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 Semantics and Pragmatics 

Instructor: Dr. Abdulrahman A. Alsayed 

Lecture 8-The Problem of Universals 

The Problem of Universals 
 There is a question about the universality of semantic 

features - whether all or some of them at least, occur in all 

languages.  

 ػٍٝ ثؼؼٙب أٚ وٍٙب، وبٔذ عٛاء اٌذلا١ٌخ اٌغّبد ػب١ٌّخ حٛي عؤاي ٕ٘بن 

 . اٌٍغبد ج١ّغ فٟ زحذسف الألً،

 Views differ on the issue of universal semantic features 

between the following two extremes: 

 إٌم١ؼ١ٓ ٘ز٠ٓ ث١ٓ اٌذلا١ٌخ اٌغّبد ػب١ٌّخ لؼ١خ حٛي إٌظش ٚجٙبد رخزٍف 

 :ٓاٌزب١ٌ

 1) At one extreme, there is the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, 

which suggests that each language may “create” its own world 

and so its own semantics.  

 ٌٟغخ وً أْ إٌٝ رش١ش ٚاٌزٟ ٚٚسف، ٚ عبث١ش فشػ١خ ٕ٘بن الاؽشاف، أحذ ف 

 .ثٙب خبطخ ذلالاداٌ ٚثزٌه خبص ػبٌُ فٟ" خٍمذ" ٠ّىٓ
B) At the other extreme, it could be argued that components such as 

(male) and (female) are found in all languages and that there are 

many others too, e.g. the basic colors. 

 ٍٝفٟ رٛجذ )أٔضٝ( ٚ )روش( ِضً ِىٛٔبد ثأْ اٌمٛي ٠ّىٓ ا٢خش، اٌطشف ػ 

 الأٌٛاْ اٌّضبي، عج١ً ػٍٝ أ٠ؼب ا٢خش٠ٓ ِٓ اٌؼذ٠ذ ٕ٘بن ٚأْ اٌٍغبد، ج١ّغ

 .الأعبع١خ
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 We will examine three different claims about the 

universality of semantic features that range between these 

two extremes in the next section. 

 اٌّؼبٟٔ ٕٛعر اٌزٟ اٌخظبئض ِٓ ػب١ٌّخ حٛي ِخزٍفخ ِطبٌجبد صلاس عٕذسط 

 اٌزبٌٟ بٌمغُث إٌم١ؼ١ٓ ٘ز٠ٓ ث١ٓ

Universalist View  Claims لمطالباتل عالميال عرضال   
 The simplest form of the Universalist view is that there is a 

universal inventory of semantic features (components).   

 ّىٛٔبداٌ( اٌذلا١ٌخ ا١ٌّضاد ِٓ ػبٌّٟ ِخضْٚ ٕ٘بن ٗأٔ ٘ٛ ػبٌّٟ شأٌٞ شىً أثغؾ( 

 There are three claims that try to explain the relation between 
this inventory and the actual features found in individual 
languages. 

 اٌفؼ١ٍخ ٚا١ٌّضاد اٌّخضْٚ ٘زا ث١ٓ اٌؼلالخ رفغ١ش رحبٚي اٌزٟ ِطبٌجبد صلاس ٕ٘بن 

 .اٌفشد٠خ اٌٍغبد فٟ اٌّٛجٛدح
A) The strongest claim says that all languages make use of the whole 
inventory and so have the same features.  

 السمات نفسل ٌكون وبحٌث كله المخزون مستخدت اللغات جمٌع تجعل ان قولت مطالبة أقوى. 

 This claim seems highly implausible in view of what seem to be 
very obvious differences in languages; it can only be made to 
work by arguing that all the semantic features can be exhibited 
somehow in each language. 

 ٟجذا ٚاػحخ خزلافبدلاا أْ ٌٍغب٠خ اٌّؼمٛي غ١ش ِٓ ٠جذٚ الادػبء ٘زا ٠جذٚ ِب ػٛء ف 

 اٌذلا١ٌخ اٌغّبد وبفخ ػشع ٠ّىٓ أٔٗ ثبٌمٛي اٌؼًّ ػٍٝ إلا ٠زُ أْ ٠ّٚىٓ اٌٍغبد، فٟ

  .ٌغخ ىًٌ ثأخشٜ أٚ ثطش٠مخ
B) A weaker claim is that each language uses only some of the 
features in the total inventory.  

