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Meaning of Meaning Book: Unveiling the Depths of Language and Understanding

Language is an intricate web of symbols, sounds, and concepts that humans
utilize to communicate, express ideas, and make sense of the world around
them. When exploring the meaning of meaning book, one delves into a profound
investigation of how words, symbols, and signs acquire significance. This
seminal work has significantly influenced philosophy, linguistics, semiotics,
and cognitive science, offering insights into how we interpret and assign
meaning to our experiences.

In this comprehensive guide, we will explore the meaning of meaning book in
detail, tracing its origins, core concepts, key authors, and its impact on
various fields. Whether you are a student of linguistics, philosophy, or
simply a curious reader, understanding this book provides a foundational
perspective on how humans create and interpret meaning.

---

Understanding the Concept of "Meaning"

Before diving into the specifics of the book itself, it’s essential to grasp
what “meaning” entails. At its core, meaning refers to the idea or concept
that a word, symbol, or sign represents or conveys. It is the bridge
connecting language to thought, allowing us to communicate complex ideas
effectively.

What Is "Meaning"?

- Semantic Meaning: The actual content or information a word or phrase
conveys.
- Pragmatic Meaning: How context influences the interpretation of a message.
- Referential Meaning: The actual object or concept a term points to in the
real world.

Understanding these distinctions helps clarify why the meaning of meaning
book is pivotal—it examines how these layers of meaning interact and
influence human understanding.

---

The Origins and Significance of the "Meaning of



Meaning" Book

The phrase “meaning of meaning book” often refers to pivotal texts in the
fields of linguistics and philosophy that investigate how language functions.
One of the most influential works in this area is C.K. Ogden and I.A.
Richards' "The Meaning of Meaning," published in 1923.

About "The Meaning of Meaning" (1923)

- Authors: Charles Kay Ogden and Ivor Armstrong Richards
- Purpose: To explore the relationship between symbols, thought, and
referents.
- Impact: Established foundational ideas in semiotics and semantics.

This book is considered a cornerstone because it challenged previous
simplistic views of language and introduced a more nuanced understanding of
how meaning is constructed, communicated, and interpreted.

Why is this book important?

- It bridged philosophical inquiries with linguistic analysis.
- It introduced key concepts like the “semantic triangle” (referent, symbol,
thought).
- It influenced later developments in semiotics, cognitive science, and
language theory.

---

Core Concepts Explored in the "Meaning of
Meaning" Book

The book delves into several foundational ideas that continue to shape
discussions about language and meaning.

The Semantic Triangle

One of the most famous contributions of Ogden and Richards is the Semantic
Triangle, which illustrates the relationship between:

- Symbol: The word or sign (e.g., "tree")
- Thought/Reference: The mental concept or image associated with the symbol
- Referent: The actual object or thing in the real world

Diagrammatically:



```
Symbol <--> Thought/Reference <--> Referent
```

This model emphasizes that words do not directly connect to objects but are
mediated through mental concepts.

Types of Meaning

The book also distinguishes between different kinds of meaning:

- Denotative Meaning: The explicit, dictionary definition.
- Connotative Meaning: The associated feelings, ideas, or attitudes that a
word evokes.
- Contextual Meaning: How meaning shifts depending on context.

Symbolism and Significance

The authors explore how symbols acquire meaning through social conventions
and psychological associations, highlighting the importance of shared
understanding in communication.

---

Impacts and Influence of the "Meaning of
Meaning" Book

The publication of this book marked a turning point in multiple disciplines:

- Semiotics: The study of signs and symbols.
- Linguistics: Deepened understanding of semantics and pragmatics.
- Philosophy: Advanced debates on the nature of meaning, reference, and
language.

Major Fields Influenced

1. Semiotics: The book laid groundwork for subsequent theories by Ferdinand
de Saussure and Charles Peirce.
2. Cognitive Science: Provided insights into mental representations and how
meaning is processed internally.
3. Lexicography: Informed dictionary-making by emphasizing the importance of
context and connotation.

Notable Theorists Inspired by the Book



- Noam Chomsky
- Roland Barthes
- Umberto Eco
- George Lakoff

---

Understanding the "Meaning of Meaning" in
Contemporary Context

Today, the phrase continues to resonate in various domains, from artificial
intelligence to psychology.

Applications in Modern Fields

- Artificial Intelligence: Programming machines to understand natural
language meaning.
- Psychology: Studying how humans develop mental representations of words and
concepts.
- Philosophy: Debates about meaning in language and reality.

