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S e n s e G e n e r a t i o n 

o r 

H o w t o M a k e t h e M e n t a l  L e x i c o n F l e x i b l e 

Bradley Franks Nick Braisby 

Centre for Cognitive Science 

Universit y o f  Edinburg h 

2 Buccleuc h Plac e 

Edinburg h EH 8 9L W 

U K 

Abstract 

I n thi s pape r  w e aiddres s som e ke y issue s i n th e psycholog y o f  wor d meaning ,  an d thereb y 

motivat e a  Sens e Generatio n approac h t o th e diversit y o f  sense s tha t  a  wor d ma y have . 

We not e tha t  a n adequat e accoun t  mus t  allo w fo r  th e flexibility  an d specificit y o f  senses , 

and mus t  als o mak e appropriat e distinction s betwee n defaul t  an d non-defaul t  sense s o f  a 

word ,  an d betwee n differen t  sense s fo r  vagu e an d ambiguou s words .  We the n discus s tw o 

centra l  component s o f  a  theor y o f  sense .  Firstly ,  lexons ,  th e stabl e representations ,  i n a 

"menta l  lexicon" ,  o f  wor d meanings ;  secondly ,  senses ,  th e mentall y represente d description s 

associate d wit h particulei r  use s o f  words .  W e argu e tha t  th e crucia l  issue s i n accountin g fo r 

th e diversit y o f  sense ,  are :  th e numbe r  o f  lexon s w e nee d t o postulate ,  an d th e relationshi p 

betwee n th e content s o f  thos e lexon s an d thei r  associate d senses .  Sens e Selectio n accounts , 

of  whic h w e distinguis h Stron g an d Weei k versions ,  bot h o f  whic h find  considerabl e suppor t 

i n th e cognitiv e scienc e Uterature ,  fai l  t o Jiccoun t  fo r  th e flexibility  an d specificit y o f  sense s 

i n a  wa y tha t  i s consonan t  wit h linguisti c evidenc e regeirdin g th e ambiguit y o f  words ,  an d 

psychologica l  evidenc e regardin g th e coherenc e whic h underlie s thei r  use .  W e wil l  sho w 

ho w th e Sens e Generatio n approach ,  b y positin g a  nonmonotoni c relationshi p betwee n 

lexon s an d thei r  senses ,  respect s thes e considerations .  W e sketc h thi s approach ,  an d finally 

not e som e o f  it s  promisin g implication s fo r  othe r  aspect s o f  wor d meaning . 
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1 Int roduct io n 

In this paper, our aim is to consider some possibilities for certain aspects of a theory of word meaning, and 

thereb y t o motivat e wha t  w e cal l  Sens e Generation .  W e briefl y outlin e th e crucia l  phenomen a o f  flexibility  an d 

specificit y o f  sense s i n Sectio n 2 .  I n Sectio n 3  w e sketc h som e o f  th e sort s o f  objec t  whic h migh t  b e require d 

i n a  theor y o f  sense ,  and ,  mos t  importantly ,  th e relation s betwee n them .  Thi s provide s th e apparatu s fo r  a 

discussio n o f  som e possibl e theorie s o f  senses ,  i n Sectio n 4 .  I n Sectio n 5 ,  w e tur n t o a  mor e detaile d expositio n 

of  Sens e Generation ,  indicatin g ho w i t  ma y accoun t  fo r  flexibility  an d specificity .  Finally ,  w e sketc h som e 

implication s o f  thi s vie w an d touc h o n som e wide r  concern s fo r  theorie s o f  wor d meaning . 

2 Preliminaries 

The phenomena of flexibility and specificity are best illustrated by example. 

Mary is giving a dinner party at her home in the country. Unfortunately, her cupboards are bare. 

T h e appetite s o f  he r  voraciou s guest s are ,  however ,  whette d b y th e sigh t  o f  Mary' s pe t  mouse . 

Midge ,  tuckin g int o som e mous e food ,  an d b y th e sigh t  o f  Mary' s pe t  canar y eatin g som e bir d food . 

Awar e o f  al l  thi s food-eating ,  on e o f  Mary' s les s subtl e guest s ask s "D o yo u hav e an y food ,  Mary?' . 

Mar y replie s tha t  ther e i s non e bu t  proceed s t o fee d he r  dog ,  Mungo . 

How are we to resolve the semantical nature of the guests' problems? They are led to believe that Mary has no 

foo d an d ye t  the y ca n clearl y se e tha t  sh e has :  tha t  sh e ha s pe t  food ,  bu t  n o foo d fit  fo r  h u m a n consumption . 

We requir e tha t  an y theor y o f  wor d meanin g respec t  th e intuitio n tha t  ther e ar e differen t  bu t  relate d sense s 
attache d t o th e wor d food ,  senses ,  fo r  example ,  whic h appl y t o differen t  type s o f  food :  huma n food ,  do g food , 

bir d food ,  etc .  W e emplo y "sense "  i n a  simila r  manne r  t o Clcir k (1983) :  a s th e mentall y represente d aspect s 

of  th e semanti c conten t  o f  a  wor d o n a  particula r  occasio n o f  use ;  w e wil l  b e mor e precb e abou t  thi s i n 3 . 

Th e fac t  tha t  th e sam e wor d ca n seemingl y hav e man y differen t  senses ,  Ulustrate s wha t  w e cal l  diversity .  On e 

aspec t  o f  th e diversit y o f  sense s i s illustrate d b y th e fac t  tha t  foo d seem s t o hav e sense s correspondin g t o bot h 
type s an d subtype s o f  food .  I n thi s Cctse ,  i t  ha s sense s ordinaril y  associate d wit h pe t  food ,  an d it s subtypes , 

fo r  exampl e mous e food .  Thi s aspec t  o f  diversit y i s wha t  w e cal l  specificity ,  som e sense s o f  a  wor d appea r  t o 

be mor e specifi c  tha n others .  Th e fac t  tha t  foo d ma y hav e sense s fo r  differen t  types ,  fo r  example ,  sense s fo r 

"mous e food" ,  "do g food" ,  "mous e food" ,  etc. ,  illustrate s anothe r  aspec t  o f  diversity ,  flexibility . 