 المخزون فً الموجودة السمات من بعض فقط تستخدم لغة كل أن هو المطالبات أضعف 
 .الكلً
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 This might seem more plausible - all languages have “male”, 
“female”, “black”, “white”, etc. 

 اللغات كلل قبولا أكثر ٌبدو قد هذاg تكون " male " " female " " black " 
“white "، الخ ... - 

 However, many other features are found only in some languages, 
and this claim does not account for these features. 

 المطالبة وهذه اللغات، بعض فً إلا الأخرى المٌزات من العدٌد على العثور تم ذلك، مع 
 .السمات هذهل تشكل لا

C) A still weaker claim is that only some features are universal, while 
the rest are characteristic of individual languages.  

 عّخ ٟ٘ ٚاٌجبلٟ ػب١ٌّخ، ٟ٘ اٌغّبد ثؼغ فمؾ أْ ٘ٛ الادػبءاد أػؼف رضاي لا ِٓ 

 . اٌفشد٠خ اٌٍغبد

 Though it may not even be that the universal features are exactly 
the same in each language.  

 ٌٍٝغخ وً فٟ رّبِب ٔفغٙب ٟ٘ ػب١ٌّخ عّبد ٘زا حزٝ ٠ىْٛ لا لذ أٔٗ ِٓ اٌشغُ ػ . 
 This seems to be the case with the color terms and categories. 

 ٚٚاٌفئبد اٌٍْٛ ششٚؽ ِغ اٌحبي ٘ٛ ٘زا أْ ٠جذ. 
 

 If we accept the weakest Universalist claim that languages share 
some semantic features, then we are faced with a question.  

 صُ اٌذلا١ٌخ، اٌغّبد ثؼغ فٟ رشزشن اٌٍغبد أْث اٌش١ٌّٛخ اٌّطبٌجبد أػؼف لجٍٕب إرا 

 . عؤالا ٔٛاجٗ
 What kind of explanation can we give for this phenomenon?  

 ٓاٌظب٘شح؟ ٌٙزٖ ؼط٠ٟ اٌزفغ١ش ِٓ ٔٛع أٞ ٠ّى  
 There are at least five answers which we will discuss in the 

following section. 
 اٌزبٌٟ اٌمغُ فٟ ٙبعٕٕبلش اٌزٟ أجٛثخ خّغخ ػٓ ٠مً لا ِب ٕ٘بن 
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Explaining Language Universals 
(1) “The world is like that.” (physical reality) 

 "المادي الواقع(القبٌل هذا من هو العالم إن(  
 (2) The structure of the minds of all people is basically the 
same. (psychological reality) 

 النفسً الواقع (نفسه الأساس فً هو الناس جمٌع عقول من هٌكل( 
(3) The cultural needs of different societies are similar. 
(cultural reality) 

 الثقافً الواقع(متشابهة المختلفة للمجتمعات الثقافٌة الاحتٌاجات( 
(4) There is or has been contact between different societies 
with different languages. 

 مختلفة لغات مع المختلفة المجتمعات بٌن الاتصال كان أو هناك. 
 (5) The languages of the world all have a common origin. 

 ِشزشن أطً ٌٙب ج١ّؼٙب اٌؼبٌُ ٌغبد 

 There may be some truth in all of these answers, and it is 
not at all easy to separate them. Let us examine these 
answers in more detail. 

 الإؽلاق ػٍٝ اٌغًٙ ِٓ ١ٌٚظ الأجٛثخ، ٘زٖ ىًٌ اٌحم١مخ ثؼغ ٕ٘بن ٠ىْٛ لذ 

 .أوجش ثزفظ١ً الإجبثبد ٘زٖ ٔجحش دػٛٔب. ث١ّٕٙب ٌٍفظً

 Regarding the first two answers, we can sometimes 
distinguish between what would seem to be physical 
reality and psychological reality.   

 أْ ٠جذٚ أح١بٔب أْ ٠ّىٓ ِب ث١ٓ ١ّٔض أْ ٠ّىٕٕب ،١ٓزالأ١ٌٚ جبثبدثبلإ ٠زؼٍك ف١ّب 

 . إٌفغٟ ٚاٌٛالغ اٌّبدٞ اٌٛالغ
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 The differences indicated by “cow”, “horse”, “elephant”... etc. for 

example can be described on a physical basis. 