Challenges in Interpreting Meaning

- Ambiguity and vagueness of language.
- Cultural differences influencing interpretation.
- The dynamic nature of language evolution.

The Relevance of the Book Today

The foundational ideas from Ogden and Richards' work remain central to
ongoing research in semantics, machine learning, and cross-cultural
communication.

---

Key Takeaways from the "Meaning of Meaning"
Book

- Meaning is complex, multi-layered, and context-dependent.
- The relationship between symbols, thoughts, and referents is mediated and
not direct.
- Effective communication relies on shared conventions and mental
representations.
- Understanding meaning requires interdisciplinary approaches, combining
philosophy, linguistics, and social sciences.



---

Conclusion: Deciphering the Mystery of Meaning

The meaning of meaning book is more than just a text; it is a window into the
foundational questions of human communication, cognition, and understanding.
By exploring its core concepts, influential models, and ongoing relevance, we
gain a deeper appreciation for how language shapes our perception of reality.

Whether you are a student seeking to grasp the fundamentals of semantics or a
philosopher pondering the nature of words, this book provides invaluable
insights into the intricate dance between symbols and meaning. It reminds us
that beneath every word lies a universe of thought, emotion, and shared
understanding—an eternal quest to decipher the essence of meaning itself.

---

In summary:

- The meaning of meaning book primarily refers to "The Meaning of Meaning" by
Ogden and Richards.
- It introduces crucial concepts like the semantic triangle and the different
types of meaning.
- Its influence spans linguistics, semiotics, philosophy, and cognitive
science.
- Understanding this work is essential for anyone interested in how language
constructs reality and how humans communicate complex ideas.

Embarking on the study of this book enriches our understanding of language,
revealing its profound role in shaping human experience and connecting us
across cultures and generations.

---

Interested in exploring further? Consider reading "The Meaning of Meaning" by
Ogden and Richards, or dive into contemporary texts on semantics and
semiotics to see how these foundational ideas have evolved over time.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of the book 'The Meaning
of Meaning'?
The book explores the nature of language, symbolism, and how meaning is
constructed and conveyed through communication.



Who are the authors of 'The Meaning of Meaning'?
The book was written by C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards, and is considered a
foundational work in semantics and semiotics.

How does 'The Meaning of Meaning' contribute to
understanding language?
It introduces key concepts such as the 'semantic triangle,' illustrating the
relationship between symbols, referents, and thoughts, thereby deepening our
understanding of how meaning is formed.

Is 'The Meaning of Meaning' relevant to modern
linguistics and communication studies?
Yes, it remains influential in fields like linguistics, cognitive science,
and communication theory for its insights into how meaning is created and
interpreted.

What are some key concepts introduced in 'The
Meaning of Meaning'?
Key concepts include the semantic triangle, the distinction between symbol
and referent, and the role of context in determining meaning.

Why is 'The Meaning of Meaning' considered a classic
in language studies?
Because it laid foundational ideas for the study of semantics and semiotics,
influencing subsequent research and theories about how language functions and
conveys meaning.

Additional Resources
Meaning of Meaning Book: An In-Depth Exploration of Semantics and Language

---

Language is arguably humanity's most complex and fascinating tool, serving as
the bridge through which we communicate, express thoughts, and construct our
understanding of the world. At the heart of language lies the concept of
"meaning," a multifaceted and deeply nuanced subject that has captivated
linguists, philosophers, cognitive scientists, and everyday language users
alike. The book titled "The Meaning of Meaning" is a seminal work in this
domain, offering profound insights into how words and symbols convey
significance.



This article provides an in-depth review and analysis of "The Meaning of
Meaning", exploring its core ideas, historical context, and relevance today.
Whether you're a linguist, philosopher, or an enthusiast seeking to deepen
your understanding of semantics, this exploration aims to illuminate the
essential themes and contributions of this influential publication.

---

Historical Context and Background of "The
Meaning of Meaning"

Origins and Authors

"The Meaning of Meaning" was first published in 1923 by C.K. Ogden and I.A.
Richards. Both authors were prominent figures in the fields of linguistics,
philosophy, and psychology. Ogden was a linguist and philosopher, while
Richards was a literary critic and psychologist. Their collaboration aimed to
bridge gaps between language, thought, and communication, producing a work
that remains influential nearly a century later.

