
Anna Wierzbicka’s Changing Meaning  
of the English Word ‘Friend’ 

 

Rachasak Jirawat 

 
ABSTRACT 

This article mainly discusses the semantic change of the English word ‘friend’ 
described by Anna Wierzbicka in Understanding Cultures through Their Key Words 
(1997).  According to her claim, the meaning of the word can be reflected by the 
cultural context and can be categorized differently in terms of human relations.  
However, there are two main criticisms made by Aitchison (1999) and Ramson (2001) 
of Wierzbicka’s approach to word meaning related to the English word friend.  These 
authors claim that Wierzbicka’s information is overlapping and not fully analyzed.  
Besides, she does not consult the Oxford English Dictionary at all when she mentions 
the shift of the meaning of the word friend.  Thus, this article also looks at the 
arguments that these authors use to support their opposition to Wierzbicka’s claim and a 
response of Wierzbicka (2001) to Ramson’s criticism.  

 
บทคดัย่อ 

บทความช้ินน้ีมีวตัถุประสงคใ์นการนาํเสนอแนวคิดของนกัภาษาศาสตร์ Anna Wierzbicka 
ในเร่ืองการเปล่ียนแปลงของความหมายของคาํว่าเพ่ือนในภาษาองักฤษ จากหนังสือ Under-
standing Cultures through Their Key Words (1997) ซ่ึง Anna Wierzbicka ไดเ้สนอวา่ บริบททาง
วฒันธรรมและสัมพนัธภาพของมนุษยล์ว้นส่งผลต่อความหมายและการเปล่ียนแปลงความหมาย
ของคาํ นอกจากน้ีบทความช้ินน้ียงักล่าวถึงการวิพากษ์และการโตแ้ยง้ของ Aitchison (1999)   
และ Ramson (2001) ท่ีมีต่อแนวคิดของ Wierzbicka ซ่ึงทั้งสองเห็นวา่ขอ้มูลของ Wierzbicka นั้น
ซํ้ าซอ้นและไม่ไดผ้า่นการวิเคราะห์อยา่งลึกซ้ึง รวมทั้ง Wierzbicka ยงัไม่อา้งอิง Oxford English 
Dictionary เม่ือพดูถึงการเปล่ียนแปลงความหมายของคาํวา่เพ่ือน และบทความช้ินน้ียงักล่าวถึง
และวเิคราะห์การโตก้ลบัของ Wierzbicka (2001) ท่ีมีต่อคาํวจิารณ์ของ Ramson ดว้ย 

 
INTRODUCTION  

The aim of this paper is to illustrate the different 
types of meaning associated with the word friend 
described by Anna Wierzbicka in Understanding 
Cultures through Their Key Words (1997) and also 
her discussion of semantic change in relation to the 
word friend. 

Furthermore, there are some criticisms of Wierz-
bicka’s approach made by Aitchison (1999) and 
Ramson (2001) that should be taken into account. Also, 
Wierzbicka’s (2001) response to Ramson’s criticism 
will be discussed. 
 
Wierzbicka’s Different Types of Meaning Associated 
with the Word Friend 

In Wierzbicka’s discussion of the meaning of   
the word friend (1997), there are several types of 
meaning that she distinguishes which are similar to 
the way that Leech (1981) and Frawley (1992) do.  

1) Collocative Meaning 
First, she demonstrates the various meanings of 

the word friend by grouping the word friend with 
adjectives such as bosom friends, true friends, close 
friends, dear friends and enjoyable friends. These 
collocations, she claims, can illustrate the differences 
between the old meaning and the modern meaning of 
the word friend. Clearly, this type of meaning coincides 
with Leech’s (1981) different types of meaning.  

According to Leech (1981), collocative meaning 
is one type of meaning that he classifies.  He states 
that ‘collocative meaning consists of the associations 
a word acquires on account of the meanings of words 
which tend to occur in its environment’ (1981, p. 20), 
that is, some words can go well with some other 
words and have good meanings while some words 
cannot.  