 لجً ِٓ اٌخلافبد روش " cow"، " horse "، " elephant  .. "ٓرٌه ٚطف ٠ّٚى 

 .اٌّبد٠خ أعبط ػٍٝ اٌّضبي عج١ً ػٍٝ

 On the other hand, even though it is true that different 
people make (roughly) the same color distinctions, these 
distinctions do not really “exist” in physical terms but are 
part of the psychology of perception. 

 ِٓ جؼً إٌبط ِخزٍف أْ طح١حب وبْ ِٓ بٌشغُث أخشٜ، ٔبح١خ ((roughly 

 إٌبح١خ ِٓ" ِٛجٛدٖ" حمب ١ٌغذ اٌفشٚق ٚ٘زٖ ،بٔفغٙ اٌٍْٛ ٌفشٚق (رمش٠جب(

 .اٌزظٛس إٌفظ ػٍُ ِٓ جضء ٟ٘ ٌٚىٓ اٌّبد٠خ

 We must not, of course, ignore the influence of cultures 

upon the linguistic systems.  

 اٌٍغ٠ٛخ الأٔظّخ ػٍٝ اٌضمبفبد رأص١ش ثبٌطجغ ٔزجبً٘ لا، أْ ٠جت . 

 Kinship terminology, for example, will be much more a 

reflection of cultural influences than of the actual physical 

relationships. 

 ٌزأص١شادا ٔؼىبطلا ثىض١ش رٌه ِٓ أوضش رىْٛ عٛف ،لاِض اٌمشاثخ، ِظطٍحبد 

  .اٌفؼ١ٍخ اٌّبد٠خ اٌؼلالبد ِٓ ضمبف١خاٌ

 For example, in Pawnee the term that we might translate as 

“father” is used of all the males from the father’s side, while 

“uncle” is used of all the males from the mother’s side. 

 ٍٝرزشجُ  لذ إٔٔب ثبٟٚٔ فٟ اٌّضبي، عج١ً ػ father “  "ٌّٓ َِظطٍح ٠غزخذ 

 ج١ّغ ِٓ اٌزوٛس ِٓ"  uncle " ٠غزخذَ ح١ٓ فٟ الأة، جٙخ وً اٌزوٛس ِٓ

 .الأَ جٙخ
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 Conversely, all the females from the mother’s side are 

called “mother” and all the females from the father’s side 

are called “aunt”. 

 ٍٚٝالأَ جٙخ ِٓ الإٔبس وً رغّٝ اٌؼىظ، ػ " mother  "الإٔبس ٚج١ّغ ِٓ 

 ".”aunt " اعُ ػ١ٍُٙ ٠طٍك الأة جٙخ

 However, it will not always be easy, or even possible, to 

distinguish between cultural reality and physical or 

psychological reality. 

 اٌٛالغ ث١ٓ ٌٍز١١ّض ِّىٕب، حزٝ أٚ دائّب، اٌغًٙ ِٓ ٠ىْٛ ٌٓ فئٔٗ رٌه، ِغ 

 .إٌفغٟ أٚ اٌّبدٞ ٚاٌٛالغ اٌضمبفٟ

 In the case of color terminology, too, there may be three factors at 

work.  

 اٌؼًّ فٟ ػٛاًِ صلاصخ ٕ٘بن ٠ىْٛ لذ ، اٌٍْٛ ِظطٍحبد حبٌخ فٟ أ٠ؼب.  

 First, there are some objective (physical) features - the green of 

living plants, the red of blood, the blue of the sky.  

 ،اٌح١خ، إٌجبربد ِٓ الأخؼش - ا١ٌّضاد( اٌّبد٠خ) اٌّٛػٛػ١خ ثؼغ ٕ٘بن أٚلا 

 . اٌغّبء صسلخ اٌذَ، ِٓ ٚالأحّش

 Here we are describing colors by associating them with our 

physical reality. 

 ٓاٌّبدٞ ٚالؼٕب ِغ سثطٙب خلاي ِٓ الأٌٛاْ ظفٔ ٕ٘ب ٔح. 

 Secondly, it may be that there is some psychological reality that 

distinguishes colors when they are perceived by the brain. 

 ،لجً ِٓ إ١ٌٙب ٠ٕظش ِبػٕذ الأٌٛاْ ر١ّض اٌزٟ إٌفغ١خ اٌحم١مخ ثؼغ ٕ٘بن ٠ىْٛ لذ صب١ٔب 

 .اٌذِبؽ

 Thirdly, cultural considerations may make certain color 

distinctions important.  