Intellectual Climate of the Early 20th Century

The early 20th century saw burgeoning interest in understanding language
beyond mere grammar and syntax. Philosophers like Bertrand Russell and Ludwig
Wittgenstein explored the logical and philosophical foundations of meaning,
while psychologists investigated how humans process and interpret symbols.
Amid this intellectual ferment, Ogden and Richards sought to synthesize
insights from multiple disciplines, emphasizing the importance of context,
symbolism, and the psychological aspects of meaning.

Objectives of the Book

The authors aimed to clarify the nature of meaning, challenge prevailing
assumptions, and propose a systematic framework for understanding how
language functions. They were particularly interested in the relationship
between symbols (words), thoughts (concepts), and referents (objects or ideas
in the world). Their goal was to demystify the processes underlying effective
communication and to address ambiguities inherent in language.

---



Core Concepts and Themes in "The Meaning of
Meaning"

The book introduces several foundational ideas that continue to influence
contemporary semantics and semiotics. Here, we delve into these core
concepts, explaining their significance and interconnectedness.

The Semiotic Triangle: Symbols, Thoughts, and
Referents

One of the most enduring contributions from "The Meaning of Meaning" is the
semiotic triangle, also known as the triangle of reference. It illustrates
the relationship between three key components:

- Symbol (Word or Sign): The linguistic form used to represent an idea or
object.
- Thought (Concept): The mental representation or idea associated with the
symbol.
- Referent (Object or Reality): The actual thing or concept in the external
world.

Diagrammatically:

```
Symbol
/ \
/ \
Thought --- Referent
```

Significance:

- Highlights that meaning is not solely contained in words but involves
mental concepts.
- Emphasizes that symbols are arbitrary; there's no inherent connection
between a word and its referent.
- Underlines the importance of context and mental associations in
understanding meaning.

Implication: Effective communication requires a shared understanding of the
symbol-thought-referent nexus. Misunderstandings often occur when these links
are misaligned or ambiguous.

---



Symbolism and the Nature of Signs

Ogden and Richards explore the nature of signs, differentiating between
various types:

- Icons: Signs resembling their referent (e.g., a photograph).
- Indices: Signs directly connected to their referent through causality or
proximity (e.g., smoke indicating fire).
- Symbols: Signs that are arbitrary or conventional, relying on learned
associations (e.g., words, traffic signals).

Key Takeaways:

- Most linguistic signs are symbols, emphasizing the role of social
conventions.
- Understanding the type of sign involved helps clarify how meaning is
constructed and interpreted.

---

The Influence of Context

Context is central to the authors' understanding of meaning. They argue that:

- Meaning is dynamic and dependent on context.
- The same symbol can evoke different thoughts or refer to different objects
depending on circumstances.
- Communication efficacy hinges on shared contextual knowledge.

Examples:

- The word "bank" can refer to a financial institution or the side of a
river, depending on context.
- Gestures or tone of voice can alter the perceived meaning of words.

Implication: Effective language use and interpretation require awareness of
context, cultural background, and shared knowledge.

---

Semantic and Pragmatic Aspects of Meaning

Ogden and Richards distinguish between:

- Semantic meaning: The literal content of a word or phrase—the "dictionary"
definition.



- Pragmatic meaning: The implied or contextual meaning, including speaker
intent, social cues, and situational factors.

Understanding the distinction:

- A phrase like "It's cold in here" can be a statement about temperature
(semantic) or an indirect request to close a window (pragmatic).

Importance:

- Recognizing pragmatic nuances is crucial for effective communication.
- The book underscores that meaning extends beyond the words themselves,
involving social and psychological factors.

---

Impacts and Legacy of "The Meaning of Meaning"

Advancements in Linguistics and Semiotics

The book's exploration of symbols, thoughts, and referents laid the
groundwork for later developments in semiotics—the study of signs and symbols
in communication. Its semiotic triangle remains a foundational model taught
in linguistics, communication studies, and semiotics courses.

Influence on Cognitive Science and Psychology

By emphasizing mental representations (thoughts), Ogden and Richards
contributed to understanding how internal cognitive processes influence
language comprehension. Their insights prefigured later work on mental
models, schema theory, and cognitive semantics.

Relevance to Modern Language Theory and AI

Today, the principles outlined in the book are reflected in fields like:

- Natural Language Processing (NLP): Algorithms attempt to model the symbol-
thought-referent relationship.
- Semantic Web: Efforts to encode meaning in digital formats depend on
understanding these foundational concepts.
- Communication Theory: Emphasizes clarity, shared context, and symbol
interpretation.