Our  discussio n o f  theorie s o f  sens e wil l  concentrat e o n severa l  factors :  w e wil l  b e concerne d t o respec t  th e 

argument s of ,  amon g others ,  Clar k (1983 )  an d Murph y i i  Medi n (1985) ,  whic h w e wil l  outlin e i n mor e detai l 
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later .  W e als o requir e tha t  an y plausibl e accoun t  o f  reflec t  tw o importan t  distinction s betwee n type s o f  senses : 

betwee n sense s tha t  expres s defaul t  information  an d thos e tha t  expres s non-defaul t  information ,  an d betwee n 

sense s o f  vagu e an d ambiguou s words .  Throughout ,  ou r  overridin g concer n i s t o provid e a n evaluatio n whic h 

no t  onl y respect s basi c linguisti c intuitions ,  bu t  doe s s o b  a  wa y tha t  i s consonan t  wit h a  broa d rang e o f 

psychologica l  considerations . 

3 Some Components of a Theory of Sense 

In this section, we will set out some aspects of a theory of sense. Two categories of object play a central role 

i n ou r  discussion .  Th e first,  Senses ,  ar e description s tha t  w e tak e t o mediat e relation s betwee n use s o f  word s 

an d thei r  referents .  Thes e description s ar e bot h publicl y specifiabl e an d mentall y representable .  Th e notio n o f 

sens e a s employe d here ,  althoug h derive d fro m tha t  o f  Frege ,  doe s no t  carr y a  commitmen t  t o FVege' s abstrac t 

semantica l  "thir d realm" ,  distinc t  fro m th e realm s o f  menta l  an d physica l  objects .  Th e mos t  importan t  aspec t 

of  sense s fo r  ou r  purpose s i s th e wa y i n whic h the y guid e linguisti c behaviour .  Th e applicatio n o f  a  wor d t o 

an entit y (objects ,  events ,  substance s •  an y individuum )  i s mediate d b y th e sens e o f  tha t  word :  i n particular , 

th e descriptio n tha t  constitute s th e sens e subsume s th e descriptio n o f  th e object .  S o th e use s o f  a  wor d mus t 

be explicabl e i n term s o f  th e sens e o r  sense s whic h tha t  wor d possesses .  I n thi s way ,  sense s m a y b e take n t o 

classif y th e linguisti c behaviou r  o f  agents . 

T h e descriptio n o f  th e phenomen a o f  flexibility  an d specificit y relie d upo n th e variou s sense s note d fo r  foo d 

bein g different .  Thi s assumptio n wa s motivate d b y th e applicatio n o f  wha t  Evan s (1976 )  label s th e "intuitiv e 

criterio n o f  identity "  fo r  senses .  Thi s determine s tha t  i f  a  rationa l  agen t  ca n bot h assen t  t o an d remai n agnosti c 

abou t  th e applicatio n o f  a  referrin g expressio n t o a n entit y whe n use d i n utterance s o f  th e sam e sentence ,  the n 

tha t  referrin g expressio n mus t  hav e tw o differen t  senses .  A s a n illustration ,  reconside r  Mary' s dinne r  guests . 

Here ,  foo d i s bein g use d i n differen t  ways :  sometime s i t  i s  bein g use d t o refe r  t o al l  food ,  an d a t  othe r  time s t o 

type s o f  food .  S o i t  i s  possibl e tha t  on e o f  Mary' s guest s coul d bot h assen t  to ,  an d dissen t  fro m th e statement , 

" M a r y ha s foo d i n he r  house* .  S o i t  i s  quit e felicitou s fo r  Mar y t o say ,  o f  th e sam e entit y  (i.e. ,  som e mous e 

food ,  say) ,  bot h tha t  i t  i s  food ,  an d tha t  i t  i s  not .  Th e intuitiv e criterio n o f  identit y fo r  sense s the n require s 
tha t  w e trea t  foo d a s havin g suc h differen t  senses .  Differen t  sense s expres s th e fac t  tha t  a n entit y ma y hav e 

differen t  "mode s o f  presentation "  wit h respec t  t o a n agent :  differen t  way s th e agen t  m a y refe r  t o tha t  entity . 

T h e y als o correspon d t o differen t  way s o f  cognizin g tha t  entity :  the y ar e indicativ e o f  differen t  perspective s 

tha t  a n agen t  m a y adopt . 

T h e secon d typ e o f  objec t  tha t  w e requir e i s lexons .  Mos t  account s o f  th e psycholog y o f  languag e presuppos e 
th e existenc e o f  a  "menta l  lexicon" ,  i n whic h word s hav e 'entries* ,  tha t  contai n orthographic ,  phonological , 

morphological ,  syntacti c an d semanti c information .  Th e semanti c componen t  ha s bee n variousl y referre d t o a s 

a "concept "  o r  "lexica l  concept" ;  i n orde r  t o avoi d correlativ e unwarrante d assumptions ,  w e wil l  refe r  t o i t  a s 

th e lexon .  A  lexon ,  then ,  i s a  descriptio n tha t  define s th e stabl e menta l  representatio n i n thi s menta l  lexicon ; 

i t  als o form s th e semanti c contributio n o f  a  wor d t o th e meanin g o f  th e expression s o f  whic h i t  form s a  part . 

We als o assum e tha t  sense s ar e derivativ e i n som e wa y o n lexons .  Tha t  is ,  languag e user s arriv e a t  a  sens e fo r 

a wo r d throug h first  accessin g it s lexon .  Give n th e multiplicit y o f  sense s whic h a  wor d m a y hav e i t  i s  clea r  tha t 

a majo r  proble m fo r  theorie s o f  i s  th e relatio n betwee n sense s an d lexons .  Ou r  discussio n o f  suc h theorie s rest s 

primaril y o n th e wa y thi s bsu e b  addressed . 

Pre-theoretically ,  w e ar e le d t o believ e tha t  sense s usuall y outnumbe r  th e word s wit h whic h the y ar e associated : 

tha t  is ,  th e sense s o f  a  give n wor d alway s numbe r  on e o r  more .  Considerin g th e relation s betwee n word s an d 

thei r  sense s i n term s o f  lexon s the n give s ris e t o tw o crucia l  questions .  O n e concern s th e numfce r  o f  lexon s w e 

postulat e i n orde r  t o effec t  thes e relations ;  an d th e othe r  concern s th e relation s betwee n th e content s o f  sense s 

an d lexons . 

