  believ e E.  Doubt/Disbeliev e 

((NEC )  (STATE )  ) 
[NP,S ] 

X 
<HUMAN> 

(PSYCHOLOGICAL) 

((ACCEPT AS TRUE) ) 
[NP,VP,S ] 

X 
<PR0POSITI0N > 

((STATE )  ) 
[NP,S ] 

X 
<HUMAN> 

(PSYCHOLOGICAL) 

((NEG) '(ACCEPT AS TRUE) ) 
[NP,VP,S ] 

X 
<PROPOSITION> 

Par t  2 :  Thre e Connectedness/Relatednes s Studie s 

Unlike the FFG experiment on negatives which dealt with the 
relativ e semanti c complexit y o f  sentenc e meanings .  Centner' s 
recal l  experiment s deal t  wit h th e relativ e connectednes s o f  nou n 
phrase s in  SV O sentences .  Specifically ,  Centner' s experimen t 
compare d connectednes s relation s i n suc h sentence s fo r  thre e 
differen t  type s o f  verbs :  genera l  verb s lik e "gave, "  connecting -
specifi c  verb s lik e "sold, "  an d non-connectin g specifi c  verb s 
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lik e "sent. "  When w e compar e th e meaning s o f  suc h verb s w e se e 
tha t  a  connectin g specifi c  ver b lik e "sold, "  becaus e i t  involve s 
an exchang e o f  merchandiz e an d mone y betwee n buye r  an d seller , 
provide s fo r  a  greate r  degre e o f  connectednes s betwee n nou n 
phrase s i n it s simpl e sentence s tha n eithe r  th e genera l  o r  non -
connectin g specifi c  verbs .  Whil e bot h "gave "  an d "sent "  sugges t  a 
one-wa y transaction ,  "sent "  i s  mor e specifi c  o r  comple x sinc e i t 
suggest s a  causativ e relatio n i n th e transaction ,  perhap s 
somethin g lik e "caus e t o b e given. "  On e o f  Centner' s experiment s 
involve d readin g simpl e sentence s wit h thes e verb s t o subject s 
and the n askin g the m t o recal l  th e direc t  object ,  "woman "  i n th e 
example s below ,  give n th e subjec t  a s a  cue . 

Basically ,  Centner' s approac h wa s t o distinguis h betwee n tw o 
hypotheses ,  bot h intende d t o tes t  th e definitiona l  view .  Th e 
first ,  th e complexit y hypothesis ,  i s  th e on e o n whic h FF C ha d 
base d thei r  rejectio n o f  th e psychologica l  realit y o f 
definit ions .  Th e secon d Centne r  calle d th e connectivit y 
hypothesis .  Now ,  wit h respec t  t o sentence s lik e F ,  G ,  an d H  belo w 
th e connectivit y an d complexit y hypothese s mak e differen t 
predictions .  Th e complexit y hypothesi s woul d predic t  tha t  recal l 
woul d b e bes t  fo r  sentence s wit h verb s lik e "gave "  sinc e th e 
meaning s o f  thes e verb s ar e th e leas t  comple x an d s o leav e mor e 
memory spac e availabl e fo r  recall .  O n th e othe r  hand ,  th e 
connectivit y hypothesi s woul d predic t  tha t  sentence s witl > verb s 
lik e "sold "  woul d brin g abou t  bette r  recal l  sinc e ther e i s 
stronge r  connectednes s betwee n th e referent s o f  th e nou n phrase s 
i n suc h sentences . 