---

Critical Evaluation and Modern Perspectives

While "The Meaning of Meaning" was pioneering, subsequent research has
expanded or challenged some of its ideas.

Strengths:

- Clear articulation of the semiotic triangle.
- Emphasis on context's centrality.
- Integration of linguistic, psychological, and philosophical insights.

Limitations:

- The model simplifies the complex, layered nature of meaning.
- Overlooks non-linguistic forms of communication (e.g., body language,
visual symbols).
- Understates the role of social power, ideology, and cultural differences in
shaping meaning.

Contemporary Viewpoints:

Modern semantics and pragmatics have introduced more nuanced models,
accounting for:

- Multimodal communication.
- Polysemy (multiple meanings of a single word).
- The role of discourse and social dynamics.

Nonetheless, Ogden and Richards' work remains a cornerstone for foundational
understanding.

---

Practical Applications of "The Meaning of
Meaning"

The insights from the book have broad applications beyond academia:

- Language Education: Teaching students about the importance of context and
mental associations.
- Interpersonal Communication: Recognizing ambiguity and striving for
clarity.
- Translation and Localization: Understanding how meaning shifts across
cultures and contexts.



- Artificial Intelligence: Developing systems that interpret symbols and
derive intended meanings.
- Marketing and Advertising: Crafting messages that resonate within specific
contexts and cultural backgrounds.

---

Conclusion: Why "The Meaning of Meaning"
Remains Essential

"The Meaning of Meaning" by C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards is more than a
historical artifact; it is a foundational text that continues to influence
multiple disciplines concerned with understanding how language conveys
significance. Its semiotic triangle provides a simple yet powerful framework
for exploring the intricate relationships between symbols, thoughts, and
referents.

In an era where digital communication, artificial intelligence, and global
interconnectedness complicate the landscape of meaning, revisiting these core
ideas offers valuable clarity. Recognizing that meaning is not static but
dynamic, context-dependent, and rooted in mental representations helps us
become more effective communicators, thinkers, and consumers of information.

Whether you approach it as a linguistic scholar, a philosopher, or a curious
language user, "The Meaning of Meaning" remains an essential touchstone for
understanding the profound complexities of human language and thought.

---

In summary, this book provides a comprehensive exploration of how meaning
functions within language and communication. Its enduring influence attests
to the importance of understanding the relationships between symbols,
thoughts, and referents—an understanding that continues to shape our view of
language, cognition, and human interaction.
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  meaning of meaning book: The Meaning of Meaning Charles Kay Ogden, Ivor Armstrong
Richards, 1989 Language is the most important of all the instruments of civilization. This is the
premise of a work whose significance to the study of language, literature, and philosophy has
remained undiminished since its original publication in 1923. New Introduction by Umberto Eco;
Indices.
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Richards, 2001 First Published in 2001. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa
company.
  meaning of meaning book: The Concept of Meaning Thomas E Hill, 2014-02-25 First
published in 2002. This is Volume VIII of seventeen in the Library of Philosophy series on
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and mental images, of poems and paintings, of sculptures and symphonies, and even of life and of
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friends and advocates, this primary document by one of the most original and influential of American
poets and thinkers is now being published as Rational Meaning, Laura (Riding) Jackson's testament
of the necessity of living for truth. Begun as a dictionary and thesaurus in the 1930s, the work
developed into a fundamental reevaluation of language itself. Riding, in close collaboration with her
husband, continued this monumental project over the succeeding decades, completing it after his
death in 1968. At the core of Rational Meaning, which aims to restore the truth of language by
arguing that meaning inheres in words, stands the idea that a total renovation of the knowledge of
language is needed, not to develop mere verbal sophistication and respectability but fundamentally
to reinvigorate the intellectual processes of consciousness. The book reveals the disastrous extent to
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from Meaning and Change of Meaning: With Special Reference to the English Language The
Position of Semasiology in Relation to Linguistics and Psychology. Semasiology is the study of
linguistic meanings. The term meanings is here taken as denoting certain elements of the mental
events occurring in connection with words in the minds of people think ing, speaking, writing,
hearing or reading the words. The study of meanings, as of all psychic phenomena, belongs to
psychology. About the Publisher Forgotten Books publishes hundreds of thousands of rare and
classic books. Find more at www.forgottenbooks.com This book is a reproduction of an important
historical work. Forgotten Books uses state-of-the-art technology to digitally reconstruct the work,
preserving the original format whilst repairing imperfections present in the aged copy. In rare cases,
an imperfection in the original, such as a blemish or missing page, may be replicated in our edition.
We do, however, repair the vast majority of imperfections successfully; any imperfections that
remain are intentionally left to preserve the state of such historical works.
  meaning of meaning book: The Meaning of Meaning C. K. Ogden, I. A. Richards, 1968
  meaning of meaning book: Meaning David E. Cooper, 2014-12-18 Meaning is one of our most
central and most ubiquitous concepts. Anything at all may, in suitable contexts, have meaning
ascribed to it. In this wide-ranging book, David Cooper departs from the usual focus on linguistic
meaning to discuss how works of art, ceremony, social action, bodily gesture, and the purpose of life
can all be meaningful. He argues that the notion of meaning is best approached by considering what
we accept as explanations of meaning in everyday practice and shows that in these situations we are
explaining the appropriate fit of an item - whether a word or an artwork - with something larger than
or outside of itself. This fuller account of meaning explores questions of the meaning of meaning and