I n orde r  t o facilitat e ou r  discussio n w e wil l  describ e th e content s o f  lexon s an d sense s i n term s o f  feature -

structure s lik e th e following ,  whic h m a y describ e th e lexo n fo r  chair . 
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legi : 

•eat : 

number :  4 

number :  1 

made-of :  woo d 

(1 ) 

Thi s feature-Btructur e i s no t  intende d t o b e a n exhaustiv e specificatio n o f  th e conten t  o f  th e lexo n fo r  chair , 

i t  i s  presente d fo r  illustrativ e purpose s only .  I f  an y lexo n o r  sens e ha s th e sam e feature-structur e a s thi s one , 

we m a y conclud e tha t  the y ar e i n fac t  identica l  lexons/senses .  Ther e m a y b e case s wher e on e feature-structur e 

subsume s another ,  b y havin g th e sam e conten t  o r  som e additio n o f  features .  Anothe r  possibl e cas e i s wher e 

tw o feature-structure s canno t  b e ordere d b y thi s relation .  Th e forme r  i s indicate d b y th e relationshi p betwee n 

th e structure s fo r  chai r  an d arm-chair ,  an d th e latte r  b y tha t  betwee n cAot r  an d rockiri g chair . 

legs : 

sea t 

arms : 

made-of : 

r 
number :  4 

number :  1 
> < 

number :  2 

wood 

' 
legs : 

sea t 

arms : 

rocker : 

made-of : 

number :  0 

number :  1 
. 
number :  2 
• 
number :  2 

wood 

(2 ) 

Th e subsumptio n relatio n amount s t o th e kin d o f  relatio n tha t  hold s betwee n a  typ e an d on e o f  it s  tokens ; 

typically ,  w e migh t  assum e tha t  tha t  definin g feature s o f  a  typ e ar e possesse d b y a  token  tha t  ca n b e categorise d 

as a  member  o f  tha t  type . 

On jus t  thes e tw o dimensions ,  th e numbe r  an d content s o f  lexon s an d senses ,  w e distinguis h thre e classe s o f 

theory .  Th e first,  Stron g Sens e Selectio n (5) ,  i s  tha t  whic h Clar k demonstrate d t o b e unsound ;  w e wil l  not e 
some additiona l  problems .  S  m a y appea r  t o b e a  stra w man ;  a  mor e plausibl e alternativ e i s th e secon d class , 

Weak Sens e Selectio n {"HI) .  W ha s tw o variants ,  bot h o f  whic h appea r  t o b e flawed.  Th e thir d class .  Sens e 

Generation ,  avoid s thes e difficulties ,  an d i s th e on e w e woul d lik e t o endorse . 

4 Problematic Theories of Sense 

4.1 Strong Sense Selection 

Two assumptions identify $. Firstly, the number of lexons: there is a lexon for each and every sense of a 

give n word .  Secondly ,  th e content s o f  th e lexon s an d senses :  $  assume s tha t  th e content s o f  eac h lexo n an d it s 

correspondin g sens e ar e identical .  S  accord s wel l  wit h standar d model-theoreti c analyse s o f  wor d meaning .  Fo r 

example ,  th e approac h take n i n Montague-styl e semantic s require s tha t  differen t  interpretation s fo r  th e sam e 

syntacticall y unambiguou s linguisti c strin g resul t  from  th e sam e wor d havin g differen t  basi c expressions .  I n 

th e cas e o f  6anib ,  fo r  example ,  ther e woul d b e tw o distinc t  basi c expressions ,  bank [  an d bankî ,  i n th e lexicon . 
S the n offer s th e possibilit y  o f  bein g abl e t o trea t  th e diversit y o f  sense s whic h migh t  b e associate d wit h foo d i n 

th e sam e way ,  an d thu s t o provid e a  precis e semantics .  Al l  o f  th e idiosyncrati c informatio n whic h demarcate s 

sense s i s thu s represente d i n lexons . 

T h e diversit y o f  sense s tha t  migh t  b e attache d t o mothe r  provide s anothe r  illustratio n o f  S .  Suc h sense s includ e 

"adoptiv e mother" ,  'biologica l  mother* ,  "surrogat e mother" ,  "foste r  mother "  an d "step-mother* .  Accordin g 

t o S  eac h o f  thes e sense s i s assigne d a  distinc t  lexo n whos e conten t  expresse s tha t  o f  th e sense . 

Despit e it s prevalenc e i n forma l  approache s t o wor d meaning ,  S  ha s som e irremediabl e deficits .  Som e o f 

these ,  relatin g t o flexibility,  coherenc e an d ambiguity ,  ar e als o problem s o f  " W an d w e wil l  tur n t o thes e i n 4.3 . 
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However ,  ther e U' e als o problem s uniqu e t o S .  O n e concern s th e numbe r  o f  lexon s w e ar e le d t o hypothesis e 

i n orde r  t o captur e diversity .  Thi s i s essentiall y  th e sam e poin t  tha t  Clar k mad e b  respec t  o f  "nonce "  senses ; 

however ,  a s w e hav e seen ,  eve n fo r  c o m m o n noun s suc h a s foo d an d mothe r  th e numbe r  o f  sense s greatl y 

exceed s th e numbe r  o f  words .  Accordingly ,  i n 5 ,  s o doe s th e numbe r  o f  lexons .  Thi s i s problemati c sinc e th e 

multiplicatio n o f  lexon s mus t  mak e psychologica l  sense .  I t  i s  unclea r  tha t  thi s i s s o i n th e cas e o f  S  sinc e suc h 

a multiplicatio n place s a n intolerabl e burde n o n memor y an d presumabl y woul d resul t  i n a  highl y comple x 

searc h procedure .  Thes e problem s ar e difficul t  enoug h i n th e cas e o f  th e interpretatio n o f  singl e words :  i n th e 

cas e o f  combinations ,  suc h a s simpl e nou n phrases ,  ther e woul d b e a n explosio n o f  combinatoria l  possibilities , 

i n whic h th e appropriat e sens e woul d hav e t o b e selecte d fro m a  lis t  comprisin g eac h an d ever y permutatio n 

of  al l  o f  th e lexon s associate d wit h eac h constituent . 

