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VII
MODES OF MEANING

by j. R. FIRTH

Tae study of meaning is a permanent interest of scholarship. It has been
pursued in all the languages of the major civilizations and in ancient times
especially in Sanskrit, Greek and Latin, including the Latin of the Medieval
Scholastics—Duns Scotus, Thomas of Erfurt. In English the obvious
phrase ““the meaning of meaning” is well-known as the title of a work
on the definition of knowledge, a matter which is not under examination
in the present essay. There are many other ways of applying the word
“meaning” in English, including the usages of logicians, psychologists,
sociologists, mathematicians and lexicographers. The use of the word
“‘meaning” is subject to the general rule that each word when usedina
new context is a new word.! The disciplines and techniques are those of
general linguistics which are designed for empirical analysis and do not
necessarily have a point of departure in other disciplines such as biology,
psychology, literary criticism or in a school of metaphysics. The con-
structs or schemata of linguistics enable us to handle isolates that may be
called language events. These systematic constructs are neither immanent
nor transcendent, but just language turned back on itself. The prese .-..'%_
essay is an attempt to sketch the framework of a language of descriptior 2
in English about English for those who use English, to illustrate what I
understand by linguistic analysis, and especially to show the dangers of a
over-facile superficial use of the word stylistics, without an adeqe
logical syntax or even without considering the essential pre-requisites
linguistics. The disciplines and techniques of linguistics are directed tc
assist us in making statements of meaning. Indeed the main concern
descriptive linguistics is to make statements of meaning.?
Every scientific worker must mark out his field in accordance with
resources of his disciplines and techniques and develop them i
! For further contexts = i Language in Soci e
Sgdological Revie}v, vol. Xicﬁ,nslzcu::rl?[?,:{ahca? :;jo, pp- 6, &::,i:qdﬁy :
nique of Semantics”, Transactions of the Philological Society, 193 5. \

* Sec ““Personality and Language in Society” (as in previous note). b
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hearer of the hearing of the heard. What is the
Of comprehensionz Of aesthetic enjoyment: Be
nothing worth listening to, if he cannot speak tc
analyse what happens in the air when we liseen,
body when we speak. |
If I am to use the word *“‘language” withou

characteristic in general human terms, it could e
physiology of utterance (if one existed) m&

with the urges and drives in our human natus "
use of sounds, gestures, slgﬂs aﬂd symba]s'- Tha

evcntually be shown on gene tal mweﬂ .‘
has a phonetic and phonological mod
even music itself can be said to |

A statement of the memmg @ﬁm
at one fell swoop by one.
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that a great deal of the beauty and meaning of the language of poetry is in
the sound of it.  If that be called the phonological mode of meaning, in
poetry, it is a mode impossible of translation from one language into
another.

In his dialogue on the critic as artist in Intentions, Wilde, who had a
fine ear for a phrase, followed the Greeks in the appreciation of the high
acsthetic values of language. The test applied by the Greeks, who
criticized language more carefully than any other material, “was always
the spoken word in its musical and metrical relations. The voice was the
medium and the ear the critic.” The story of Homer’s blindness Wilde
liked to think of “as an artistic myth”. And he adds, “when Milton

could no longer write, he began to sing ™.

Words have not merely music as sweet as that of viol and lute,

colour as rich and vivid as any that makes lovely for us the canvas of -

the Venetian or the Spaniard, and plastic form no less sure and cer-
tain than that which reveals itself in marble or in bronze but thought
and passion and spirituality are theirs also, are theirs indeed alone.
If the Greeks had criticized nothing but language, they would still
have been the great art-critics of the world.

Such was Wilde’s figurative realization of a literary approach to language
analogous to what with another figure I have called a spectrum of modes
of meaning.

The phonological mode of meaning in English is perhaps most easily

isolated in nonsense verse such as Jabberwocky:

"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves eroty
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
imsy were the borogroves, oL
And the mome raths outgrabe.

The prosodics of the stanza and especially the specific thymes are English
enough. So are the word-processes and most of the phonematic and
prosodic processes.*  Brillig, placed where it is, sounds and looks a
pattern foreign to current English. ~ Slithy, on the other hand, is familiar
and undoubtedly pejorative. Gimble could probably be classed as an
iterative or frequentative verb perhaps with diminutive and picturesque
associations,*
* Sec “Sounds and Prosodies”, Transactions of the Philological Society, 1048.