tackles issues such as whether meaning is just a misleading 'folk' term for something more basic,
whether there really is meaning at all, and whether we should strive for meaning or let our lives 'just
be' rather than mean. By taking the problem of meaning out of the technical philosophy of language
and providing a more general account, Cooper is able to offer new insights into the import, function,
and status of meaning that will be of interest not only to philosophers of language but to students
and philosophers working in areas such as epistemology and metaphysics.
  meaning of meaning book: The Meaning of Meaning Charles Kay Ogden, Ivor Armstrong
Richards, 1985 Language is the most important of all the instruments of civilization. The authors
state this premise boldly in their preface to The Meaning of Meaning, a classic work whose
significance--and challenge--to the study of language, literature, and philosophy has remained
undiminished since its original publication. Much about language continues to be only hazily
understood, distorted by our habitual attitude--often one of indifference--toward words, or by
lingering assumptions based on discredited theories. What IS the relationship between words and
what the words refer to? Between words and the way we think? Can understanding such matters
lead to greater precision in communication? Readers considering these questions find themselves at
the crossroads of linguistics and communications theory, of literary criticism and philosophy -- an
interdisciplinary nexus claimed by the increasingly influential field of semiotics--and The Meaning of
Meaning will prove, as it has over the last six decades, an essential resource.
  meaning of meaning book: Meaning, Expression and Thought Wayne A. Davis, 2003 Table of
contents
  meaning of meaning book: The Meaning of Meaning; a Study of the Influence of Language
Upon Thought and of the Science of Symbolism C K (Charles Kay) 1889-1957 Ogden, I a (Ivor
Armstrong) 189 Richards, Bronislaw 1884-1942 Malinowski, 2021-09-10 This work has been selected
by scholars as being culturally important and is part of the knowledge base of civilization as we
know it. This work is in the public domain in the United States of America, and possibly other
nations. Within the United States, you may freely copy and distribute this work, as no entity
(individual or corporate) has a copyright on the body of the work. Scholars believe, and we concur,
that this work is important enough to be preserved, reproduced, and made generally available to the
public. To ensure a quality reading experience, this work has been proofread and republished using
a format that seamlessly blends the original graphical elements with text in an easy-to-read typeface.
We appreciate your support of the preservation process, and thank you for being an important part
of keeping this knowledge alive and relevant.
  meaning of meaning book: Meaning and Change of Meaning Gustaf Stern, 1964
  meaning of meaning book: The Meaning of Meaning Charles Kay Ogden, Ivor Armstrong
Richards, 1966
  meaning of meaning book: Bodies of Meaning David McNally, 2000-11-02 Bodies of
Meaning presents a vigorous challenge to postmodernist theories of language and politics which
detach language from human bodies and their material practices. Beginning with the 'historical
bodies' theorized by Marx, Darwin, and Freud, McNally develops an alternative account of language
which draws on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin and Walter Benjamin and recent contributions to
materialist feminism. In bringing the body back into language, this book makes a major contribution
to current debates in social and political theory.
  meaning of meaning book: Brand Meaning Mark Batey, 2015-12-07 This second edition of
Brand Meaning lays out new territory for the understanding of how brands both acquire and provide
meaning. The author draws on his experience with leading international companies to propose a
compelling framework for the conscious and unconscious ways in which people connect with
products and brands. Revised and updated, it contains contemporary as well as classic examples of
brand meaning in practice from various countries, and expands on the theory, methods and
applications of brand meaning. The book’s multidisciplinary approach and concise yet
comprehensive content makes it an ideal supplemental reader for undergraduate, graduate, and
MBA courses, as well as valuable reading for practitioners in the fields of marketing, advertising and