Regarding flexibility, S appears to proffer a solution that treats vagueness and context-sensitivity in the same 

w ay a s ambiguity :  b y postulatin g independen t  lexon s fo r  eac h sens e o f  a  vagu e word .  W e wil l  retur n t o thi s i n 

4.3 .  I t  i s  als o clea r  tha t  specificit y raise s difficultie s fo r  S .  Th e issu e i s whethe r  w e ca n hav e a  limitles s numbe r 

of  eve r  mor e specifi c  sense s fo r  a  give n word .  W e r e m a u agnosti c abou t  thi s possibilit y  thoug h i t  i s  clea r  tha t 

ver y m a n y sense s m a y b e associate d wit h th e sam e word .  However ,  5  rule s ou t  th e possibl e unboundednes s 

of  specificit y b y fiat.  Tha t  is ,  th e onl y wa y tha t  S  ca n possibl y captur e specificit y i s vi a th e multiplicatio n o f 

lexons ,  and ,  give n th e ancontroversia l  assumptio n o f  a  finite  lexicon ,  th e possibl e unboundednes s o f  specificit y 

coul d no t  b e capture d b y S . 

S als o appear s unabl e t o distinguis h betwee n sense s whic h expres s defaul t  informatio n an d thos e whic h expres s 

non-defaul t  information .  Fo r  instance ,  th e defaul t  sens e fo r  mothe r  Is ,  presumably ,  "biologica l  mother "  ye t  thi s 

sens e i s accorde d th e sam e statu s a s th e othe r  sense s o f  mother .  Tha t  is ,  the y ar e eac h assigne d a  separat e 

lexon .  O f  course ,  5  theorist s m a y hav e i n m b d som e othe r  bi t  o f  theoretica l  apparatu s whic h t o captur e thi s 

distinction .  Th e fac t  is ,  though ,  tha t  a s i t  stands ,  S  doe s no t  respec t  thi s ver y importan t  distinction .  A n 

alternativ e t o thi s rathe r  straw-mannis h wa y o f  tryin g t o captur e th e phenomen a i s offere d b y W e a k Sens e 

Selection . 

4.2 Weak Sense Selection 

"W is characterised by three assumptions: firstly, there may be more than one lexon for a given word; secondly, 

ther e m a y b e mor e tha n on e sens e fo r  a  particula r  lexon .  Thirdly ,  i t  i s  assume d tha t  th e content s o f  sense s an d 

th e content s o f  correspondin g lexon s li e i n th e relatio n o f  subsumption :  tha t  is ,  th e onl y possibl e differenc e 

betwee n a  sens e an d th e lexo n fro m whic h i t  comes ,  b  tha t  th e sens e ma y hav e ha d feature s added .  W i s 

mor e appealin g tha n S  i n th e followin g ways .  Firstly ,  sense s see m t o b e intrinsicall y contex t  sensitive :  i n 

conventiona l  circumstance s mothe r  ha s th e sens e o f  "biologica l  mother' ,  bu t  i n a  socia l  wor k inquiry ,  fo r 
example ,  mothe r  ma y hav e th e sens e o f  "biologica l  mothe r  w h o i s als o a  carer" .  A  wa y i n whic h thi s context -

sensitiv e specificit y ca n b e capture d i s throug h som e proces s b y whic h feature s ar e adde d t o th e content s o f 

lexon s i n a  manne r  appropriat e t o context .  Thoug h " W doe s no t  specif y suc h a  proces s i t  i s  clearl y implici t 

i n it s definition .  Thi s aspec t  o f  I C i s i n th e spiri t  o f  th e findings  o f  Barsalo u (1982) :  differen t  sense s ma y b e 

differen t  "context-dependent "  elaboration s o f  a  singl e "context-independent *  lexon . 

Anothe r  appea l  o f  " W i s th e fac t  tha t  i t  allow s lexon s t o expres s generalisation s wit h respec t  t o th e categor y t o 

whic h a  wor d applies .  Tha t  is ,  " W allow s tha t  lio n m a y hav e variou s sense s bu t  tha t  th e lexo n fo r  lio n ma y b e a 

descriptio n tha t  applie s t o al l  (an d only ]  lions .  Thi s i s agai n quit e appealin g give n standar d assumption s abou t 

wor d meaning .  Th e argument s o f  Kripk e (1972 )  an d Putna m (1975 )  fo r  example ,  assum e tha t  sense s appl y t o 

al l  an d onl y thos e individual s t o whic h th e wor d applies .  Further ,  th e fac t  tha t  W distinguishe s betwee n th e 

differen t  sense s derivin g fro m a  lexon ,  tha t  is ,  betwee n thos e whos e conten t  i s th e sam e a s th e lexo n an d thos e 

whos e conten t  i s a n elaboratio n o f  th e lexon's ,  m a y allo w fo r  th e expressio n o f  defaul t  information .  Tha t  is , 

defaul t  informatio n migh t  b e expresse d a s par t  o f  th e conten t  o f  lexons . 

Ther e ar e tw o extrem e version s o f  th e " W thesb :  on e i s tha t  th e numbe r  o f  sense s an d lexon s ar e equal ,  whic h 

force s equivalenc e wit h S ;  anothe r  i s wha t  w e migh t  ter m th e "Generality *  option .  Thi s result s fro m th e 

assumptio n tha t  a  wor d ha s onl y on e lexon ,  whos e conten t  m a y b e adde d t o an d mad e mor e specific .  " W allow s 

tha t  th e numbe r  o f  lexon s m a y b e intermediat e betwee n th e numbe r  o f  word s an d th e numbe r  o f  senses :  wha t 

we wil l  ter m a n "Intermediate *  option .  Ou r  previou s discussio n o f  5  allow s u s t o conside r  jus t  th e Generalit y 

an d th e Intermediat e option s o f  W .  Th e Generalit y optio n woul d operat e i n th e followin g way .  Mother ,  fo r 
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example ,  woul d b e assigne d a  singl e lexo n whos e conten t  woul d subsum e al l  th e sense s tha t  mothe r  ca n have . 

So al l  o f  it s  sense s resul t  fro m th e additio n o f  feature s t o thi s lexon' s content .  Give n th e diversit y o f  sense s fo r 

mothe r  suc h a  lexo n mus t  need s b e maximaU y unspecific .  I n contrast ,  th e Intermediat e optio n allow s mothe r 

t o hav e mor e tha n on e lexo n underlyb g it s senses .  For  example ,  w e migh t  hav e lexon s fo r  "biologica l  mother ' 

an d "surrogat e mother* ,  say .  Th e latte r  migh t  b e furthe r  specifie d t o yiel d sense s fo r  'adoptiv e mother" , 

"step-mother "  an d s o on . 