* Mrs. Tillotson tells me that this stanza, which, was first ‘published’ in MS.
in a private family magazine in 1854, was then entitled *‘Stanza of Anglo-Saxon
Poetry”. It was printed in “gothic” characters and with more archaic spelling,

Continued on next page
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The following sentences show that part of the meaning of the word
ass in modern colloquial English can be by collocation :

(i) An ass like Bagson might easily do that.
(1) He is an ass.
(i) You silly ass!
(iv) Don’t be an ass!

One of the meanings of ass is its habitual collocation with an immediately
preceding you silly, and with other phrases of address or of personal
reference. Even if you said ““An ass has been frightfully mauled at the
Zo0o”, a possible retort would be, “What on earth was he doing2”

There are only limited possibilities of collocation with preceding
adjectives, among which the commonest are silly, obstinate, stupid, awful,
occasionally egregious. Young is much more frequently found than old.
The plural form is not very common. v

It must be pointed out that meaning by collocation is not at all the
same thing as contextual meaning, which is the functional relation of the
sentence to the processes of a context of situation in the context of culture.!

In the language of Lear’s limericks, man is generally preceded by old,
never by young. Person is collocated with old and young. There are only
four old ladies—of Prague, of France, of Winchelsea, and the one “whose
folly” thymes with “holly”. There is only one girl, “a young girl
of Majorca, Whose aunt was a very fast walker”. One of the “mean=
ings” of man in this language is to be immediately preceded by old
in collocations of the type, There was an Old Mar of . .., Who [or Whose]
. .., in which names like Kamschatka or Jamaica or the East frequently
complete the “of” phrase. The collocability of lady is most frequently
with young, but person with either old or young. In this amusit g language
there is no boy or yotng man or woman, neither are there any plurals for
man, person or lady. |

This kind of study of the distribution of common words may k F
classified into general or usual collocations and more restricted technical
or personal collocations. The commonest sentences i'n.whit:h fh word J'I
horse, cow, pig, swine, dog, are used with adjectives in nominal ;
and also with verbs in the simple present, indicate characteristic dis- |
tributions in collocability which may be regarded as a level of meaning in

describing the English of any particular social group or indeed of one ; |
person. The word “time™ can be used in collocations with or wmb%ﬂ |

t See “The use and Distribution of Certain English Sounds,” English Stdies,

X VI, February 1935. e atie "L

=
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clearly: (a) the stylistics of what persists in and through cbmge,
the stylistics of personal idiosyncracies.

it e

The study of collocation in a more generalized way cov:ild
describe the poetic diction of, say, Swinburne. T '
Swinburne lays general constructions alongside eac
cally parallel collocations are a feature of verse-form
often carry parallel phonaesthetic and prosodlc:: catt
examples are taken from “Before Dawn”:
Delight, the ro 'ﬂmﬁw IE
And Love, the

collocations, parallel phonenc and pr )
the verse prosodles
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(i) Ah the noise of horse, the charge and thunder of dmm.mmg,
And swaying and sweep of swordts1

(i) And prince that clogs, and priest that clings® e SN
(i) Astheﬂashoftheﬂakcsofthefoamﬂared].amphkc,..;' @#" _i
(iv) Welling water’s winsome word, -
Wind in warm wan weather,* s
(v) By the wind that went on the world’s waste Wa.ters £ LeNe
(vi) And windy waves of woods® | %
(vii) What wmd soever waft his will
Across the waves of day and night®
(viii)  Sleek supplc soul and splendi&..akina"

It will be clear thatno attemBI:

meaning from the consideration o
at any level T]:lc phrase "lawcr



POLARITIES AND REPETITION
collocation.  Analogous features . fo o
more associated words, and there are numerous instas
crossed antitheses, for example:

.
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(i) From eyes and tresses flowers and tears,
From heart and spirit hopes and fears.

1)  With souls that pray and ho amﬁ ! {:é.
( And dance and gnzg their gnds

The first eight phrases quoted below illus |
the use of derivatives of the same base w thin
last also shows a common Swmbum.lan' > y

®
(i)

(i)
(1v)

v
(vi)

-

vii)
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In stanza s there are three palrs of p _‘
cluding distichs.