 



 

Similarly, Wierzbicka (1997) groups some 
adjective words with the word friend to show the 
differences of the meaning and the use of each 
collocation. For instance, she mentions the expressions 
true friend and real friend which she claims that they 
are not interchangeable. She asserts that real friend is  
a modern expression that is closer to the expression 
close friend than true friend which is an older 
expression (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 54).  However, some 
words cannot group with word friend to get a new 
expression.  Wierzbicka (1997, p. 120) mentions the 
use of the expression deep friend. She claims that this 
expression does not occur in English.  
 
2) Meaning as Culture 

Frawley (1992, p. 45) states that ‘culture is the 
set of general meanings that a people uses to make 
order of its experience, to explain its origins and to 
predict the future.’ Thus, linguistic meaning of words 
can be reflected by the cultural context, that is, the 
meaning of words in one culture can be different 
from others.  

This notion can be seen in the patterns of friend-
ship across cultures described by Wierzbicka (1997).  
In her discussion, the word friend for each culture 
can be categorized differently in terms of human 
relations.  For instance, in Russian, the word friend 
can be classified depending on the degree of close-
ness or strength of the relationship.  Drug is someone 
really close to us; podruga is less powerful than drug 
but stronger than friend; prijatel’ is more distant 
(Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 58).  It can be seen that these 
Russian words do not match exactly with any of the 
English ones. Precisely, English normally uses the 
adjectives or other words to describe the degree of 
closeness of relationship such as close friend, girl-
friend while Russian has different words to describe 
these relationships. 
 
Word Meaning and Culture 

The fact that the change of word meaning can be 
affected by the changeability of culture is the main 
point that Wierzbicka (1997, p. 21) tries to make.  
She claims that language, especially vocabulary, is 
the best evidence of the reality of culture in terms of 
a historically transmitted system of conceptions and 
attitudes.  Because culture is changeable, the meaning 
of words is changeable as well. Also, she illustrates 
this change through some key words such as friend 
and mate which we will discuss below.  
 
Mental Lexicon and Mental Encyclopedia 

In her discussion, she also makes a distinction 
between mental lexicon and mental encyclopedia as 
the way Clark and Clark (1977) do. 

According to Clark and Clark (1977, p. 410), in 
mental lexicon, we have to know three things: 
pronunciation, syntactic category, and meaning.  In 
Wierzbicka (1997, p. 26), she mentions the categories 
and parts of speech of words. Besides, she mentions 
the universal syntax of meaning. She states that we 

need more than words; we need the sentences that 
words are put together to make what we say 
meaningful (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 27).  This notion 
can be related to the mental lexicon defined by Clark 
and Clark (1977).  

Furthermore, Wierzbicka (1997, p. 24) asserts that 
all languages have a common core which is innate and 
shaped by a prelinguistic readiness for meaning.  It can 
be seen as language-independent which is determined 
by an innate conceptual system.  This notion implies 
that we can understand the meaning of words without 
dealing with language by using an innate conceptual 
system.  This idea seems to coincide with the notion of 
mental encyclopedia in that people who have never 
acquired language still have mental encyclopedia and 
they will know what words mean by using this know-
ledge which stores all the facts about objects, events 
and states in the world around them (Clark & Clark, 
1977, p. 411).  

 
The Semantic Change of Wierzbicka’s Key Words 
 
1) Friend  

The meaning of the English word friend has 
changed over time. The old sense of this word can be 
interpreted differently from the modern sense. 
Wierzbicka (1997, p. 36) claims that the change of 
the meaning can be illustrated by the emergence of 
the expression close friend. Her claim mainly relies 
on the quotations in Stevenson’s (1949) Book of 
Quotations. She states that there are more than two 
hundred classical quotations including the expression 
close friend (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 36). Thus, this is 
the reason why the meaning of the word friend has 
weakened.   

What is more, she also claims that the expression 
close friend does not have the same referent as the 
word friend (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 49). Since all 
‘friends’ cannot be considered as ‘close friend’; there-
fore, this word refers to a different category of people 
connected to the target person by a different kind of 
relationship. In brief, it can be seen that the weakening 
of the meaning of the word friend results from the 
emergence of the expression close friend.  

