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Lexical semantics represents one of the most intricate domains within the broader field of theoretical linguistics. It 

focuses on the individual word as a unit of meaning and examines how these units relate to one another within the 

internal lexicon of a language. Unlike pragmatics, which concerns meaning in context, or compositional semantics, 

which focuses on how meanings combine to form sentences, lexical semanticsinvestigates the internal structure

of lexical items and the systematic relationships they maintain. This field is foundational for disciplines ranging from

computational linguistics and Natural Language Processing (NLP) to cognitive psychology and forensic linguistics.

The Foundations of Lexical Semantics

At its core, lexical semantics addresses the question: What does it mean to 'know' a word? Mastery of a lexical item 

involves understanding its phonological form, its syntactic category (part of speech), and, crucially, its semantic 

representation. Scholars like D.A. Cruse (1986)have argued that the meaning of a word is not an isolated atom but

is defined by its position within a network of relations with other words. This structuralist view suggests that we

understand 'hot' precisely because we understand its relationship to 'cold,' 'warm,' and 'tepid.'

Sense vs. Reference

A fundamental distinction in lexical semantics, tracing back to Gottlob Frege, is that between sense and reference.

Reference (or denotation) is the relationship between a word and the actual objects or entities it points to in the real

world. Sense, however, refers to the internal system of linguistic relationships. For instance, the terms 'Morning

Star' and 'Evening Star' have the same referent (the planet Venus) but different senses because they present the

entity in different ways. Lexical semantics is primarily concerned with sense—the conceptual content that allows a

speaker to apply a word to a range of potential referents.

Core Paradigmatic Relations

Words are organized into paradigmatic sets based on their semantic proximity or opposition. Understanding these

relations is vital for building ontologies like WordNet and for improving search engine algorithms. The following table

summarizes the primary lexical relations analyzed in modern linguistics:



Relation Type Technical Definition Key Examples Functional Application

Synonymy Relationship of identity or 
near-identity in sense.

Purchase / Buy, Large / Big Paraphrasing and text 
summarization.

Antonymy Relationship of opposition 
or contrast.

Hot / Cold, Alive / Dead Sentiment analysis and 
logical inference.

Hyponymy Relationship of inclusion 
(ISA relation).

Dog (hyponym) of Animal 
(hypernym)

Taxonomic classification 
and information retrieval.

Meronymy Relationship of part-to-
whole.

Wheel (meronym) of Car 
(holonym)

Structural decomposition in 
engineering data.

Polysemy A single word with multiple 
related meanings.

Bank (river bank vs. 
financial bank)

Word sense 
disambiguation (WSD).

Hyponymy and Taxonomies

Hyponymy is a hierarchical relation. A word X is a hyponym of Y if the meaning of Y is included in the meaning of X

, and X is a 'type' of Y. For example, 'crimson' is a hyponym of 'red.' This hierarchy allows for inheritance; if we

know that all birds have feathers, and we know that a 'robin' is a hyponym of 'bird,' we can automatically infer that a

robin has feathers. In computational lexical semantics, this is the basis for hierarchical data structures.

The Lexicon-Syntax Interface and Event Structure

One of the most significant advancements in modern lexical semantics is the study of the Syntax-Event Structure 

interface, pioneered by researchers such as Malka Rappaport Hovav and Beth Levin. This subfield examines

how the internal meaning of a verb determines its syntactic behavior (i.e., how many arguments it takes and what

roles they play).

Thematic Roles (Theta Roles)

Verbs act as predicates that assign specific roles to the nouns (arguments) that accompany them. These are

known as thematic roles. Common roles include:

•  Agent: The intentional initiator of the action (e.g., The chef sliced the onion).

•  Patient: The entity undergoing a change of state (e.g., The chef sliced the onion).

•  Instrument: The means by which an action is performed (e.g., The chef sliced the onion with a knife).

•  Experiencer: An entity that perceives or feels something (e.g., Sarah heard the noise).

•  Goal: The destination of a movement (e.g., They traveled to Calgary).

Vendler’s Aspectual Classes

Zeno Vendler (1967) proposed a classification of verbs based on their temporal properties, which is essential for 

understanding how language describes events. These classes are often analyzed through the lens of telicity 

(whether an event has a natural endpoint) and durativity (whether an event takes time).

1.  States: Static situations that hold over time (e.g., know, love, believe). They are non-dynamic and have no 

internal phases.

2.  Activities: Dynamic events with no inherent endpoint (e.g., run, swim, push a cart). These are atelic.

3.  Accomplishments: Dynamic events with a natural climax or endpoint (e.g., run a marathon, build a house). 

These are telic and durative.



4.  Achievements: Instantaneous events that happen in a moment (e.g., reach the summit, win the race, find the 

keys). These are telic and non-durative.

Lexical Decomposition and Semantic Primitives

To analyze word meaning scientifically, many linguists use lexical decomposition. This involves breaking down 

complex words into simpler, universal components called semantic primitives. For example, the causative verb

'kill' can be decomposed into a logical structure:

[CAUSE(x, [BECOME(NOT(ALIVE(y)))])]

In this model, 'x' is the Agent and 'y' is the Patient. This formalization allows researchers to compare verbs across

different languages to see if they share the same underlying conceptual building blocks. The University of Calgary's

linguistics department often explores these formal structures to understand how children acquire lexical knowledge

so rapidly.