A det:ulcd study of the words and pxeces qf
be laborious, and most scholars would be sz
result. I offer a few examples of (1) p;}e',__
forms clothed, clad, girt: ““Clothed round
“Clothed with delight, by the nnght of
clad about with a fire,” “‘Clothed wit
wind’s wings,” ““Clothed about with f

with,” “Intolerable, not clad mth

compounds::

Commenting on this verse in terms
the first item is notice of the two pz
prosodic features marking the two
selves described at the grammatic
phonaesthetic mode and ﬁmﬂly s
verse prosody. e
All this should be done afaer chz;
hasbemattcm@tedbythe? s of 1

history To the sche
added at the icvcls of

cxcmpl:ﬁcd. Even a'm
that he is in a strange world [
contraries divine. Life andﬂea: i
sand sca and foun, fe and flame,
dcdhsbm}uand hom, wine mnm&

1 "Panand'I‘lulmm"
*A Ballad of Buh”, “Who 1
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since what is good reading for a man at one ag
another. That is a truth from which critics ¢

from that normally used in linguistics, includ;
features of value judgments, though here and-
tions, inversions, chime, rhyme, couplet, stanza, t
appear: B
Swinburne . . . whose eloquence is so o
whose loves and passions have no more re
ately induced mood . . . The old magic
passages, there, so that sixty goes about
stanza over and over again a whole day
The foaming torrent of alliterations, d
names may be sheer literary violence—bu
away. The juggling with a small group of 1
a trick—but with w t grace and skill ¢
them in every conceivable sequence :
exquisitely bganced and contrasted are
gloomy magnificence of . . . can escape the
simpler, languorous, melancholy charm of
chime of the words—first read so long ago an
rings once more incessantly in the m kin
limbs of middle-age to the heart.
forty years younger, and m "
unreasoning dawn.

AN 11C
I.

It is entirely suitable that the somen
in the concluding paragraph is exp
like so much more, be ““mere rhetoric” |
of a deliberately induced mood”: A
not at home in such idiom, and thot :
quoting the article, I have no means of answering it.

The examination of Swinburne’s poetic diction has
idiosyncrasies which make it so personal that it can
burnese. It has been found possible to do this without
higher levels of the spectrum of meaning, such aﬂhﬂ!&» C
biographical and cultural contexts. oK R
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of Commons on December 3rd, 1800, is much nearer m&
usage : :

(iii) Through the medium of the great clubs, Etc., o
manners, modes of living, Etc., ared:ﬂ’usedthro ghav.

higher orders.] Domestic restraints, and fa.m:lly
[are voted bores,] [while, from the nature of our co

by the increasing wealth and the prevailing sentir

whatever ways of thinking, speaking, and acting
[in the higher classes,] soon spread through every g

What Wilberforce has to say in the above quotauon
the purposes of the present essay, which is to dra
stylistics of the letters of upper class society in the ei
to similar features in what is today considered good
everyday use in polite society. The great Doctor 31‘3
class which developed modern polite co]loqmal s 5 ., as
extracts from his more familiar letters w:ﬂﬂh:smte—.

(iv) Apologies are seldom of any use. Wﬁ.- '
arrival the reasons, good or bad, which have made ch a
and ungrateful] correspondent. e anaiie

(v) I went away from Lichfield il].
time [with my breath;] for some s

cold,] [of which I could not get the
blood three times.]

(vi) [The usurpauon of the 1 bili
the mEiucncc Em&

certainly lawful, erhaps yom
chey have only by robbery]

In the above extracts the qulllh is M a’t"‘aﬂmou a]l ]mr.ds d i

systematic study of all Johnson's letters as well as of similarly .

material the linguistic features wnui&hwe tobemd. WAL
The following interesting sentence from a letter to M‘l‘s

is almost contemporary at the leval of collocation:

vii) I have, by advertising, found poor Mr. I.evm:s,
%(or?kshn'c who 3;0111 take the little he left 1%
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us a statement of stylistics in a social setti
sharply from the Enghsh of such lm

and these features have been shared
speakers in the mncteenth century -

dictionary”, or .spoke “hkef';a cho
to say What they mean in

of Newspeak establish L
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(xxvi) butitissomething like [inoculating for the small p

not care to advise either for or against;

(xxvii) 1 don’t think there can be anything wrong
to Mr. R. about poor H. Viney, if you think he will n
writing to anybody, but one of the crying sins of th
laxity of the tongue. How few people understan
silence on most occasions. &

140

(Note again the participle -ing preceded by a :_‘;__
noun.)