In addition, the changes in human relations can 
account for the change of meaning of the word 
friend. Wierzbicka (1997, p. 40) claims that the older 
sense of the word friend involves the notion of 
‘wanting to do something good for this person.’ In 
contrast, the modern sense of this word seems to 
involve ‘fun things’ rather than ‘good things.’ In short, 
Wierzbicka (1997, p. 40) concludes that ‘friends in  
the older sense were expected to be loved, whereas  
friends in the modern sense are expected to be liked.’ 
Precisely, this can illustrate the relationship between 
friends in the past and modern time.  

Moreover, her argument of the change of the 
meaning of the word friend is also made by changing 
the syntactic construction and by grouping the word 
friend with other words.  



 

First, Wierzbicka (1997, p. 42) illustrates the 
different usage of ‘a friend of mine’ and ‘my friend.’ 
She asserts that the use of ‘my friend’ has decreased 
whereas the use of ‘a friend of mine’ has increased 
significantly in modern times. The explanation for 
this is that the construction of ‘a friend of mine’ 
implies a whole class of persons. The speaker is not 
interested in any particular friend but refers to a 
member of a category (Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 43). 
Besides, she also claims that the use of ‘my friend’ 
seems to be used as a euphemism for ‘boyfriend’ or 
‘girlfriend.’  

Second, she demonstrates her argument by 
grouping the word friend with some other words such 
as dear friend and enjoyable friend.  The expression 
dear friend was one of the most common collocations 
in the past. In the older usage of the word friend, 
friends were expected to be loved. Thus, people used 
the word dear to refer to affection and love. In 
contrast, people tend to talk about friends in terms of 
‘enjoyment,’ ‘pleasure,’ and ‘fun’ in the modern usage 
(Wierzbicka, 1997, p. 51).  Therefore, the expression 
‘enjoyable friend’ can refer to the notion of the 
enjoyment and fun in the modern sense of the word 
friend.  

In short, the shift of the meaning of the word 
friend can be explained in terms of the change of 
human relations.  The contemporary sense of friend 
seems to involve doing things together with enjoy-
ment and fun whereas the older sense involves love 
and affection.  
 
2) Mate 

Mate is one of the key words that has been 
commonly used in Australian culture. Mate in the 
Australian sense is something like ‘someone like me.’ 
However, in the modern sense of the word, mate 
involves the notion of doing things together. 
According to Wierzbicka (1997, p. 109), the main shift 
of the meaning of the word mate involves a transition 
from an emphasis on sharing work to an emphasis on 
sharing company, activities and experiences.  

Clearly, it can be seen that the shifts of the 
meaning of friend and mate involve the change in 
human relations.  

In addition, these semantic changes can be 
related to the notion of World View 1 and World 
View 2 illustrated by Hale (1986). According to his 
claim, World View 1 refers to ‘the central propositions 
or postulates in a people’s theory of how things are in 
the world’ (Hale, 1986, p. 233). It can be characterized 
in the following terms: a) it is not necessarily      
shared by all speakers of a language; b) it is learned 
separately from language and is autonomous from 
grammar; c) its relationship to language tends to be a 
matter of the lexicon rather than the grammar and d) 
its existence must be established independently of the 
grammar of the language of the people who profess it 
(Hale, 1986, p. 234).  

By contrast, World View 2 is part of the innate 
linguistic capacity of human beings. It can be 

characterized in the following terms: a) it is 
necessarily shared by all speakers of the language; b) 
it is learned as a part of the process of learning the 
language; c) its relationship to grammar is intimate 
and d) its existence is established as an automatic 
consequence of the choice of the correct grammar of 
the language (Hale, 1986, p. 234).  

According to the notion of World View 1 and 2, 
the changes of meaning of friend and mate can be 
related to World View 1. This is because these 
changes are related to the lexicon rather than the 
grammar and the changes of usage do not affect the 
grammar of English.  

