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WORDS 
 

 

Consider the number of ways you could say the 

words, "I love you ..." There are at least four different 

ways: 
 

• You could be making a passionate statement to 
a person you love and desire. (In this case you 
would speak with passion.) 

• You could be sarcastic. (Imagine a younger brother 
or  sister  giving  your  game  away  when  you  are 
playing  one  girlfriend   off  against  another;  your 
words would  then convey the exact opposite of the 
real meaning of the words you use.) 

• You could be making  an  honest,  wholly  sincere 
plea as in, "Please don't  go ... I love you." 

• You could be using the words  as a statement  

   of excited  gratitude,  "Is   this   for  me?  Oh!   

  I love you .. .!" 

 

You will notice that in each example a number of 

words had to be added in order to convey the 

meaning of the key word "love"; that is, the word had 

to be given a context. 
Words  change  their  meanings according  to  the 

way  they  are  combined into  particular  structures. 
The word, as it appears in the dictionary definition, 
has a denotation; we say it  denotes  something or 
someone. Once it is placed in a given context it does 
not lose that denotation but has now acquired con 
notations. It is the context that gives the connotative 
meaning to a word. Once you realise that words are 
rarely, if ever used in isolation, you are well on the 
way to using them with imagination and under 
standing. As a reader or listener you will often have 
to expand upon the context supplied by a sentence 
or paragraph. Test yourself on this sentence: 
"Please don't go ... I love you." What exactly is the 
person saying? (Write down your response before 
you read any further.) 

Put another way, the speaker of the sentence 
could say: "Please don't leave me because my 
feelings for you are such that if you were to go I'd 
be left feeling lonely and miserable. You mean a 
great deal to me and I hope that I mean a great deal 
to you." 

What is the difference between the two versions? 

 As it stands the original sentence is so simply 

put, so succinctly stated that we could say that 

its effectiveness lies specifically in the burden of 

emotions it suggests but does not articulate.  The 

receiver of the message is left with   the   feelings 

rather   than   the words of the speaker.  In this 

particular sentence it is surely the feeling that the 

speaker     w i shed to  convey and e m p hasise. 

e word "love" in this context has 
Been used to maximum effect. 

 
Note: 

 
The receiver of any message has a special  
responsibility. He or she must consider the word fully 
in its context  

(especially where  the  word  appears  in  printed 
 form), otherwise the sender/speaker/ writer  
will have spoken in vain! 

Besides having a "dictionary" meaning 

(denotation), and a "connotative" meaning arising 

from the specific context in which they are placed, 

words carry a wealth of meanings dependent upon our 

experience of them. 
Consider the following words: 

 
Madeline, casement, warm, gules, fair 

 
 
Before you consult a dictionary write down all your 

thoughts concerning each word. 

Now let us examine two of them starting with the 
girl's name. 

 
Madeline: This is not a commonly used name; it tends 

to conjure up fairy-story thoughts; it could 
even suggest Romance. 

 
Casement:  This is a type of up-right window frame. 
The word is not usually used today except perhaps 
by builders. 

 
The list of words above comes from lines of poetry 
written by John Keats. Here are the lines: 

 
Full on this casement shone the wintry moon 
Throwing warm gules on Madeline's fair breast.  

(From: The Eve of St Agnes) 

If you examine the words "Madeline" and 
"casement" in context you will discover that they do 
indeed have a Romantic connotation.   The moon  
shining  through coloured  panes of glass (prompted  
by the use of the word "gules"), onto the breast 
(another highly emotive word), creates a rich, warm, 
very beautiful picture in the mind's eye. Note too, 
that the lines, if you say them aloud, have a rich 
resonance. Can you think of a reason why this 
should be so? 

It is because of the number of "m", "n", "o", and "1" 
sounds used in the lines. In fact, if you were to under 
line all those letters in the lines and pronounce only the 
sounds that they convey you would get a very long, 
warm  and  appreciative  sound  indeed.  There is no 
doubt that Keats found the girl very beautiful. He 
conveys his feelings through his choice of words and 
the way he puts the words together. 

