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Significance of meaning 

• Language is the main instrument of communication. 
• Language is composed of words. 
• Words combined to form Sentences. 
• Knowing the meaning of a word is very important. 

Relation Between a word and its meaning  

With regard to the relation between a word and its meaning, there 
are three important theories-  

1. Ideational theory 

2. Behavioral theory 

3. Referential theory 

Ideational theory 

According to this theory a meaning of word means is 
the thought, feelings or images that its utterance 
evokes in one’s mind. In other words, the meaning of a 
word consists of the mental image or the thoughts and 
feelings that arise in one’s mind when one utters a 
word. For example – On uttering the word “book”, the 
mental image or thoughts that arise in my mind is the 
meaning of the word book.  

 



Criticism 

Defining a word or stating its meaning by means of the 
thoughts, feelings & mental images that its utterance 
evokes in one’s mind is not acceptable because it has a 
number of drawbacks. First of all, the utterance of the 
same word may evoke different pictures or images, 
thoughts and feelings in the minds of different people. 
For e.g when one utters the word “book” different 
people may have different images of it. For e.g. some 
may have the image of a story book, some of a religious 
book, some may have  the image of a course book. 

 

Behavioral theory 

According to Bloomfield & the other exponent of the 
behavioral theory what a word means is the tendency 
it has to produce in its hearers a certain type of 

behaviour. For example- On hearing the word lion 
we find that people behave in various ways & the 
meaning of the word lion consists in the various 
behaviours that the word tend to produce. 
 

Criticism 

The behavioral theory has been criticised in 
various ways; Firstly, it has been objected that the 
same word may lead to different persons. But 



does that means that the word has different 
meanings at the same time. For e.g. On hearing 
the word lion children may express different type 
of behaviour and elders may react differently. 
Does that mean that the word ‘lion’ has different 
meanings for different persons. 
 

Referential theory 

According to Russell and the supporters of the 
referential theory of meaning, a word refers to the 
thing in the world . For e.g. - the word ‘tiger’ 
refers to all the tigers, the word ‘run’ refers to the 
various acts of running and so on. Thus, according 
to the referential theory in order to find out the 
meaning of a word we should first try to find out the 

things to which the word refers.  

 

Criticism 

This theory has also been criticised on several 
grounds. Referential theory refers to a very limited 
class of words. For e.g.- Suppose, I call my son 

“Ramesh” or my dog “Johny”. We are referring to 

then by means of proper name because they are 



used to refer to one thing only. Thus, one world 
referring to one thing applied only to proper 
names. 
Conjunctions like ‘and’ ‘or’ but etc. do not refer to 

things. They are used as connectives and they 

have a meaning but they do not refer to things. 

Words as tools 

According to some thinkers instead of saying that 

words refer to things we can say that each word 

functions as a tool which serves same purpose in 

the act of communication. Just as each and every 

tool in a tool pit is used to perform a different 

function, similarly, different kinds of words 

perform different kinds of functions. When we 

know exactly the function of the word in the 

language that we speak we can understand their 

meaning. 

Every word in our language has a specific function 

or a job and we can understand the meaning of 

the word only when we know the rule of its 

usage, that is the condition in which the word is 

employed. 