(xxviii) God forbid you should stop your han L
necessary ! and surely it must be so on such an
though I don’t suppose the dear child meant the h

It is clear that the prosodies are very like those o
emphasis falls on must, that and meant. -

(xxix) To Mrs. Dewes, Bath, 28 Oct. 1760.
I have just been hunting the shops, :

Surely this is the busiest idle place in th

once been in the Rooms, 015 e mo

Wiltshire’s.

(xxx) I did not expect to hear
but [I hope in God] it will by degr
should be tried, and I hear so mu
efficacy of the Bristol waters, that I

(xxxi) well taken care of, J4.-|.

(oodi) M. Sloper . . . has been m
was not taken Qut to danc

clever woman wh

dance; this put a st

Sunday night, [in the midst of
Collet, abusing him at the
occasion [of the affront put
Nasl's direction’—the poor -

(xxxiii) Yesterday I had a
[but ] just heard of our bei



MRS. D
dear little Portia, tk

use of an emphatic was i
persistence of characteri
four further exampla

gemtlvc.

too long [for
‘Weymouth
accepted.
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(xliii) My spirits have been dreadfully saddened
days—[nay] weeks—of helplessness [for any employ

common present-day usage. In the following
are a large number of usual collocations which m
in good society both in everyday talk and fam

(xliv) It would have been inexcusable in n
stances, and after all I have promised you, nof
for this last month, if I had Ecen in London;
Edgecumbe, and so constantly [upo:
our letters, had time to write, ot
ast night, and found [three packets] :
to answer, and [but] just time to read.
and the danger we are in,
young Pretender, at the h
on General Cope, who is not
the last accounts came away, w
Cope, and by this time
Government ; the Dukes o 71l 2
not having been able to raise a n
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(x) though the roads are exceedingly bad

snow have fallen.

(Ixi) he insists on a declaration of our
the continent. He mustered his forces,
tention ; R

Al e

Note a declaration of our having nothing to do

11

(Ixii) You have bid me for some 1 -,,‘
I think T will. |
(Ixiii) But what is more astonishi

better sense, iy
(Ixiv) If it was not too I
entertaining petition of the
they complain that men will

An interesting sign of new ma _f

(xv) Ifhe dies of 1t,—and
silly when Hercules or Theseu
caught my death on a damp s

(Ixvi) Sure power must ha
these bitter pills

own I do not; it is mo
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Methodist, and expect to ride to heaven upon your own great toe. [
was happy with your telling me how we].[Pyou love me, and though I
don’t love loving, I could have poured out all the fulness of my
heart to such an old and true friencﬁ but what am I the better for it, if
I am to see you [but] two or three days in the year:

(Ixviii) - Your wit and humour will be as much lost upon them, as if
you talked the dialect of Chaucer; for with all the divinity of wit, it
grows out of fashion [like a fardingale.] I am convinced that the
young men at White’s already laugh at George Selwyn’s bon mots only
by tradition. I avoid talking before the youth ofvzg:age as I would
dancing before them; for if one’s tongue Erdon’t] move in the steps of
the day, and thinks to please by its o%d graces, it is only an object of
ridicule, [like Ms. I—Iogart in her cotillon.] I tell you we should get
together, and comfort ourselves with reflecting on the brave days
that we have known—not that I think people were a jot more clever
or wise in our youth than they are now; but as my system is always
to live in a vision as much as I can, and as vision’s (iVon’t increase with
years, there is nothing so natural as to think one remembers what one
does not remember.

(Ixix) If you are like me, you are fretting at the weather.

(Ixx) My plan is to pass away calmly; cheerfully if I can; some-
times to amuse myself with the rising generation, but to take care not
to fatigue them, nor weary them with old stories, which will not
interest them, as their adventures do not interest me.

(Ixxi) In short, they are a pleasant medicine, that one should take

care not to grow fond of.