I n fact ,  i t  i s  th e connectivit y hypothesi s tha t  win s ou t  i n 
th e Centne r  results ,  wit h sentence s wit h verb s lik e "sold " 
providin g fo r  muc h bette r  recal l  o f  th e objec t  nou n phrase s tha n 
eithe r  sentence s wit h verb s lik e "gave "  o r  sentence s wit h verb s 
lik e "sent. "  Th e definitiona l  structure s o f  S T d o i n fac t  provid e 
a fairl y  straightforwar d explanatio n o f  thes e result s i n term s o f 
th e numbe r  o f  argumen t  place s i n th e S T representatio n o f  th e 
verbs '  meanings .  Ver y simply ,  th e mor e argumen t  place s ther e ar e 
i n a  structur e th e mor e connecte d th e referent s o f  th e nou n 
phrase s tha t  fil l  thes e argumen t  places .  A s th e followin g 
structure s fo r  sentence s wit h th e thre e verb s show ,  wit h 
argument s appearin g i n boldface ,  th e sentenc e fo r  "sold "  ha s mor e 
wor k fo r  th e projectio n routin e tha n eithe r  th e sentenc e wit h 
"sent "  o r  th e on e wit h "gave, "  whic h ar e equa l  in  thi s respect . 
I f  w e conside r  jus t  th e numbe r  o f  insertion s o f  th e subjec t  nou n 
phras e int o it s argumen t  place s w e se e tha t  "sold "  require s 
three ,  whil e "gave "  an d "sent "  eac h requir e jus t  two .  I f  w e 
conside r  th e tota l  numbe r  o f  argumen t  insertion s require d fo r  th e 
subject ,  use d a s th e cu e in  th e Centne r  experiment ,  an d th e 
direc t  object ,  whic h ha d t o b e recalled ,  the n w e se e tha t  whil e 
ther e ar e fiv e argumen t  insertion s fo r  "sold, "  ther e ar e thre e 
eac h fo r  "gave "  an d "sent. "  Thi s correspond s t o th e Centne r 
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results . 

F. The man sold the woman a book. 

((ACT ) ) 
MAN 

(PHYSICAL ) 

(CHANGE OF POSSESSION) 

(BEFORE) (AFTER) 

(OWNERSHP) (OWNERSHP) TovJ^E^SHP) (OWNERSHP) 
MAN,BOOK WOMAN,MONEY WOMAN,BOOK MAN,MONEY 

( G &  H ) .  Th e ma n 
G.  gav e 

th e woman a  boo k 
H.  sen t 

((ACT ) ) 
MAN 

((ACT )  ) 
MAN 

(PHYSICAL ) 

I 
(CHANGE O F POSSESSION) 

(BEFORE) (AFTER) 

(PHYSICAL ) 

(CAUS^ION) 

(CAUSE) (RESULT) 

(OWNgRSHP) (OWNERSHP) (CHANGEOFPOSSESSION) 
MAN,  BOOK WOMAN,  BOOK ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ * * ^ ^ ^ * ^ 

(BEFORE)  (AFTER ) 

(POSSESSION) (POSSESSION) 
MAN,BOOK WOMAN,BOOK 

Turning now to the FGWP evidence, we find that it concerns 
th e relativ e degre e o f  relatednes s betwee n nou n phrase s i n simpl e 
sentences .  Basically ,  FGWP clai m tha t  whil e o n th e basi s o f  a 
supposedl y definitiona l  representatio n o f  causativ e verb s w e 
woul d expec t  thei r  subjec t  an d objec t  NP s t o b e les s relate d tha n 
th e subjec t  an d objec t  NP s o f  non-causativ e transitiv e verbs ,  in 
fac t  th e experimenta l  evidenc e show s tha t  thi s i s no t  th e case . 
Now whil e FGWP choos e t o us e th e ter m "related "  an d Centner , 
perhap s leanin g toward s th e connectionis t  o r  paralle l  distribute d 
processin g approach ,  choose s t o us e th e ter m "connected, "  an d 
whil e FGWP emplo y a  differen t  methodology ,  direcl y askin g 
subject s t o mak e relatednes s ratings ,  th e conclusion s abou t 
greate r  o r  lesse r  relatednes s o r  greate r  o r  lesse r  connectednes s 
see m t o b e abou t  th e sam e thing .  Ver y briefly ,  then ,  I  woul d lik e 
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t o sho w ho w th e previou s explanatio n o f  th e Centne r  evidenc e ca n 
als o b e applie d t o som e o f  th e FGWP results .  Conside r  th e 
followin g tw o sentences : 

I .  Th e woman expecte d th e ma n t o leave . 
J.  Th e woman persuade d th e ma n t o leave . 