Ther e ar e a  numbe r  o f  problem s wit h " W som e o f  whic h w e wil l  dea l  wit h i n 4.3 .  However ,  w e wil l  outlin e 

some problem s uniqu e t o 'H '  here .  A  critica l  proble m o f  th e Generalit y optio n i s tha t  i t  appear s t o b e unabl e 

t o expres s defaul t  information .  Reconside r  th e exampl e o f  mother .  Th e appropriat e lexo n canno t  expres s a 

relatio n o f  geneti c inheritanc e becaus e althoug h som e mother s ar e relate d thi s wa y t o thei r  childre n an d som e 

ar e no t  (e.g. ,  foste r  mothers) .  T o specif y suc h a  featur e i n th e lexo n woul d b e t o exclud e mother s suc h a s thes e 

fro m th e domai n o f  applicatio n o f  th e lexo n an d al l  it s  associate d senses ,  sinc e feature s ca n onl y b e adde d t o 

th e lexo n an d no t  take n away .  Fo r  simila r  reasons ,  th e lexo n canno t  expres s an y relatio n o f  carin g betwee n 

mother s an d children .  A n d s o o n fo r  an y othe r  feature-specificatio n whic h w e migh t  ascrib e t o th e lexo n fo r 

mother .  Argument s suc h a s thes e indicat e tha t  i n man y case s th e Generalit y optio n leave s u s wit h a  maximall y 

unspecifi c  lexon .  This ,  however ,  flies  i n th e fac e o f  th e stron g intuitio n tha t  word s d o hav e defaul t  senses .  Th e 

fac t  tha t  thi s optio n render s th e expressio n o f  suc h default s a s difficul t  t o obtai n a s th e expressio n o f  exception s 

i s a  majo r  deficit . 

Th e Intermediat e optio n postulate s a  certai n multiplicit y o f  lexons :  ther e migh t  b e mor e tha n on e lexo n fo r 

mothe r  (i n contras t  t o th e Generalit y  option) ,  bu t  les s tha n woul d b e postulate d b y $ .  Th e critica l  proble m 

her e i s exactl y h o w th e numbe r  o f  lexon s migh t  b e determined .  Wherea s fo r  S  an d th e Generalit y option , 

ther e i s a n over t  constrain t  o n th e numbe r  o f  lexon s postulated ,  i t  i s  no t  clea r  wha t  principl e ther e coul d b e 

fo r  decidin g o n th e numbe r  o f  lexon s i n Intermediat e option .  Fo r  example ,  wha t  lexon s migh t  w e postulat e fo r 

chai r  s o tha t  i t  m a y hav e a  sens e correspondin g t o "rocking-chair" ? Sinc e feature-addin g i s th e onl y wa y i n 
whic h sense s m a y b e derive d from  lexons ,  th e sens e fo r  "rocking-chair *  show n i n (2 )  ca n onl y b e derive d from a 

lexo n whic h eithe r  doe s no t  specif y th e numbe r  o f  leg s o r  specifie s n o legs .  Unde r  thi s Intermediat e optio n w e 
ar e allowe d t o postulat e severa l  lexon s fo r  chair ,  on e correspondin g t o (l) ,  say ,  an d on e correspondin g t o tha t 

fo r  "rocking-chair "  i n (2) .  A  proble m m a y arise ,  however ,  i n th e cas e o f  a  specia l  typ e o f  rocking-chai r  havin g 

no leg s an d n o rockers .  Assumin g tha t  chai r  ca n hav e thi s sense ,  th e questio n arise s a s t o ho w i t  i s  derive d 

from  th e lexon s w e hav e postulated .  I f  w e onl y hav e feature-addin g a t  ou r  disposal ,  suc h a  sens e simpl y canno t 

be derive d fro m eithe r  o f  th e lexon s fo r  chai r  w e hav e postulated .  Ou r  onl y optio n i s t o suppos e tha t  ther e 

i s anothe r  lexo n fo r  chair .  Th e proble m b  that ,  i n principle ,  ther e seem s t o b e n o boun d t o th e numbe r  o f 
exceptiona l  chair s w e ca n imagin e an d fo r  eac h type ,  w e woul d b e le d t o posi t  a n additiona l  lexon .  Th e issu e 

the n woul d be ,  wha t  degre e o f  exceptio n d o w e rul e ou t  a s invokin g a  ne w lexon ? O n e wa y o f  constrainin g th e 

number  o f  lexon s migh t  b e t o determin e a  threshol d fo r  permitte d specificit y o f  lexons :  i f  a  particula r  sens e i s 

mor e specifi c  tha n th e threshol d level ,  i t  mus t  b e represente d a s a  sens e derivin g fro m a  particula r  lexo n (an d 

not  a s a  lexo n i n itself) .  Thre e problem s rende r  suc h a  criterio n untenable . 

Firstly ,  i t  i s  no t  clea r  jus t  ho w w e coul d g o abou t  comparin g th e relativ e specificit y o f  sense s tha t  hav e non -

overlappin g contents ;  fo r  example ,  i s  "biologica l  mother "  les s specifi c  tha n "adoptiv e mother" ? Th e operatio n 

of  thi s criterio n i s perspicuou s withi n group s o f  sense s tha t  ca n b e ordere d accordin g t o specificit y  (i.e. ,  wher e 

th e onl y differenc e betwee n sense s i s i n th e degre e o f  specificatio n o f  th e sam e se t  o f  features) ,  bu t  no t  i n 

group s tha t  canno t  b e s o ordered .  Th e genera l  applicatio n o f  suc h a  criterio n woul d requir e a  complet e theor y 

of  conten t  fo r  lexon s an d senses ,  an d som e precis e an d motivate d mean s fo r  comparison .  Neithe r  ar e a t  presen t 
available .  Secondly ,  t o stipulat e tha t  lexon s mus t  b e relativel y non-specifi c  m a y mea n tha t  the y canno t  expres s 

defaul t  information ,  sinc e thi s i s typicall y quit e detaile d an d specifi c  i n nature .  A  thir d proble m concern s th e 

plausibilit y  o f  postulatin g independen t  lexon s t o accoun t  fo r  sense s tha t  ar e discriminabl e thoug h related .  Thi s 

wil l  b e picke d u p i n th e nex t  section . 

4.3 Difficulties with Sense Selection 

There are three principal flaws common to Sense Selection accounts. The first concerns the multiplication of 
lexons .  Th e secon d concern s th e abilit y  o f  Sens e Selectio n t o accoun t  fo r  th e ful l  rang e o f  flexibility.  An d th e 

thir d concern s th e underlyin g commitmen t  t o monotonicity ,  whic h give s ris e t o th e first  tw o problems . 

