
Semantics 

Some verbs may simply require subjects that have the 

feature [+animate], while others will be more specific and 

need [+human], as in these two examples.                               

 The N [+animate] ____________________ ate all the food. 

The N [+human] _____________________ is reading the 

newspaper. 

 

 

 

 

Words as Containers of Meaning 

The approach just outlined is a start on analyzing the basic 

components of word meaning, but it is not without 

problems. For many words in a language it may not be as 

easy to come up with neat components of meaning. If we 

try to think of the components or features we would use to 

differentiate the nouns advice, threat and warning, for 

example, we may not be very successful. Part of the 

problem seems to be that the approach involves a view of 

words in a language as some sort of “containers” that carry 

meaning components. This approach seems to be too 

restrictive and very limited in terms of practical use. There 



is more to the meaning of words than these basic types of 

features.                                                                                        

 

Semantic Roles 

 Instead of thinking of words as containers of meaning, we 

can look at the “roles” they fulfill within the situation 

described by a sentence. If the situation is a simple event, 

as in The boy kicked the ball, then the verb describes an 

action (kick). The noun phrases in the sentence describe the 

roles of entities, such as people and things, involved in the 

action. We can identify a small number of semantic roles 

(also called “thematic roles” or “case roles”) for these noun 

phrases.                                                                                         

 

Agent and Theme 

 In our example sentence, one role is taken by the noun 

phrase The boy as “the entity that performs the action,” 

technically known as the agent. Another role is taken by the 

ball as “the entity that is involved in or affected by the 

action,” which is called the theme (or sometimes the 

“patient”). The theme can also be an entity (The ball) that is 

simply being described (i.e. not performing an action), as in 

The ball was red. Agents and themes are the most common 

semantic roles. Although agents are typically human (The 

boy), as in (1) below, they can also be non-human entities 



that cause actions, as in noun phrases denoting a natural 

force (The wind), a machine (A car), or a creature (The dog), 

all of which affect the ball as theme in examples (2)–(4). The 

theme is typically non-human, but can be human (the boy), 

as in the last sentence (5).  

(1) The boy kicked the ball.  

(2) The wind blew the ball away. 

 (3) A car ran over the ball. 

 (4) The dog caught the ball. 

 (5) The dog chased the boy 