Semantic Change: How Meaning Evolves

Lexical semantics is not static; it is diachronic. The meanings of words shift over time due to social, psychological, 

and linguistic factors. Semantic change can be categorized into several primary mechanisms:

•  Generalization (Broadening): A word's meaning becomes more inclusive. The word 'business' originally meant 

'the state of being busy' but now refers to any commercial activity.

•  Specialization (Narrowing): A word's meaning becomes more restrictive. 'Meat' used to mean all food (as in 

'sweetmeats') but now only refers to animal flesh.

•  Pejoration: A word takes on a more negative connotation over time.

•  Amelioration: A word takes on a more positive connotation (e.g., 'terribly' becoming an intensifier meaning 

'very').

Computational Lexical Semantics and NLP

In the digital age, lexical semantics has moved from the pages of textbooks to the core of artificial intelligence. 

Computational models must handle polysemy and homonymyto understand human intent. Two primary

approaches dominate the field:

1. Knowledge-Based Approaches

These rely on human-curated databases like WordNet. These databases map out the hyponymic and meronymic

relationships between words, allowing a computer to 'know' that a 'poodle' is a 'dog.' While highly accurate, these

systems are expensive to maintain and often struggle with slang or new terminology.

2. Distributional Semantics (Word Embeddings)

Based on the Distributional Hypothesis—the idea that words occurring in similar contexts have similar meanings

—models like Word2Vec or BERT transform words into high-dimensional vectors. In this vector space, the distance

between the vector for 'King' and 'Man' is mathematically similar to the distance between 'Queen' and 'Woman.'

This allows for nuanced, context-aware processing of lexical meaning.

Socialness Effects in Lexical-Semantic Processing

Recent research, such as the studies discussed at the University of Calgary, highlights the Socialness Effectin

lexical processing. Empirical evidence suggests that words with high social content (e.g., 'friend,' 'argue,' 'party')



are processed faster and more efficiently by the human brain than words with low social content (e.g., 'molecule,'

'integer'). This suggests that our lexical-semantic system is deeply integrated with our social cognitive systems.

Processing a word is not just a linguistic act but a social simulation.

Comparison of Lexical vs. Grammatical Semantics

It is helpful to distinguish between lexical meaning and the meaning provided by grammatical structures

(morphemes and syntax).



Feature Lexical Semantics Grammatical Semantics

Category Open-class words (Nouns, Verbs, 
Adjectives).

Closed-class words (Prepositions, 
Articles, Tense markers).

Content Rich, conceptual, and descriptive. Functional, relational, and structural.

Change Rate Changes rapidly (new words added 
daily).

Changes very slowly over centuries.

Storage Stored in the mental lexicon. Part of the internalized grammar/
syntax rules.

Technical Implementation: A Field Guide to Lexical Analysis

For researchers or data scientists looking to implement lexical-semantic analysis, the following procedural workflow

is recommended:

Step 1: Tokenization and Lemmatization

Convert text into individual tokens and reduce them to their base form (lemma). For example, 'running' becomes

'run.' This ensures that different morphological forms of the same lexical item are treated as a single unit.

Step 2: Sense Disambiguation

Identify which specific sense of a polysemous word is being used. This often requires looking at the 'collocates'—

the words that frequently appear nearby. If 'bank' appears near 'river' and 'water,' the sense is geographical. If it

appears near 'interest' and 'loan,' the sense is financial.

Step 3: Semantic Role Labeling (SRL)

Assign thematic roles to the arguments of the verbs in a sentence. This is crucial for understanding 'who did what

to whom' in complex legal or technical documents. Modern SRL systems use deep learning to predict these roles

with high accuracy.

Step 4: Vector Mapping

Map the tokens into a vector space to measure semantic similarity. This is used in recommendation engines, where

the system suggests products based on the semantic similarity of their descriptions.

Case Study: The Dative Alternation

Consider the 'Dative Alternation' in English, a classic problem in lexical semantics:

•  Sentence A: John gave a book to Mary. (Prepositional Dative)

•  Sentence B: John gave Mary a book. (Double Object Construction)

While many verbs allow both (give, send, throw), some only allow one. We can say 'John whispered the secret to 

Mary,' but not '*John whispered Mary the secret.' Lexical semantics explains this by looking at the internal event 

structureof the verb 'whisper' vs. 'give.' 'Give' inherently involves a transfer of possession, whereas 'whisper'

describes a manner of speaking. This distinction dictates which syntactic structures the word can 'license.'

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting



Working with lexical semantics presents several technical hurdles:

•  Vagueness vs. Ambiguity: A word is ambiguous if it has distinct senses (e.g., 'bank'). It is vague if its meaning 

is continuous but lacks sharp boundaries (e.g., 'tall'). Identifying which is which is vital for precise technical writing.

•  The Quinean Problem of Indeterminacy: When we point to a rabbit and say 'Gavagai,' does the word mean 

'rabbit,' 'undetached rabbit parts,' or 'food'? Lexical semantics must rely on cognitive constraints to explain how 

humans converge on the same meanings.

•  Idiomaticity: Many lexical units are 'multi-word expressions' (e.g., 'kick the bucket'). These must be treated as 

single lexical entries rather than combinations of individual word meanings.

The study of lexical semantics remains a vibrant and essential pillar of linguistics. From the foundational textbooks 

of D.A. Cruse to the cutting-edge research on thematic roles and event structure at institutions like the 

University of Calgary, our understanding of the word continues to deepen. By bridging the gap between abstract

thought and concrete syntax, lexical semantics provides the key to unlocking the complexity of human

communication. As we move toward more sophisticated AI models, the insights from this field will be more critical

than ever in ensuring that machines do not just process text, but truly understand meaning.
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