443 



T h e difficult y wit h assumin g multipl e lexon s i s tha t  i t  i s  no t  clea r  t o wha t  exten t  the y plausibl y reflec t  menta l 

representations .  Argument s fro m linguistic s an d psycholog y cautio n agains t  unprinciple d multiplication .  Th e 

linguisti c consideration s concer n th e differenc e betwee n ambiguit y an d vagueness .  Accountin g fo r  th e diversit y 

of  sense s b y postulatin g distinc t  underlyin g lexon s assume s tha t  the y are ,  synchroni c ally ,  wholl y independent . 

Tha t  is ,  supposin g differen t  lexon s fo r  a  give n wor d assume s the y ar e a s differen t  a s differen t  lexeme s wit h 

a singl e orthographic/phonologica l  form .  Postulatin g tw o lexon s fo r  foo d ("anima l  food '  an d "huma n food* ) 

treat s foo d a s a n ambiguou s ite m lik e hank .  Thi s amount s t o makin g n o distinctio n betwee n differen t  sense s o f 

a vagu e term ,  an d differen t  sense s o f  a n ambiguou s term .  However ,  i f  w e conside r  an y o f  th e standar d linguisti c 

test s fo r  ambiguit y (Cruse ,  1986) ,  the n w e find  tha t  th e independenc e o f  conten t  assume d b y postulatin g 

differen t  lexon s doe s no t  hol d fo r  example s suc h a s food .  Fo r  example ,  conside r  leugmati c context s (thos e 

whic h giv e ris e t o tw o differen t  sense s o f  a  wor d a t  on e time) :  "H e sa t  o n th e ban k whils t  fishing  an d pu t  hi s 

chequ e i n it* .  Th e stron g contras t  o r  oppositio n betwee n th e tw o sense s o f  ban k require s th e postulatio n o f 

independen t  lexon s t o accoun t  fo r  them .  I n contrast ,  th e variou s sense s fo r  foo d o r  mother ,  note d earlier ,  d o 

no t  produc e a n oppositio n o f  sufficientl y marke d character .  Th e example s are ,  rather ,  characterise d b y th e 

relatednes s o f  th e variou s senses :  the y ax e distinc t  bu t  clearl y no t  independent . 

Multiplicatio n o f  lexon s i s als o countere d b y psychologica l  consideration s raise d b y Murph y it ,  Medi n (1985) . 

M u r p h y k .  Medin' s discussio n bear s o n th e issu e o f  th e menta l  representation s underlyin g th e applicatio n o f 

word s t o referents .  I n th e curren t  framework ,  thes e ar e lexons .  Th e questio n fo r  bot h " W an d S  i s whethe r  th e 

postulatio n o f  multipl e lexon s accord s wit h psychologica l  evidence .  Murph y i c Medin' s argument s convinc e 

us tha t  suc h multiplicatio n i s unwarranted .  Conside r  whethe r  th e postulatio n o f  independen t  lexon s fo r  "an -

ima l  food* ,  an d "huma n food' ,  say ,  i s  justifie d o n psychologica l  grounds .  Th e thrus t  o f  Murph y k .  Medin' s 

argument s i s t o sugges t  tha t  categorie s suc h a s foo d ar e highl y structured ,  an d tha t  th e applicatio n o f  foo d t o 

individual s thereo f  i s highl y dependen t  upo n thi s structure .  Tha t  is ,  th e applicatio n o f  a  wor d t o entitie s i n 

a categor y reveal s wha t  Murph y ti .  Medi n cal l  "coherence" .  An d th e crucia l  poin t  regardin g coherenc e i s tha t 

th e applicatio n o f  a  wor d t o suc h a n entit y  i s dependen t  upo n ou r  theorie s concernin g tha t  entity .  I t  i s th e fac t 

tha t  entitie s ca n b e relate d b y theorie s tha t  allow s thei r  groupin g togethe r  t o b e psychologicsJl y plausible .  I f 

lexon s ar e t o b e psychologicall y plausible ,  the n entitie s tha t  for m a  coheren t  categor y (e.g. ,  al l  differen t  type s 

of  mother )  shoul d al l  fal l  unde r  th e extensio n o f  th e sam e lexon . 

However ,  eve n i f  w e wer e t o allo w som e multiplicatio n o f  lexon s •  tha t  is ,  eve n i f  th e abov e consideration s 

hav e n o purchas e •  ther e ar e stil l  case s i n whic h th e postulatio n o f  independen t  lexon s t o underl y sense s fo r  a 

particula r  wor d woul d b e implausible .  Thes e includ e th e "contextua l  expressions' ,  discusse d b y Clar k (1983) , 

an d m a n y example s note d b y Nunber g (1977) .  Nunber g note s severa l  differen t  possibl e referent s (an d therefore , 

senses )  fo r  newspaper ,  a  particula r  toke n o f  th e newspape r  (a s in ,  "here' s you r  newspaper ,  sir!') ,  th e newspape r 

c o m p a n y a s a  whol e (a s in ,  "th e newspaper' s profit s ar e les s tha n expected!") ,  an d a  particula r  journalis t  (a s i n 

th e cas e o f  a  dubiou s piec e o f  governmenta l  behaviour :  "don' t  sa y a  word ,  th e newspape r  i s  here!*) .  I t  i s  clea r 

tha t  w e woul d no t  wan t  t o clai m tha t  newspaper ,  fo r  example ,  ha s a  pre-store d lexo n tha t  expresse s th e sens e 

of  th e thir d us e ("journalist') .  Ye t  thi s i s precisel y wha t  Sens e Selectio n account s woul d hav e t o hyp>othesise , 

sinc e thi s sens e o f  newspape r  coul d no t  b e sai d t o b e a  simpl e specificatio n o f  a  lexo n fo r  newspape r  (a s W 

migh t  aver) .  Clar k argue s tha t  th e parsin g o f  contextua l  expression s (includin g certai n denomina l  verbs ,  suc h 

as t o teapot )  stem s fro m th e creatio n o i  interpretation s associate d wit h thos e phrases .  I t  i s  clea r  tha t  th e sam e 

kind s o f  consideration s appl y equall y t o Nunberg' s examples .  Sinc e th e onl y possibilit y  o f  a  creativ e proces s 

fo r  Sens e Selectio n i s provide d b y th e specificatio n mechanis m o f  "W ,  th e onl y contextua l  expression s tha t  " W 

coul d accommodat e woul d b e thos e tha t  ar e mer e specification s o f  pre-store d lexons .  A n d thi s canno t  captur e 

th e flexibility  evidence d in ,  fo r  example ,  denomina l  verbs .  I t  i s  clea r  that ,  eve n thoug h Clark' s discussio n o f 

S migh t  appea r  t o hav e attacke d a  stra w m a n ,  hi s argument s hav e a  broade r  significance ,  an d hav e playe d a 

centra l  rol e i n underminin g th e mor e plausibl e "W . 

