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Abstract
This study is an attempt to trace the semantic development of the ie root 
*weid- and the possible contrast with the lexical pair *gneh3-.  The analysis 
covers cross-linguistic comparison assessed diachronically in connection 
with historical linguistic phenomena and synchronically by the examination 
of two particular Greek authors, Homer and Plato, and some examples in 
the use of living languages such as Spanish, French and German.
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1. Introduction1

in the reconstruction of proto-languages the process of 
linguistic comparison between words invites us to reconstruct 
hypothetical meaning. This invitation, however, is full of con-
ditions and risks. in this paper i will attempt to discover the 
semantic development of the ie root *weid- (‘see’), embracing 
the difficulties involved in such a project. in view of the impos-
sibility of a direct and independent access to ie semantics, i will 

1 This work was possible thanks to the support and feedback of one of my mA 
instructors, Dr. Jonathan Powell. 
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cover the analysis from cross-linguistic comparisons in their 
diachronic and synchronic dimension. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

in general, this study raises more questions than it answers. 
in addition to all the obstacles and extralinguistic elements 
involved in the problem of meaning, the present case seems par-
ticularly difficult since the linguistic treatment of lexica related 
to knowledge not only engages the analysis on a historical and 
cultural level, but also on a philosophical and epistemological 
level. Accordingly, some of the challenging questions cannot be 
answered within the limits of a linguistic analysis. in these cases, 
i tend to propose possible solutions or approaches, not without 
acknowledging that the issue might be inherently problematic, 
and therefore inconclusive. 

2.  Metaphorically structured polysemy

in what follows, it will be assessed whether the characteristic 
polysemy of the stem *weid-/woid-, in interaction with other 
synchronic developments, could satisfactorily be accounted for 
by metaphorical semantic patterns of change from particular 
to general. 

Linguists have tended to limit the comparative analysis 
to the phonological and morphological aspects of language; in 
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fact, since semantic notions "are entangled in the extralinguistic 
'substance'" (Benveniste, 1971: 264) and governed by the prin­
ciple of arbitrariness, there is no direct access to it. But even 
though the access seems limited and indirect, some alternative 
paths exist. Indeed, historical studies have registered enough 
evidence to map out systematic semantic changes pointing to 
synchronic semantic interconnections. "Through a historical 
analysis of 'routes' of semantic change, it is possible to eluci­
date synchronic semantic connections between lexical domains; 
similarly, synchronic connections may help clarify reasons for 
shifts of meaning in past linguistic history" (Sweetser, 1990: 46). 
One of these "routes" is traced by the way in which we tend to 
construct meaning. According to Lakoff & Johnson ( 1981), our 
conceptual system is largely shaped by metaphorical intercon­
nections. Naturally, the access to this process of association is 
our immediate experience. Our conceptual system is therefore 
grounded by our direct experience with the physical world, and it 
is projected to a more abstract level metaphorically: "we typically 
conceptualize the nonphysical in terms of the physical-that is, 
we conceptualize the less clearly delineated in terms of the more 
clearly delineated" (Lakoff & Johnson, 1981: 59). This pattern, 
extending the semantic field of a lexical domain from the experi­
ence of immediate contact with the concrete to a more abstract 
and mediated realm, seems to be a source of the phenomenon 
of polysemy, which accounts for one word to have multiple and 
related meanings. "Polysemes are etymologically and therefore 
semantically related, and typically originate from metaphoric 
language" (Ravin & Leacock, 2000: 2). The first condition that 
raises the question of metaphorically structured polysemy is 
fundamental, for while the phenomenon of polysemy demands 
a basic semantic field, metaphor requires a sufficient degree of 
dissimilarity to produce comparison. "The essence of metaphor 
is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms 
of another" (Lakoff & Johnson, 1981: 5). In view of this, I will 
consider to what extent the polysemy of *weid- can be fairly 
accounted for by metaphorical conceptualization. 

