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Provisional Syllabus:

8 hours in four two-hour sessions, plus one or two hours to be taught as part of Pat
McConvell’s ‘Linguistics & Prehistory’ Course. One or two workshops in which
participants address specific problems of polysemy and semantic change within two
or three structure domains using on-line lexical data bases will be fitted into this
syllabus.

1. Need for a method of reconstructing semantic change. Preliminary overview of
some issues - regularity; culture specificity; context; paths & atlases. Polysemy
method.

2. Cognitive semantic theory and semantic change. Category theory, prototype
theory, frame semantics.

3. From utterance meaning to lexical meaning: the contribution of context.
Discourse and ‘bridging contexts' (e.g. some of Benveniste's case). Extralinguistic
context (e.g. Haugen's work on Icelandic directionals). Multple senses as an
unsolved problem.

4. Semantic change and semantic system. [structure of semantic field; push-
chain/pull-chain effects; limits on denotational range; reorganization of taxonomies
(e.g. MacLaury article))

S. Paths and networks. Multiple semiotic systems; (grammaticization and other)
paths; the semantic atlas project. (Matisoff & Evans/Wilkins versions). Reprise:
regularity in polysemy and semantic change.

[6. Cultural specificity of semantic change. How we study this using the Atlas 2;
isopolysemes. Inferences about linguistic prehistory - some examples.
In ‘Linguistics and Prehistory’ Course.]

7. Overview: reconstruction methods and a program for research.

Readings list, rung 1. (Readings package).

These should be read by all intending workshop participants.
Readings are arranged in alphabetical order of author, rather
than the order in which they will be presented.
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Suggested essay topics (about 2,000 words)

1. Discuss the similarities and differences between phonological
change and semantic change. Make sure to use rich
exemplification.

2. Identify a word or morpheme in a particular language (or
language family) which has a particularly rich range of uses,
or is known to have a “curious” or lengthy etymology, and,
using the terms and concepts learned in this course, discuss the
semantic changes that have taken place with respect to this
form. Discuss evidence for metonymy, metaphor, etc. and the
social and structural conditions that may be posited as
contributing to the changes that have taken place. [In the end
what the student should come out with is a detailed semantic
etymology of the word, couched largely within the terms of
cognitive semantics, and the semantic change framework we
are developing.]

3. In this course, polysemy has been argued for as a useful tool
in

semantic reconstruction. Discuss the premises of this position.
Also discuss the problems that arise in distinguishing polysemy
from abstractions or monosemy. Use specific examples to
support your discuss. .

4. Identify a number of proposed pathways of semantic change
and discuss the kind of evidence that is used to support these
pathways. How can these pathways of semantic change be used
in comparative reconstruction.

5. Using the available database for Australian Aboriginal
languages, identify a semantic domain to explore and, using
some of the methods introduced in the course, attempt to
identify specific examples of semantic change. Discuss the
problems you face in using the data base, and in using the
methods, as well as providing the results (if any) of the data you
worked with.

86). 'From polysemy to internal semantic



6. Discuss how semantic change and semantic reconstruction
may be able to help prehistorians in reconstructing the past
culture and movement patterns of a social group.

7. From available sources, identify a number of semantic
changes that
are attested as having taken place within Aboriginal languages.
For each

change, discuss whether it is likely to have taken place because
of universal factors about language and cognition, or because of
specific factors concerning the culture and location of
Australian Aboriginal groups, or a mixture of these, or is the
particular change and idiosyncratic response to local social and
linguistic pressures.

8. Discuss the special problems that arise in reconstructing
semantic change within lexical systems, e.g. terms for kinship.
Can our knowledge of synchronically attested systems, and
semantic oppositions, help us determine the semantic range of
reconstructed terms. And, also relevant to this, you should
discuss the problem of how one can determine whether a set of
reconstructed pairings of meaning with form were really
contemporary? Feel free to use analogies with, or point out
differences from, the procedures for phonological
reconstruction.