T h e precedin g discussio n lead s t o th e conclusio n tha t  non e o f  th e version s o f  Sens e Selectio n ar e adequat e t o th e 

tas k o f  accountin g fo r  th e phenomen a i n a  wa y tha t  doe s justic e t o basi c psychologica l  an d linguisti c intuition s 

an d requirements .  Th e majo r  problem s ste m from  Sens e Selection' s adherenc e t o monotonicity .  Tha t  is ,  t o th e 

assumptio n tha t  an y alteratio n i n th e conten t  o f  a  lexo n i n th e formatio n o f  a  sens e mus t  b e feature-addition . 

T h e Sens e Generatio n approac h (sectio n 5 )  circumvent s thes e problem s b y denyin g precisel y thi s assumptio n 

an d the n tracin g th e ramifications . 
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5 Sens e Gene ra t i o n 

In opposition to the above types of theory, Sense Generation regards the variation we observe in senses to 

be du e no t  t o variatio n i n lexon s no r  th e generalit y o f  lexon s bu t  t o som e generativ e proces s whic h generate s 

variou s sense s fro m a  (lexon )  base . 

5.1 Aspects of Sense Generation 

Sense Generation is characterised by the following assumptions. Firstly, the number of lexons is identical to the 

number  o f  non-ambiguou s words .  A  singl e linguisti c strin g i s assigne d mor e tha n on e lexo n i f  an d onl y i f  i t  ha s 

genuinel y unrelate d senses ,  a s indicate d b y test s fo r  ambiguity .  Secondly ,  th e conten t  o f  a  lexo n comprise s th e 

defaul t  sens e o f  th e word .  Thirdly ,  th e differen t  sense s o f  a  wor d ar e generate d fro m th e lexo n fo r  tha t  word . 

Fourthly ,  generatio n m a y resul t  i n a  sens e tha t  i s non-monotonicall y relate d t o th e lexon ;  tha t  is ,  generatio n 

m ay resul t  i n a  sens e tha t  doe s no t  simpl y ad d feature s t o thos e o f  th e lexon :  feature s m a y b e retracte d o r 

negate d i n th e generatio n process . 

Such a  vie w ca n readil y accoun t  fo r  th e kind s o f  exampl e tha t  ar e s o problemati c fo r  Sens e Selection .  Recal l  th e 
differen t  sense s fo r  newspaper .  I n Sens e Generatio n th e lexo n correspond s t o th e defaul t  sens e o f  newspaper , 

perhap s a s i n "th e newspape r  hi t  th e mat" .  Th e tw o othe r  sense s w e hav e identifie d woul d the n b e non -

monotonicall y derive d fro m thi s lexon .  Th e sense ,  fo r  example ,  i n "th e newspaper' s profit s halved "  woul d hav e 

t o involv e a  retractio n o f  thos e feature s expressin g th e fact s tha t  newspaper s ar e materia l  objects ,  mad e o f 

paper ,  containin g ink ,  etc .  I t  woul d als o nee d t o includ e feature s expressin g fact s abou t  businesses ,  finance, 
employment ,  etc .  W h a t  Sens e Generatio n claim s i s tha t  thi s latte r  sens e ca n indee d b e generate d fro m th e 

lexo n fo r  newspaper .  Tha t  is ,  ther e i s  som e proces s b y whic h feature s ar e negotiated .  Th e precis e natur e 

of  suc h processe s is ,  clearly ,  a  matte r  fo r  furthe r  empirica l  enquir y bu t  w e sugges t  tw o possibilities .  On e i s 

tha t  argue d fo r  i n FVank s (1989 )  whic h involve s th e emergenc e o f  th e feature s o f  a  sens e bein g constraine d 

by som e implicitl y  attache d nou n derive d fro m a n instantiation .  Fo r  example ,  th e sens e o f  fak e gu n m a y b e 
partl y derive d from  th e lexo n fo r  replic a (thu s addin g feature s suc h a s th e degre e o f  resemblanc e t o a  gun ,  an d 

th e wa y th e objec t  migh t  b e constructed) ,  whic h i s accesse d a s a  resul t  o f  th e lexo n fo r  fak e defeatin g certai n 

feature s o f  tha t  o f  gu n (lik e firing  bullets) .  Anothe r  i s tha t  suggeste d i n Braisb y (1989 )  wher e a  relate d proces s 

of  combinin g lexon s result s i n th e defeatin g o f  features .  Fo r  example ,  th e sens e o f  lio n whic h applie s t o ston e 
lions ,  ca n b e see n t o resul t  from  th e combinatio n o f  a  relationa l  lexo n suc h a s "statue "  an d th e lexo n 'lion* . 

Similarly ,  fo r  othe r  non-defaul t  senses :  the y ar e derive d from  th e combinatio n o f  defaul t  an d othe r  lexons . 

5.2 Implications of Sense Generation 

The link between Sense Generation and Clark's sense creation should be noted. Clark's argument is that there 

i s a  restricte d an d well-define d grou p o f  contextua l  expressions ,  fo r  whic h a  sens e creatio n proces s i s necessary . 

Clar k suggest s that ,  fo r  othe r  kind s o f  expressions ,  a  selectio n mechanis m m a y b e adequate .  Sinc e Clark' s focu s 

of  attentio n i s no t  conventionc d senses ,  th e impressio n m a y b e gaine d tha t  thes e ar e no t  similarl y contextua l 

i n nature .  Wher e Sens e Generatio n differ s from  sens e creatio n i s i n it s  firm  committmen t  t o th e vie w tha t 
conventiona l  use s ar e higl y contextua l  an d therefor e requir e som e generativ e proces s t o explai n th e diversit y 

of  thei r  senses .  I t  follow s tha t  ther e i s n o clea r  dichotom y betwee n contextua l  expression s an d thos e use d 

conventionally ,  rathe r  ther e i s a  gradation . 