Based on the semantic pattern already discussed, intel­
lectual operations of the mind will tend to be identified with 
physical bodily operations. Some mind-as-body metaphors ex­
pressed by IE languages are "touching is perception": the Latin 
capio (percipio) and prehendo ( comprehendo) 'seize, understand', 
French comprendre, Spanish comprender 'understand'; "hearing 
is understanding": PIE *kleu-, Greek .d.vm 'hear, perceive', Lat. 
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clueo 'hear, be esteemed', Skt. ~oti 'he understands', Danish 
lystre 'obey'; "observation is thinking": PIE *spek-, Latin specio, 
specto, specu.lare 'observe', Greek (metathesized) a~cbr•o!laL 'look, 
consider', Spanish especu.lar, English speculate 'think, reflect'; 
"tasting is knowing": Latin sapere 'taste, know', French savoir 
'know', Spanish saber 'taste, know'; "seeing is knowing": PIE 
"'weid 'see', Latin videre 'see', Greek ofda 'I know', Gothic wait 
and German wissen 'know', and English "wit" and "wise". As 
the paper deals particularly with the semantic development 
from the root "'weid-, primarily referring to sense perception and 
secondarily to intellectual operations, I will shortly consider the 
case of sapere in the hope that it will shed some light on the 
metaphorically constructed semantic process. 

At an early stage, even before its association with the 
Greek oo,Pia, sapio sapere refers to the function of the sense of 
taste (more rarely of smell) also extending to the ability of good 
judgement. "Of all the five senses, 'taste' is the one most closely 
associated with fine discrimination, hence the familiar secondary 
uses of words for 'taste, good taste' with reference to aesthetic 
appreciation" (Buck, 1949: 1029). Indeed the Latin gustus, the 
subjective experience of taste, together with the French goat and 
Italian and Spanish gusto designates not only taste in food, but 
also in all areas of art. As a result, a man of good taste refers to 
a person that has developed informed aesthetic and intellectual 
personal preferences. In the case of sapere the metaphorical 
pattern structuring polysemy seems evident. "The normal func­
tiorting of one sense organ is extended to the functioning of all 
sense organs, to which is added the intellectual organ" (Luck, 
2000: 75). Hence the possible identification of the operation of 
sapere with animus, the active intellectual capacity of reason, 
as it appears in L. Accius (fr. 296): "Sapimus animo, fruimur 
anima: sine animo anima est debilis". Accordingly, sapientia 
lies in the seat of animus, the pectus: "tum pauor sapientiam 
omnem exanimato expectorat" (Ennius, Alcmeo 17). Such is 
the nature of sapientia and thus it becomes as wide in mean­
ing as the Greek oofjlia, which can be associated to cleverness, 
intelligence, skilfulness, learning, and wisdom. Furthermore, 
sapientia can even correspond to Latin scientia. As Seneca (.Ep. 
89.5.1) observes in his examination of the difference between 
sapientia and philosophia, "Sapientiam quidam ita finierunt ut 
dicerent divinorum et humanorum scientiam". Actually, this 
is the sense that better suits the meaning of the Spanish verb 
saber. The verb saber designates the kind of knowledge of facts 
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2 in fact, sight is the only sense that offers such a vast 
range of data from the distance. According to Sweetser (1990: 
37-8), the metaphor is mainly structured by the relationship 
between the subject and the object, which in the process of 
seeing can focus on the object controlling it. it is the case that 
only vision can select and target its object separating it from a 
wider field of perception. Similarly, mental activity proceeds by 

2 Trans. by Hugh Tredennick. Cambridge, mA, Harvard University Press; 
London, William Heinemann Ltd 1933, 1989.
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3 This is the general posture regarding the aspectual distinction between 
stative and eventive. nonetheless, the fact that it was later reinterpreted in 
connection with past action suggests something different. “We should note 
that this shift to past reference offers support for the notion that the perfect 
originally referred to the state following an action in the past, and was not 
just a stative”. (Clackson 2007: 122).
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4 Bartolotta (2005: 268) hypothesizes a “genitive of inference”, which reflects 
a mediated contact with the object of sight.