consumer research. For more information, visit www.brandmeaning.com.
  meaning of meaning book: Meaning Betty J. Birner, 2023-03-31 Meaning addresses the
fundamental question of human language interaction: what it is to mean, and how we communicate
our meanings to others. Experienced textbook writer and eminent researcher Betty J. Birner gives
balanced coverage to semantics and pragmatics, emphasizing interactions between the two, and
discusses other fields of language study such as syntax, neurology, philosophy of language, and
artificial intelligence in terms of their interfaces with linguistic meaning. Comics and diagrams
appear throughout to keep the reader engaged; and end-of-chapter quizzes, data-collection
exercises, and opinion questions are employed along with more traditional exercises and discussion
questions. In addition, the book features copious examples from real life and current events, along
with boxes describing linguistic issues in the news and interesting and accessible research on topics
like swearing, politics, and animal communication. Students will emerge ready for deeper study in
semantics and pragmatics – and more importantly, with an understanding of how all of these fields
serve the fundamental purpose of human language: the communication of meaning. Meaning is an
ideal textbook for courses in linguistic meaning that focus on both semantics and pragmatics in
equal parts, with special attention on philosophical questions, related subfields of linguistics, and
interfaces among these various areas. Appropriate for both undergraduate and graduate-level
courses in semantics, pragmatics, and general linguistics, Meaning is essential reading for all
students of linguistic meaning.
  meaning of meaning book: Science, Truth, And Meaning: From Wonder To
Understanding Benjamin L J Webb, 2022-04-07 Science, Truth, and Meaning presents a scientific
and philosophical examination of our place in the world. It also celebrates how diverse, scientific
knowledge is interconnected and reducible to common foundations.The book focuses on aspects of
scientific truth that relate to our understanding of reality, and confronts whether truth is absolute or
relative to what we are. Hence, it assesses the meaning of the scientific deductions we have made
and how they have profoundly influenced our conception of life and existence.The subtitle is 'From
Wonder to Understanding', which is a paraphrased quote from Einstein, who said that the search for
scientific truth is ' ... a continual flight from wonder to understanding'.In addressing the goal of
advancing our understanding of our place in the world, this book also reveals the development and
details of diverse sciences, their connections and achievements, and that while perhaps the same
fundamental questions exist, they are seen in the light of an ever-refined scientific perspective on
reality.Why the book is needed: many popular science books have been written, aimed at different
levels of subject expertise, and nearly all treat their specific subject in isolation. Few attempt to link
different sciences to their common foundations, and those that do are written by physicists. Since
human knowledge is derived by, and relates to, the biological organism that human beings are, then
such a book written from a biological perspective represents a novel perspective on the integration
of science, and addresses new questions. This is such a book.Impressive aspects: the depth, breadth,
consistency, and clarity of the work.
  meaning of meaning book: What Do We Mean When We Talk about Meaning? Steven
Cassedy, 2022 This book explores the word meaning as it is used in such expressions as the meaning
of life, the search for meaning, ultimate meaning. In many of the metaphysical contexts where we
find the word meaning, it appears to mean purpose, value, goal, direction, and even God. The book
answers the following questions: How did the English word meaning come to carry these various
sub-senses, given that its original sense has to do with signifying? When did the notion of a meaning
of life arise in English and other languages? How does the English word meaning, which is a verbal
noun, differ in these usages from the roughly equivalent words in other European languages? How
did the word evolve in usage over time? How has it been used in recent decades? The book's
chapters show that the usage is relatively recent, arising in the late eighteenth century in German
romanticism and passing into English in the early nineteenth century; that the English word
functions differently from the way its European near-equivalents do, thanks to its ability to suggest
signifying and hence interpretation; that it is seldom defined and hence ambiguous and polyvalent;



that it functions today in a wide variety of contexts, including psychotherapy and the continuing
conversation between secularism and religion; and that ambiguity and polyvalence are actually the
source of its power, since those qualities allow for flexibility in the way the word is understood--
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