Cergel y an d Beve r  (1987 )  an d FGWP bot h foun d tha t  "th e woman "  an d 
"th e man "  i n (J )  ar e judge d t o b e mor e closel y relate d tha n th e 
same NP s i n (I )  .  FCWP offe r  a  syntacti c explanatio n fo r  thi s 
whic h Cergel y an d Beve r  hav e show n no t  t o wor k fo r  othe r  cases . 
I n fact ,  Cergel y an d Beve r  sugges t  a  semanti c explanation : 
namely ,  tha t  verb s lik e "persuade "  whos e meaning s includ e a 
chang e i n intentio n b y th e referen t  o f  th e objec t  N P brough t 
abou t  b y th e referen t  o f  th e subjec t  N P caus e stronge r 
relatednes s judgement s fo r  thes e NP s tha n d o othe r  verb s whic h d o 
no t  hav e thi s semanti c structure .  Th e Cergel y an d Beve r  stud y i s 
ver y persuasiv e o n thi s score .  Nevertheless ,  conside r  th e 
followin g representation s o f  th e meaning s o f  thes e tw o sentences : 

I. The woman expected the man to leave. 

((STATE) ) 
I  WOMAN 

(PSYCHOLOCICAL) 

I 
(BELIE F IN ) 

FUTURE EVENT 

((ACT ) 
MAN 

(PHYSICAL ) 

(BEFORE) 

(HERE) 

(CHANCE OF_LOCATION) 

(S^TER) 

(NOT HERE) 

MAN 
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J .  Th e woma n persuade d th e ma n t o leav e 

((ACT )  ) 
I  WOMAN 

NATURE 

(PSYCH (PHYSTCAL) 

(EVENT) 

I 
(CARRIES_INFO ) 

(PROPOSITION) 

(REASONS_FOR) 

((ACT) ) 
I  MA N 

(PHYSICAL) 

(CHANGE_OF_LOCATION) 
MAN 

OGICAL) 

(CAUSATION) 

(CAtfSE) (RESULT) 

(CHANGE OF STATE) 

(BEFORE) 

(NOT INTEND) 

/ 
(  (ACT )  ) 

I m a n 

(physical) 

M AN 

(AFTER) 

(INTEND) 

((ACT )  ) 
I  M A N 

(BEFORE) 

(HERE) 

(AFTER)  (CHANGE_OF_LOCATION)  (CHANGE_OF LOCATION) 
MAN . ^ \  M A N 

/ ^ 
(NOT_HERE)  (BEFORE )  (AFTER )  (BEFORE )  (AFTER ) 

(HERE) (NOT HERE) (HERE) (NOT*HERE) 

I t  i s  c lea r  tha t  th e s t ruc tu r e fo r  "persuade "  invo lve s man y 

mor e argumen t  inser t ion s tha n doe s th e s t ruc tur e fo r  "expec t " : 
e igh t  fo r  th e forme r  an d onl y th re e fo r  th e la t te r .  Th i s ,  i n m y 

v iew ,  i s wha t  account s fo r  th e d i f fe renc e i n re la tednes s i n th e 

NPs i n thes e sen tences . 
Moreover ,  th i s exp lana t io n wou l d wor k fo r  al l  ve rb s tha t 

invo lve d a  chang e o f  in tent io n o n th e par t  o f  th e re feren t  o f  th e 

ob jec t  N P sinc e al l  suc h ve rb s mus t  hav e a  b ranc h i n the i r 
semant i c representat ion s s imi la r  t o th e CPIANGE-OF-STAT E b ranc h i n 
th e abov e readin g fo r  th e "pe rsuade "  sentence ,  an d th i s i s th e 
b ranc h tha t  ha s i n i t  th e p ro l i f e ra t i o n o f  argumen t  inser t ion s 
be lo w th e h ighes t  BEFORE an d A F T E R n o d e s . 

Conclusion: The explanations presented here for both the negative 
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sentence s an d th e N P relatednes s experiment s ar e quit e natural . 
But  wha t  seem s compellin g t o m e i s tha t  bot h o f  thes e 
explanation s depen d cruciall y o n th e definitiona l  characte r  o f 
th e representations .  Moreover ,  th e psychologica l  dat a tha t  thes e 
explanation s handl e s o wel l  aris e bot h fro m opponent s an d 
exponent s o f  th e definitiona l  approach .  Fo r  al l  thes e reason s 
psycholinguist s an d specialist s i n cognitiv e scienc e intereste d 
i n th e menta l  representatio n o f  wor d meanin g shoul d giv e mor e 
credenc e t o th e definitiona l  view . 
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