Sense Generatio n is ,  i n general ,  agnosti c abou t  th e precis e time-cours e o f  th e rol e o f  contex t  i n determinin g 

senses .  Indeed ,  i t  i s  mean t  a s a  formal ,  abstrac t  characterisatio n o f  a  clas s o f  theory .  Consequently ,  i t  b 
compatibl e wit h mor e detaile d account s whic h suppos e contex t  t o pla y a  pre-acces s a s oppose d t o a  post-acces s 

role .  Tha t  is ,  althoug h contex t  m a y choos e fro m a  numbe r  o f  possibilitie s fo r  generation ,  i t  m a y als o rul e ou t 

certai n possibilitie s prio r  t o an y generativ e process .  Ultimately ,  thi s entail s tha t  exceptiona l  sense s nee d no t 

requir e a  longe r  time-cours e tha n defaul t  ones .  Clearly ,  th e exac t  time-cours e underlyin g th e generatio n o f 

sense s i s a  matte r  fo r  empirica l  enquiry :  i t  suffice s t o not e tha t  Sens e Generatio n i s compatibl e wit h eithe r 

outcome . 

O ne implicatio n o f  Sens e Generatio n i s tha t  ther e ar e meaning s o f  whic h sense s ar e descriptions .  T w o question s 
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aris« :  i s  ther e a  meanin g relatio n whic h th e defaul t  sens e of ,  say ,  mothe r  describes'. '  And ,  sbc e ther e ar e man y 

sense s o f  mothcT ,  ar e ther e als o man y meaning s t o mother !  Wherea s th e traditiona l  theor y o f  meanin g ma y 

answe r  thes e question s i n th e negative ,  suppor t  fo r  affirmativ e answer s come s fro m Situatio n Theory .  Indee d th e 

notio n o f  meanin g relation s a s conditiona l  constraint s allow s u s t o clai m tha t  defaul t  sense s ar e description s 

of  meanings .  Th e assumptio n tha t  ther e ar e man y meanin g relation s underlyin g th e use s o f  a  wor d i s als o 

perfectl y compatibl e wit h th e framewor k o f  Situatio n Theory . 

A furthe r  rang e o f  issue s concern s th e connectio n betwee n Sens e Generatio n an d variou s hypothesise d struc -

ture s an d content s fo r  lexons .  Th e Sens e Generatio n approac h allow s u s t o endors e certai n aspect s o f  bot h 

classica l  an d prototyp e representations ,  whils t  rejectin g problemati c implication s o f  bot h views .  I n term s o f  th e 

epistemologica l  rational e o f  th e classica l  approach .  Sens e Generatio n reject s th e searc h fo r  c o m m o n feature s 

or  necessar y condition s underlyin g th e sens e o f  a  wor d (a s a  resul t  o f  nonmonotonicity) ,  whils t  i t  allow s u s t o 

retai n th e economica l  representation s tha t  woul d resul t  wer e th e searc h fo r  necessar y condition s successful .  I n 

contrast ,  th e relation s betwee n th e variou s generate d sense s fo r  a  wor d mirro r  th e intuitiv e an d epistemologi -

cal  underpinning s o f  famil y resemblanc e (a s a  resul t  o f  nonmonotonicit y an d th e emergenc e o f  ne w features) , 

whic h i s acheive d withou t  postulatin g prototyp e representations ,  wit h thei r  attendan t  difficulties .  Tha t  is ,  th e 

variou s sense s generate d fo r  a  wor d i n differen t  context s wil l  b e relate d b y a  famil y resemblance ,  i n lin e wit h 

Wittgenstein' s (1953 )  origina l  formulation . 

Sense s ar e description s tha t  mediat e a  word' s reference .  Ther e m a y appea r  t o b e a  tensio n betwee n thi s fac t  an d 

th e unlimite d scop e fo r  nonmonotonicit y i n Sens e Generation :  i f  generatio n defeat s al l  o f  th e defaul t  feature s 

of  a  word' s lexon ,  the n w e m a y refe r  t o a n entit y throug h a  descriptio n havin g nothin g i n c o m m o n wit h th e 

usua l  propertie s o f  th e typ e o f  referent .  Thi s poin t  i s  countere d b y considerin g th e perspectival-relativit y o f 

categorisation .  A  situate d agent ,  i n referrin g t o a n entit y throug h a  particula r  sense ,  ca n b e see n t o b e adoptin g 

a perspectiv e o n tha t  entity .  Eve n thoug h Sens e Generatio n allow s o f  th e logica l  possibilit y  tha t  word s ma y 

refe r  t o an y manne r  o f  entity ,  a n importan t  constrain t  i s  deeme d t o operate .  Namely ,  th e agen t  i n makin g suc h 

a referenc e mus t  b e adoptin g a  particula r  perspective .  Whil e a  theor y o f  perspective s i s somethin g w e lack , 

we not e tha t  fo r  suc h a  referenc e t o b e posite d ther e mus t  b e independen t  evidenc e concernin g th e perspectiv e 

adopted .  Further ,  w e suppos e tha t  th e natur e o f  th e perspective s tha t  peopl e m a y adop t  i s  suc h a s t o determin e 

th e conten t  o f  sense s whic h the y relat e t o referents .  Thi s m a y o f  itsel f  limi t  th e degre e o f  permissibl e differenc e 

betwee n th e conten t  o f  a  word' s lexo n an d it s senses ,  sinc e on e o f  th e purpose s o f  perspective s i s t o allo w mutua l 

reference .  Tha t  is ,  on e constrain t  i s  tha t  severa l  agent s mus t  b e abl e t o shar e a  singl e perspective . 

6 Conclusion 

In this paper, we have sketched some of the assumptions that underly prevalent views of the senses of words 
(Sens e Selectio n views) .  W e hav e als o considere d som e o f  th e problem s tha t  aris e whe n suc h view s attemp t  t o 

accoun t  fo r  som e basi c phenomen a o f  wor d meanin g i n a  wa y tha t  i s  consonan t  wit h linguisti c an d psychologica l 

desiderata .  Thi s the n motivate d a n alternativ e vie w tha t  circumvent s thes e difficultie s (Sens e Generation) . 

Finally ,  w e note d som e o f  th e othe r  advantageou s implication s o f  Sens e Generation . 
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