(xxii)  Good night: You see I never let our long-lived friendship
drop, though you give it so few opportunities of breathing.

(Ixxiii) But I seem to choose to read futurity, because I am not
likely to see it: indeed T am most rational when I say to myself, What
is all this to me?

(Ixxiv) By the tenth article of the capitulation, Lord Cornwallis
demanded that the loyal Americans in his army should not be pun-
ished. This was flatly refused, and he has left them to be hanged.
[I doubt] no vote of Parliament will be able [to blanch] such a—such
a—I don’t know what the word is for it; he must get his uncle the
Archbishop to christen it; there is no name for it in any Pagan vocabu-
lary. T suppose it will have a patent for being called Necessity.
Well! there ends another volume of the American war. It looks a
little as if the history of it would be all we should have for it, except
forty millions of debt.
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(Ixxv) These are certainly the speculations of an idle ma

more trifling when one considers the moment.

The preceding extracts contain examples of long-standing coll
though they also carry unmistakable marks of the social cx
eighteenth century. P
Walpole died just before the turn of the century. As
nineteenth I have chosen William Wilberforce. Wailberfor
familiar letter to Pitt in September 1804, which provi
linguistic material with the highest social sanction.
more contemporary than what has been shown of °
aristocratic.

(Ixxvi) Fifthly, and last, not least, let me be
have the proclamation issued for stopping the Gui
If T felt less on that subject, Ishould say more; but
very deedply, and so I know you would also, if yo
absorbed by such a number of pressing &
you half an hour I hope to settle this. I beg y
much I myself am personally concerned in it
necessary for my boring you so about it tha
itself. I cannot doubt that —, and others of
will renew the attack they formerly n
not having endeavoured to stop this su
settlements. I trust, however, thatIn
itself, far more than what any one can
I repeat it, half an hour would se W
in the Council Office. e

There is another -ing -ed par‘txcxpta] phras
endeavoured to stop . . . and there are
forms are at hand in the Council offu
of form in the sense of ‘a formu
tion of particulars’ is dated 1855.
sense. P
(Ixxvii) Seventhly, I cannot h
on which I have thought, at |
any landing, take your
remember that you are the

there is a reason

o
L4

et ot
i
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nearly the whole mass. It will tend to produce this friendly d]_-:ls-
position on your side of the water, if more of your countrymen would
come over and live awhile among us. We are not an idle people ; we
are a busy people, and may not have leisure or disposition to pay all the

ersonal attentions which politeness might prescribe; but I am per-
suaded that any gentleman of ch'aracter and_moderatlon,_who should
visit this country, would meet with such a friendly recedptlon as would
chow him that the circumstance of our being the descendants [of
common progenitors] is not forgotten, or rather, that it is reviving and
diffusing itself with increasing force.

148

Much less familiar but unmistakably democratic and nearer to contem-~
porary modes than Walpole.

(Ixxxiii) and really the business of parliament has increased so much
of late years, as to render it next to impossible for any man who can-
not live for six or seven months, in every year, with a very s
proportion of food or sleep, especially the latter, to attend at all, as he
would otherwise be glad to do, to domestic or social claims.

With this last emphasis on the arrival of features of life and language well-
known to all of us today, I may conclude by indicating once more the
main theme of this essay on linguistic description. It is an outline sketch
suggesting by hints the sort of language a linguist might develop in order
to describe language by making statements of meaning at a series of
levels.

The presentation of the linguistic features which I have made above
transcends the historical order. At the outset I illustrated as many modes
of meaning as possible from the language forms themselves. Licensed
to create his own diction, the poet so shapes his composition or design
that a great deal of its meaning is the form he gives it. For such form,
for such personal usage and style, the choice of Swinburne was for me
an inevitable choice. 1 have made no attempt to show how Swinburne’s
diction is narrowly dated and determined in nineteenth-century history.

The letters bear the marks of the eighteenth century; but my purpose
in presenting them was to view them regressively noticing those lin-
guistic features which seem to persist as normal usage over long periods.

v

Finally I would return to Wilde’s dialogue ““The Critic as Artist” to
emphasize the importance of the application of descriptive linguistics to
modern, including contemporary, English by the schools of English in
our Universities. Writing of the Greeks and Greek, he reminds us