Rewrite Keats' lines yourself using the following 

choice of words: 

 

Soekie, watery, red spots, flat chest 
 
 
Now consider the difference between  your 
lines and the original ones. The picture 
your new lines conjure up can hardly be 
called Romantic or beautiful or "serious"; 
at best they are amusing. Do you see how 
important your choice of words is? 

The position of a word in a sentence or set of words 

is also very important. A word which is placed at the 

beginning or end of a sentence gains in impact. 
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Summary 
 
To date you have noted the following about 
words: 
 
• They have a denotative (dictionary) as well 
as a connotative (contextual) meaning. 
• They have a particular sound which may be 
used to enhance  their particular  meaning. 
• Words need a context and  are seldom  
used  in isolation. 
• In a particular combination, words tend  to 
gain  a fuller range of meanings. 
• The individual word  (vocabulary)  is  always  
the starting  point in a study of language. 
• Choice of  specific  words  conveys  the  
mood  and tone and intention of the speaker 
or writer. 
 
Remember: 
 
The more words you have in your personal 
working vocabulary the better able you will be 
to express your self. 
 
Test yourself: 
 
Read the following_ extract carefully, then 
carry out the instructions that follow: 
 
David lay quite still in the darkness, listening 
to the men's low muttering. But this evening 
he was aware of their voices only as a vague, 
meaningless noise in the distance, and he 
paid no attention to what they were saying. 
"You must get away tonight," the man had 
told him. 
"Stay awake so that you're ready just before 
the guard's changed.  When you see me  
strike  a match,  the current  will be cut off and 
you can climb over - you'll have half a minute 
for it, no more." 
In his mind's eye David saw once again the 
grey bare room he knew so well. He saw the 
man and was conscious somewhere in the pit 
of his stomach, of the hard knot of hate he felt 
whenever he saw him. The man's eyes were 
small, repulsive, light in colour, their 
expression never changing; his face was 
gross and fat. David had known him all his 
life, but he never spoke to him more than was 
barely necessary to answer his questions; 
and though he had known his name for as 
long as he could remember,  he never said 
anything but "the man"  when he spoke  about  
him or  thought  of him. 
 
Anne Holm 
I am David, p. 6, Puffin Books, 1978 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
2 
  
1.  Underline  the words that indicatthe two persons 
who feature in this extract. (People, places or things 
are usually indicated by a noun - or noun sul:lstitute 
-or a pronoun.) 
2. Draw a circle around each word that tells you more 
about "the man". Note that there are two kinds of 
words that  give more information:  those  that  de 
scribe him as a person (adjectives), and those that 
describe his actions (adverbs). 
3. Classify the circled words. For example: are they 
pleasant, unpleasant, admiring, indicative of dislike 
etc.? 
4. Substitute   opposites   (antonyms)  for   the  circled 
words. What difference does this make to the pas 
sage? 
5. Now conclude your work on this passage by writing 
an objective description of "the  man". That is, de 
scribe  him  using no  personal  or  emotive  words. 
Give only factual information. 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 
Your description of the man should look something like 
this: 
 
The man was a commander of some sort. He had 
small eyes which were light in colour and expres 
sionless. His face was fat. 
 
See how much has been lost in this description. The 
man does not sound attractive but he certainly does 
not have the emotional impact that is conveyed by the 
original 'piece of writing.  This is because emotively 
judgemental words like "repulsive" and "gross" have 
been excluded. These two words convey personal 
opinion. Note too the extent to which David's reactions 
to the man colour the readers' reaction to the man. The 
details concerning David's feelings are used to 
manipulate the readers' reactions. The success of this 
technique depends on the skill with which the writer 
has chosen the details and the choice of words to 
convey those details. 
Practise using adjectives and adverbs in order to 
convey exactly what you want to say about something 
or someone. Think in precise terms and eliminate the 
need to use the little phrase, "... you know what I 
mean?"  Say what you mean by choosing the right 
words. 
 
A golden rule: 
 
Always try to place the descriptive words as close as 
possible to the subject(s) they are describing. 

 
The above text is an extract from the Study Guide 
for English Home Language for Senior Pupils 
written by  
Ted Townsend, published by HAUM. 
 


