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TOWARDS A TYPOLOGY OF SEMANTIC DERIVATION 
MODELS

Contemporary linguistic semantics frequently presupposes the priority 
of a cognitive approach when modeling the semantics of a linguistic item 
(A. Schally; J. Mitchell & M. Lapata; R. Millrood, etc.). Semantics 
modeling is thought to reveal not only the conceptual entities that underlie 
the contents of a linguistic item or a class of linguistic items but also those 
areas of language cognition that represent the national worldview, the 
specificities of ethnic mentality, and the peculiarities of cognitive abilities 
which belong to different linguistic communities (C. Goddard; H. Narrog; 
T. Brychcín & M. Konopik, etc.). From this perspective, semantics 
modeling acquires significance for cross-linguistic (either contrastive or 
typological) studies, as it offers methods to decipher the peculiar manners 
in which the semantics of a linguistic item encodes and distributes 
information on a certain state of affairs in both related and non-related 
languages. 

This approach declares the necessity and expediency to model the 
content of a linguistic item through a sampling of a multidimensional 
situation concept intended to represent the way a certain situation or its 
fragment is conceptualized. The conceptualization suggests the dynamic 
schematization of the real or imaginary world, with one of its fragments 
being foregrounded and focused, and the others being backgrounded and 
defocused. The dynamic approach towards a linguistic item’s semantics 
modeling exposes and elaborates upon the system of semantic derivation 
models – theoretical constructs that represent the dynamic potential of a 
linguistic item, claiming various types of semantic associations that 
underlie the development of a linguistic item’s semantic paradigm. 

From a cross-linguistic perspective, the semantic derivation modeling 
is supposed to reveal the similarities and differences in the ways the 
semantic paradigms of linguistic items develop in the contrasted 
languages. 
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The studies of semantic derivation aim at describing the types of 
semantic shifts that represent “variation of meaning of a given word, be it 
synchronic or diachronic, i.e., the relation between two different meanings 
of a polysemous word or the relation between two meanings of a word in 
the course of semantic evolution” [5, p. 217]. From this viewpoint, it is not 
substantial whether semantic derivation is considered within Kurylowicz’s 
schema (the assumption that the particular meanings derive from the core 
one) or Jackobson’s (the assumption that the particular meanings derive 
from the invariant one). It is essential to reveal and establish the general 
cognitive mechanisms that underlie the linguistic items’ semantic 
derivation strategies. This premise makes it expedient to introduce the 
notion of a conceptual schema intended to ensure the semantic unity of a 
polysemous word, representing its various meanings as an entity (a single 
whole). Such an approach correlates with the idea of semantic derivation 
systematicity, which provides for establishing the peculiarities of linguistic 
items’ semantic potential and the dynamics of their semantic paradigm 
development. 

We claim the MODEL OF SITUATION to be the basis for comparison 
(tertium comparationis) of linguistic items’ semantic derivation. As a 
metalanguage construct, the MODEL OF SITUATION reveals the features 
of a polycentric model that represents the meaning of a linguistic item as a 
set of alternative, hierarchically established semantic dimensions. This 
agrees with the assumptions about the multidimensional nature of 
cognition modeling [3], as well as with the theoretical premises on how 
multidimensional situations are modeled [4]. We find it expedient to use 
this type of model, reasoning from the hypothesis that language semantics 
reflects the results of situation conceptualization as “conception of 
something which can be the case in some world” [1, p. 105]. From this 
perspective, the MODEL OF SITUATION is considered as a standard that 
represents the content of a linguistic item as a sample of a 
multidimensional concept, encoding information on how a situation is 
construed by a designator. It is worth noting that what is meant here is by 
no means a real-world situation: “It is a state of affairs strictly as it is 
portrayed by the language L and as it is reflected in the possible uses of L. 
It is a linguistic situation, not a psychologically, logically or pragmatically 
defined one. It is a complex fact – a set of facts and entities linked by 
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semantic dependency relations into a unified structure that is denoted by 
the predicate ‘L’” [2, p. 12]. 

A situation is construed based on the conceptualization strategies a 
designator resorts to in his / her “elaborating” (identifying, estimating, 
associating, etc.) the situation (the participants and their relations). Each 
strategy determines the resultant configuration of a situation concept, 
revealing various aspects (characteristics) of the participants: their 
gnoseological status, the nature of their relationships, the degree of their 
positional activities, the associations established between them, etc. 

The semantic derivation modeling provided in this paper proceeds 
from the assumption that the development of a linguistic item’s semantic 
paradigm is realized simultaneously with a situation concept extension. 
The extension of the concept is supposed to be determined by the changes 
the participants undergo within the source-to-target-situations transitions 
(shifts): the participants of a source situation may change their role, 
referential, communicative, taxonomic or deictic characteristics in 
comparison to those in a target one. The changes in the participants’ 
characteristics determine the type (model) of a derivational strategy that 
underlies the development of a linguistic item’s semantic paradigm.  

The prerequisites above afford ground for singling out four models of 
semantic derivation:

– the converse model represents a shift-in-focusing strategy, i.e. the 
redistribution of the focus of attention from one participant onto another in 
the way of a diathetic shift that advances one participant in ranking and 
demotes the other;

– the actantial model is reduced to the transformations in the 
structure, type or reference of the situation participants. Such 
transformations may provide for: (a) increase or decrease of obligatory 
participants in the target situation; (b) change of a participant’s type 
(semantic role); (c) change of a participant’s referential status;

– the implicative model is reduced to the implications, i.e. the 
additional information about the changes (effects) the participants may 
undergo; 

– the categorical model is reduced to the participants’ taxonomic class 
specifications, stipulating changes in the time schemata (taxonomic 
category).
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In order to establish the semantic derivation universals or universal 
tendencies the linguistic items might reveal in the related and non-related 
languages, it is necessary to carry out further research into its contrastive 
and typological aspects.
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