In addition, Wierzbicka (1997, p. 22) claims that 
the linguistic universals can provide a valid basis for 
comparing conceptual systems established in 
different languages. That means the relationship 
between word meaning and culture fit when we have 
well-established linguistic universal. Wierzbicka 
(1997, p. 24) also asserts that all languages have a 
common core which is innate and shaped by a pre-
linguistic readiness for meaning and it is language-
independent which is determined by an innate con-
ceptual system. This seems to coincide with World 
View 2. According to Hale (1986), World View 2 is 
universal and it is a part of the innate linguistic 
capacity of human beings.  
 
The Criticism of Wierzbicka’s Approach  

There are two main criticisms made by Aitchison 
(1999) and Ramson (2001) of Wierzbicka’s approach 
to word meaning related to the English word friend. In 
this section, we will look at the arguments that these 
authors use to support their opposition to Wierzbicka’s 
claim and a response of Wierzbicka to Ramson’s 
criticism.  
 
1) Aitchinson’s Comment on Wierzbicka’s Word 
Meaning 

In Aitchinson’s 1999 review of Wierzbicka’s 
1997 book, she comments on Wierzbicka’s approach 
to word meaning saying that Wierzbicka is unaware 
of other important lexical work on semantic groupings 
and primitives (Aitchinson, 1999, p. 88). Aitchinson 
(1999, p. 89) illustrates the example of Wierzbicka’s 
formulae which she claims that they are too wide to be 
useful.  For instance, the explication of the Australian 
word bullshit illustrated by Wierzbicka (1997, p. 230) 
seems to be too wide and can apply to some other 
words such as censorship, confusion, crap, hypocrisy, 
rubbish and shit (Aitchinson, 1999, p. 89). Also, 
Aitchison (1999, p. 89) suggests that the writer should 
do some serious corpus linguistics on the ground that 
collocations are needed in order to distinguish 
potential synonyms and near-synonyms.  

Furthermore, Aitchinson (1999, p. 88) uses the 
term ‘bag lady’ to describe Wierzbicka. Why does she 
use this term to describe Wierzbicka and what is the 
associative meaning that Aitchinson intends to 
convey? First, we should know what the term bag lady 
actually means.  The meaning of bag lady defined by 



 

The Macquarie Dictionary is “a homeless elderly 
woman who carries all her belongings in a shopping 
bag.”  It seems to be the conceptual meaning as 
described by Leech (1981).  

According to Leech (1981), conceptual meaning 
is a logical meaning and it can be the central factor in 
linguistic communication. Conceptual meaning can 
refer to sense which is the concept associated with 
the word. For example, the conceptual meaning of 
woman is human, female and adult. Therefore, the 
conceptual meaning or sense of bag lady is the 
meaning illustrated by Macquarie Dictionary as 
mentioned above. However, the term bag lady as 
Aitchison (1999) refers to Wierzbicka seems to be 
associated with negative connotative meaning in 
Leech’s (1981). 

Connotative meaning is ‘the communicative value 
an expression has by virtue of what it refers to, over 
and above its purely conceptual meaning’ (Leech, 
1981, p. 14). Thus, one element of connotative 
meaning of ‘bag lady’ that Aitchinson explicitly refers 
to is that Wierzbicka has a lot of not carefully analyzed 
information as her belongings and this information 
seems to overlap and jumble. She says that Wierzbicka 
seems to give the impression of carrying her posses-
sions and her belongings around with her. And in each 
chapter of her work, she represents some information 
that is overlapping and not fully analyzed and it might 
have been taken from some of her works that have 
already appeared elsewhere which Aitchinson (1999, 
p. 88) calls this ‘the overall jumble-sale effect.’  
 
2) Ramson’s Comment on Wierzbicka’s Approach  

In his article, Ramson (2001) makes a comment 
on Wierzbicka’s approach to the change of the 
meaning of the word friend. His comment mainly 
focuses on her misunderstanding and misuse of the 
principles of historical lexicography. 