09-SILVA 26-2(trazado).indd   266 15-01-13   14:16



267OnOmázein 26 (2012/2): 259-277
Trinidad Silva:
The semantic development of ie *weid- to the meaning ‘know’ and the possible…

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
5

 

5 i use the translation given by Bartolotta with minor modifications.
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even if the contrast is proved not to be aspectual, it must 
be assumed some type of distinction, for it does not seem le-
gitimate to presume these are synonyms. As Lyons recalls, “it 
is generally agreed that two different units are very seldom, if 
ever, substitutable in all contexts salva significatione” (Lyons, 
1963: 52). in line with the next strategy, i will consider cross-
linguistic evidence between ie languages (German, French, and 
Spanish6)  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

6 The selection of these three languages is not accidental. All of them present 
a contrast of the kind, but as German attests the ie roots *gneh3-, kennen, 
and *weid, wissen-; French and Spanish present the romance development 
from Latin sapere: savoir/saber, and cognosco (ie*gneh3): connaître/conocer.
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wholly of constituents with which we are acquainted" (1912: 
91). The principle behind the distinction lies in the degree of 
conceptualization in the process of knowledge. 

In what follows, I will evaluate some relevant instances in 
the use of these two verbs, which is wissen-kennenin German, 
savoir-connaitre in French, and saber-conocerin Spanish. Even 
when the contrast is not absolute and can be expressed on 
many levels, a remarkable correspondence defined by the main 
criterion can be observed. In general, wissen, saber, and savoir 
designate propositional forms of knowledge, that is, the knowl­
edge of "the/a so-and-so" (Russell, 1912: 82). To that extent, 
they are constructed with a subordinate clause, or a pronoun 
in accusative referring to a sentence. For instance, German ich 
wei.f!,, daft X ("I know that x is the casej, or ich weifo es ("I know 
it", where "it" refers to a sentence as "I know that 2 + 2 = 4"), 
Spanish yo se que x, and French Je sais que x ("I know that 
x"). The non-propositional forms are the know-how or wissen­
wie in German, expressed by the form kdnnen, for instance in 
ich kann radfahren ("I can/I am able to ride a bicycle'). These 
forms are expressed in Spanish and French by the verb saber, 
savoir. Hence, French Savez-vaus conduire? and Spanish c!Sabes 
conducir? ("Do you know how to drive?"). Instances with direct 
object construction usually imply the idea of knowledge 'by 
heart', such as French Je sais cette nouvelle and Spanish yo 
me se la no vela ("I know this short story"). In addition, wissen, 
savoirand saber normally implies certainty, ich w~ es!, French 
Je le sais, and Spanish yo se, pronounced in certain contexts 
means something like "I know this as a matter of fact and not 
as a mere opinion". The case of kennen, conocer, and connaftre 
are different in this regard. They are mostly used to refer to 
"simpler" forms of knowledge, that is, with a minor degree of 
conceptualization. This is the case of German ich kenne mich 
in dieser Gegend nicht aus ("I do not know this area") or Ich 
kenne den Weg, Spanish conozco el camino, French Je connais 
le chemin ("I know the way"). The idea that kennen, conocer, 
and connaitre designates a knowledge obtained by familiarity is 
clearly shown by derivative forms, such as the nouns bekannte, 
Spanish conocido, and French connaissance respectively, all 
meaning •acquaintance'. 

Although there are some elements varying from one lan­
guage to another and the semantic boundaries of the distinction 
within one language are sometimes overlapped, all of them can 
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nouns. "On the other hand, the most characteristic environments 
of ytyvwaKttv (in which eldivat and bdaraa9at rarely occurred) 
are those in which the object of the verb was a personal noun" 
(Lyons, 1963: 179). 

