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Course description

LING 260 is a hands-on introduction to the strategies that natural languages use to convey mean-
ing. Requiring no previous background in linguistics, the course surveys fundamental properties
of word and sentence meaning and their interdependence with context. It provides an overview of
the grammatical mechanisms that languages employ to construct the literal meanings of sentences
from word meanings, explores how meanings are anchored to real life situations, and analyzes how
meanings are routinely enriched in context by language users to convey more than what is literally
expressed.

1 September 6, 2017

http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2017-2018/courses/LING-260
http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2017-2018/courses/LING-260
mailto:luis.alonso-ovalle@mcgill.ca
tel:514 398 4353
https://www.google.com/maps/place/1085+Avenue+du+Docteur-Penfield+%23013,+Montr%C3%A9al,+QC+H3A,+Canada/@45.5036526,-73.5789612,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m2!3m1!1s0x4cc91a38a2f7bd27:0x101fd006a142597b


LING 260, Meaning in Language
McGill University Luis Alonso-Ovalle

The particular content selected to explore these themes can vary from year to year. Here is the line-
up of topics for this year’s editions:

Part I What is meaning anyway? Literal vs. non-literal meaning.
Part II Meaning and context. Word meaning and point of view: left, right, . . .
Part III How listeners enrich literal meanings: the puzzle of or.
Part IV Meaning composition. ‘Glue words’ and sets: no, every, some, . . .
Part V When adjectives meet nouns: carnivorous mammals, alleged embezzlers, . . .
Part VI (?) All that glitters is not gold: more on chasing meaning up the trees.

Requirements and evaluation

Six homework assignments: 60% (10% each)
Class participation: 5%
Final exam: 35%

Homework assignments will be due on Mondays as indicated in the calendar at the end of this docu-
ment. Each homework assignment will be made available on MyCourses on the Wednesday preced-
ing the due date.

Readings

There is no required textbook. Required readings in electronic format are available publically (links
provided below), through the McGill Library, or on MyCourses:

Cresswell, M.J. 1988. Semantic competence. In Semantical Essays, volume 36 of Studies in Linguistics and
Philosophy, 12–33. Springer Netherlands, sec. 1 [available on MyCourses]

Elbourne, Paul. 2011. Meaning: a Slim Guide to Semantics. Oxford University Press, ch. 5: “Semantic proper-
ties of sentences’’ [available on MyCourses]

Fillmore, Charles J. 1975. Santa Cruz Lectures on Deixis 1971. Indiana University Linguistics Club, “Space”
[available here] and “Deixis I”, pp. 38–44 [available here]

Larson, Richard K. 1990. Semantics. In An Invitation to Cognitive Science: Language, ed. Daniel N. Osherson
and Howard Lasnik, volume 1, 23–42. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press [available here]

Levinson, Stephen C. 1983. Pragmatics. Cambridge University Press, secs. 3.0–3.1 [available on MyCourses]

Morzycki, Marcin. in press. Modification. Cambridge University Press. URL https://www.msu.edu/
~morzycki/work/book/, secs. 2.1–2.2 [available here]

Noveck, Ira A, Gennaro Chierchia, Florelle Chevaux, Raphaëlle Guelminger, and Emmanuel Sylvestre. 2002.
Linguistic-pragmatic factors in interpreting disjunctions. Thinking & Reasoning 8:297–326, pp. 297–
305 [available electronically through McGill Library]
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Course rules and procedures

Class handouts

There will be a handout for each class that you will need to have access to in order to follow the lecture. Hand-
outs will be posted on MyCourses. Print a paper copy to bring to class or read it on a screen.

Revised versions of handouts will sometimes be posted on MyCourses after class. It is your responsibility to
make sure that you always consult the latest version of the handout.

E-mail

You can expect me to respond to your e-mail questions and comments. However, please do not expect instant
responses. I will try to respond within two working days (though I will be more vigilant closer to assignment
due dates and exam times).

Homework assignments

Assignments may be done in groups. However, a group may contain a maximum of three students. Also, each
student must turn in a separate assignment written up individually and independently. If you worked in a
group, you must provide the names of the students who you worked with on the first page of your assignment.

No late assignments will be accepted and no make-up assignments will be offered unless you have a doc-
umented medical excuse and I have been notified within 24 hours of when the assignment was due. Any
problem with grading on an assignment or exam must be reported within one week of when the assignment
or exam was returned.

Homework assignments are due via MyCourses on the dates marked with marked with “Í” in the roadmap on
page 5.

Final exam

According to Senate regulations, instructors are not permitted to make special arrangements for final exams.
Please consult the Calendar, section 3.7, General University Information and Regulations.
(See http://www.mcgill.ca/students/exams/regulations for more information on final and deferred exams.)

Tutors

If you feel that you need more individual attention, we encourage you to contact either the Student Tutorial
Service at (514) 398-6011) or SLUM (the Society of Linguistics Undergraduates) at slum.linguistics@mail.mcgill.ca.
It is understood that tutors help with the content of the course but do not help directly with assignments. Make
sure that your tutor is knowledgable about the course content, which can change from term to term.

Academic integrity

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and con-
sequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the code of student conduct and disci-
plinary procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information).
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L’université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par conséquent à tous
les étudiants de comprendre ce que l’on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions académiques, ainsi que
les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code de conduite de l’étudiant et des procédures
disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez consulter le site http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity).

Right to submit in French

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to submit
in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.

Course materials and copyright

© Instructor generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, etc.) are pro-
tected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without explicit permission
of the instructor. Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the University under the
Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.

Inclusiveness

As instructors of this course, I endeavor to provide an inclusive learning environment. However, if you expe-
rience barriers to learning in this course, do not hesitate to discuss them with us and the Office for Students
with Disabilities, (514) 398-6009.
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Roadmap (subject to revisions, ‘*’: homework published; ‘Í’: homework due )

TOPIC READING

WEEK 1
W 09/06 Preliminaries
F 09/08 Part I : What is meaning anyway? Larson 1990: secs. 12.1–12.3
WEEK 2
M * 09/11 Cresswell 1988: sec. 1
W 09/13 Elbourne 2011: 65–72
F 09/15
WEEK 3
MÍ 09/18 Part II : Meaning and context. Fillmore 1975: “Space”
W 09/20 Fillmore 1975: “Deixis I”, pp. 38–44
F 09/22
WEEK 4
M * 09/25
W 09/27
F 09/29
WEEK 5
MÍ 10/02 Part III : Enriching literal meaning Levinson 1983: secs. 3.0–3.1
W 10/04 Noveck et al. 2002: pp. 287–305
F 10/06
WEEK 6
M * 10/09 THANKSGIVING – NO CLASS

W 10/11
F 10/13
WEEK 7
MÍ 10/16
W 10/18
F 10/20
WEEK 8
M* 10/23 Part IV : ‘Glue words’: no, every, some, . . . Larson 1990: secs. 12.4–12.5
W 10/25
F 10/27
WEEK 9
MÍ 10/30
W 11/01
F 11/03
WEEK 10
M* 11/06
W 11/08
F 11/10 Part V : When adjectives meet nouns Morzycki 2014: secs. 2.1–2.2
WEEK 11
MÍ 11/13
W 11/15
F 11/17
WEEK 12
M* 11/20
W 11/22 Part VI : Chasing meaning up the trees Elbourne 2011: 72–91
F 11/24
WEEK 13
MÍ 11/27
W 11/29
F 12/01
WEEK 14
M 12/04 Review
W 12/06

FINAL EXAM: TBA (Final exam period: 12/08 - 12/21)
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