 ِؼ١ٓ ٌْٛ ، ر١ّض لذ اٌضمبف١خ صبٌضب الاػزجبساد ُِٙ . 
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 For instance, in the language of the Navaho tribe, the basic 

colors “white”, “black”, “red”, “blue-green” and “yellow” 

are related to the use of objects and colors used in 

ceremonials. 

 ٍٝالأعبع١خ الأٌٛاْ رشرجؾ ٔبفب٘ٛ، لج١ٍخ ٌغخ فٟ اٌّضبي، عج١ً ػ "white "،    

" black "، " red "، " blue-green  "ٚ " yellow  "ٌٝالأش١بء اعزخذاَ إ 

 .الاحزفبلاد فٟ اٌّغزخذِخ ٚالأٌٛاْ

 Some apparent universals may be no more than an accident 

of the history of languages in either of the two ways 

indicated by our last two answers (contact between societies 

and common language origin). 

 ربس٠خ فٟ حبدس ِٓ أوضش ٕ٘بن ٠ىْٛ فمذ ٚاػحخ اٌؼ١ِّٛبد ثؼغ رىْٛ لذ 

 ث١ٓ الارظبي) اٌّبػ١١ٓ إجبثبرٕب ثٛاعطخ إ١ٌٙب اٌّشبس الأعٍٛث١ٓ أحذ فٟ اٌٍغبد

 .) ٌٍغخ اٌّشزشن ٚالأطً اٌّجزّؼبد

 For example, the modern Welsh system of color is now 

much more like that of English, as a result of increasing 

bilingualism. 

 ٍِٝضٍٙب ثىض١ش رٌه ِٓ أوضش ا٢ْ  ٌلأٌٛاْ اٌحذ٠ش ٠ٍٚض  ٔظبَ اٌّضبي، عج١ً ػ  

 .اٌٍغخ اصدٚاج١خ ٌض٠بدح ٔز١جخ الإٔج١ٍض٠خ،
 

 Also, in most semantic areas (including color systems) the 

languages of Europe have much in common because of the 

close contact between European societies. 

 ،ٌٙب أٚسٚثب ٌغبد( الأٌٛاْ أٔظّخ رٌه فٟ ثّب) اٌّؼبٟٔ ِٕبؽك ِؼظُ فٟ أ٠ؼب 

  .الأٚسٚث١خ اٌّجزّؼبد ث١ٓ اٌٛص١ك الارظبي ثغجت اٌّشزشوخ اٌمٛاعُ ِٓ اٌىض١ش
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 However, regarding the last answer of common language 

origin of languages, we often cannot be absolutely sure 

about the historical relationship of the languages we are 

examining. 

 ٚٔحٓ ،  اٌٍغبد طًلأ  اٌّشزشوٗ اٌٍغٗ  الأخ١ش بٌجٛاةث ٠زؼٍك ٚف١ّب رٌه، ِغ 

 ٍغبدٌ اٌزبس٠خ١خ اٌؼلالخ ػٓ رّبِب ٠ِٓزأوذ ىْٛٔ لا الأح١بْ ِٓ وض١ش فٟ ٠ّىٓ

 .ٔجحضٙب زٟاٌ

 For the language families for which we have evidence, we 

can go back only a few thousand years.  

 آلاف جؼؼخٌ فمؾ ٔؼٛد أْ ٠ّىٕٕب أدٌخ، ٌذ٠ٕب اٌزٟ ٍغ٠ٛخاٌ ٌٍؼبئلاد ثبٌٕغجخ ِٓ 

 . اٌغ١ٕٓ

 It is possible that all the existing languages of the world 

have a common origin. If so, at least some of the universal 

semantic features of language may simply be accidental. 

 ِٓ ٓوبْ إرا. ِشزشن أطً ٌٙب اٌؼبٌُ فٟ اٌّٛجٛدح اٌٍغبد ج١ّغ أْ اٌّّى 

 رىْٛ ٌٍغخ ٗاٌؼب١ٌّ اٌّؼبٟٔ عّبد ِٓ ثؼغ ٠ىْٛ لذ الألً ػٍٝ وزٌه، الأِش

 .ػشػٟ ِجشد

 Our languages could also have developed in quite different 

ways and from quite different origins. 

 ٓالأطٛي ِٓ رّبِب ِٚخزٍفخ جذا ِخزٍفخ ثطشق رطٛسد ٌغبرٕب أ٠ؼب ٠ّى. 
 

 