Even when the cross-linguistic analysis does not reflect 
the state of the question in Greek, it ultimately proves that 
the contrast -if any- brings into question the general principle 
distinguishing *woid- and *gneh3- in terms of what appears to 
be an "inductive gradation" of knowledge. In the terms that 
Bertrand Russell sets the difference between "knowledge by 
acquaintance" and "knowledge by description", the underlying 
premise is that the second is only possible by means of the 
first, that is to say, the knowledge of "the so-and-so", as he 
puts it, is only possible by means of acquaintance. In that case, 
*gneh3-, defined roughly as "knowledge by acquaintance", would 
indicate a direct and immediate relationship between subject 
and object, whereas "'weid-, as "knowledge of a fact", would 
designate a contact with the object mediated by a higher level 
of conceptualisation. That is, I think, the underlying premise 
authorising the general difference between "'uloid- and •gneh3-, 

at least as presented in most dictionaries and grammars. But 
this generalisation is in tension with two situations, at least 
in relation to Greek: if the difference were one of grades, i) it 
would be possible to trace a systematic relation of consequence 
between ytyvwOJcw (antecedent) and ofda (consequent), which is 
not the case; otda is not issued by ytyvwaKw because they are 
both stative. ii) This would be reflected (as in many other lan­
guages) by the constructions with direct object versus indirect 
dependent clauses characteristic of propositional statements. 
This is not the case either. In fact, we see that, at least in Greek, 
both verbs often take direct object (usually in ace.), and both 
take propositional clauses through the participle, the infinitive, 
or the conjunctions. The occurrences between them might vary, 
but not in a systematic way. 

From the works of Bartolotta in Homer and John Lyons in 
Plato, the semantic value of each stem or the possible contrast 
between them is set in connection with the nature of the object 
known. Lyons, for example, observes that ytyvwaKru usually 
takes personal nouns (nouns referring to persons, pronouns, 
proper names), when neither tnim:ap.at nor ofda would gener­
ally do it. Bartolotta demonstrates the original semantic value 
of ofda by quoting examples in the Iliad that would connect it 
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with more abstract nouns. Since syntactically they do not behave 
so differently, maybe it is the nature of the object known that 
should be looked at carefully to predict or reconstruct a pos­
sible contrast. At least in the Homeric and Platonic literature 
what is more notorious is the relationship, in construction with 
direct object, of ofda with abstract nouns and ytyvwctK:w with 
personal nouns. Thus, the distinction seems to point not to a 
"gradation• of knowledge -they operate similarly- but rather to 
the relationship of each verb with the object lmown, for which 
each activity admits its own grades. 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper I attempted to trace the semantic development 
of the IE root *weid-, covering the analysis through a cross­
linguistic comparison evaluated diachronically in connection 
with historical linguistic phenomena and synchronically by 
the examination of two particular Greek authors, Homer and 
Plato, and some examples in the use of living languages, such 
as Spanish, French and German. The starting point takes into 
account the polysemic nature of the root "'weid- as a phenomenon 
metaphorically structured. The metaphor "knowing is seeing- is 
hardly problematic to accept; historical examples of semantic 
change points to the fact that "lmowing- can be understood in 
terms of "seeing-. The metaphor points in two directions: one 
taking the objective structural feature of sight, the other taking 
the experiential and subjective feature of sensory perception. 
The significance of the metaphor, however, is not evaluated 
until the end of the second section, in which the stative aspect 
of *woid- is discussed. Based on the Homeric textual evidence, 
here the internal polysemy is defined in correspondence with 
the stative feature of the root, according to which +stative sug­
gests an intentional grade in the process of vision. But as this 
is a phenomenon occurring under an early stative-model, the 
same phenomenon under a tense-model is not semantically in­
terpretable: aspect ceases to be significant in this regard. In the 
last section, I examine whether the semantic value of "'woid- can 
be specified in contrast with another salient IE root designating 
knowledge: *gn.eh:r. For this purpose, I bring into question the 
standardised distinction between knowledge by acquaintance 
and knowledge as a fact as applied to other lexical pairs for 
the verb "to know". Some particular instances of the use of the 
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