Ramson (2001, p. 184) argues that Wierzbicka’s 
approach to the shift of the meaning of the word 
friend is flawed because she does not consult the 
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) at all. In his point 
of view, if she wants to make an argument about a 
change in the meaning of friend, she should consult 
the OED because it records the historical change of 
words. In contrast, she chooses to take the quotations 
from Stevenson’s Book of Quotations (1958) to 
support her argument. In Wierzbicka (1997, p. 36), 
she asserts that the change in the meaning of friend 
results from the emergence of the expression close 
friend. Also, she claims that among more than 200 
classical quotations including the word friend in 
Stevenson (1958), there is not a single one for close 
friend. However, according to Ramson (2001, p. 
184), OED reveals that Holinshed used close friend 
in 1577, Steele used close intimacy in 1711, and 
Macaulay used close friendship in 1835. This refutes 
Wierzbicka’s argument that the expression close 
friend has been used for many hundred years. 

 

In addition, Ramson (2001, p. 185) refutes 
Wierzbicka’s claim about an increasing number of 
friends over time. Wierzbicka (1997, p. 36) asserts that 
the number of friends that one can have has increased 
over time in all major Anglo societies.  Ramson (2001, 
p. 185) argues against this by citing the senses of 
friend recorded in the OED. For instance, the first 
sense of the OED entry is ‘one joined to another in 
mutual benevolence and intimacy’ and the editor 
added that ‘not ordinarily applied to lovers or 
relatives.’ Precisely, this sense shows the movement 
towards friendship as between two people but it  
leaves ‘the matter of number carefully open-ended’ 
(Ramson, 2001, p. 185).  He also points out that the 
second sense gathers a number of uses, being applied 
to ‘a mere acquaintance or to a stranger’ which is also 
used by members of the ‘Society of Friends’ as their 
normal mode of address (Ramson, 2001, p. 185).  He 
claims that this sense is a foundation of Wierzbicka’s 
modern sense and it is as old as the first. Thus, it can 
be seen that the evidence that Ramson shows refutes 
Wierzbicka’s claim and that the number of friends 
does not have anything to do with the old or present 
time.  

From his argument, we can see that Ramson’s 
(2001) comment mainly focuses on the way Wierz-
bicka describes the changing meaning of friend 
without referring to the OED and her misuse of the 
principles of historical lexicography.  

However, Wierzbicka also rejects Ramson’s 
comment on her misuse of dictionary evidence. She 
argues that we cannot see the OED as immutable 
principles of historical lexicography since data in the 
OED was collected by a collection of some five 
millions of excerpts from English literature which 
was empirical (Wierzbicka, 2001, p. 197). Moreover, 
the OED was published for many hundred years ago; 
its principles may not remain a standard for the study 
of the vocabulary (Wierzbicka, 2001, p. 198). 

In addition, Wierzbicka (2001, p. 199) also 
argues that ‘a good dictionary is not just a collection 
of words, but a reference work linking words with 
meaning.’ Thus, there is a link between words and 
semantics. Moreover, each dictionary provides its 
own network of meanings so the meanings can be 
different in other dictionaries.  

However, one might find her position quite 
difficult to defend. This is because if you want to 
show a change of meaning of any word over time, 
you need to have reasonable evidence or acceptable 
sources to support your argument. Thus, the OED is 
the one that records the meaning of words over time 
and it is widely used. In contrast, Wierzbicka did not 
consult the OED at all. Instead, she used the book 
that can support her argument. Moreover, the 
evidence from the OED that Ramson (2001) shows 
us makes his claim more convincing because it is 
against all Wierzbicka’s arguments.  
 
 
 



 

CONCLUSION 
We have discussed Wierzbicka’s approach to the 

changing meaning of the word friend and types of 
meaning she classifies according to the word friend. 
Moreover, we have seen the evidence offered by 
Ramson (2001) to oppose to her approach to the shift 
of the meaning of friend. His claim enables us to see 
the points that Wierzbicka has overlooked and makes 
her argument less convincing. However, Wierzbicka’s 
findings also allow us to see the relationship between 
words and meanings which is changing all the time. 
Thus, semantics has become a main factor that enables 
us to understand the relationship between words and 
meanings communicated through language.  
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