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On the Difficulty of Postulating Word M eaning

Hsiao-Ching Chen
Department of Applied Foreign Languages,
Chien Kuo Technology University
Chih-Cheng Chuo
Department of Applied English,
Southern Taiwan University

Abstract

Postulating the meaning of a word in a language is by no means easy. With

English and Chinese words as examples, the present study aims to pinpoint the

difficulty inherent in word meaning postulation. According to the researchers,

postulating the meaning of a content word in a language involves 3

characteristics pertaining to the nature of words and 10 factors which may

influence the meaning of a word in its practica application. The 3

characteristics are:

1. Words are always in a process of change.

2. Words seldom exist alone.

3. Words have their respective degrees of acceptance.

The 10 factors are:

1. Words have their definitions in dictionaries.

2. Dictionaries may provide different definitions of aword.

3. Words may develop into a semantic world.

4. Words may be used for rhetoric purposes, thus enriching and animating languages.

5. Usages may overrule traditional etymol ogy.

6. English is abundant in synonymes.

7. Synonyms are hard to differentiate.

8. Different dictionaries provide different semantic differentials.

9. Non-similar or non-synonymous words may occur in the same context.

10. Personal preference may be at work.

The 3 characteristics of the nature of words and 10 influencing factors of word

meaning may individualy or jointly exert influence on writers and readers

understanding and decoding of the meaning of a specific word.
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