Denotation and Connotation
All words have a definition- that’s how we communicate. These definitions are what we call the
word’s denotation. But most words also produce feelings in the receiver- we call these feelings
connotations. These connotations depend on the person hearing/reading the word and the context
in which the word’s used. For example the denotation of a rose is a type of flower. But the
connotation could be one of love (a gift of red roses for love). On the other hand someone could
take it to mean something that looks pretty but can cause pain (ever been pricked by a rose thorn?).
Language Note:
Connotation comes from two Latin words, Con- meaning associating and
notare meaning to mark or write. Denotation changes the con- to de- meaning removal. Put
together, connotation means something associated with a mark (word) and denotation means a word
that is detached from feelings.
With the words below list their denotations and various connotations.

Word
Gun

Denotation

Dog

Kiss

Milk

Cake

Television

Music

School

Water

America
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Connotation

Related to connotations are emotive words. Many words have synonyms. (Syno- same; nymname/ word). Even though they have similar denotations their connotations are not always the
same. They are used by writers and advertisers to promote feelings in the reader. These feelings
can be either negative or positive. Look at the word kill for example. Imagine two journalists are
talking about the killing of kangaroos in outback Australia. One of them is for it. When he talks
about the killing he uses the word cull. It means the same thing, but it is scientific and sounds like
it is done for the good of the country. It has positive connotations. The other is against it so she
uses the word slaughter. It also means kill but it conjures images of madmen indiscriminately
killing lots of roos with little thought. That word has negative connotations.
These can be represented on a chart, much like a counting line in mathematics.
NEGATIVE
slaughter

NEUTRAL
kill

POSITIVE
cull

In the following examples arrange the word lists along the lines in order from most negative to
most positive. Use a dictionary to find the meaning of words you are not familiar with.
thin, skinny, slim, slender, bony, lean, emaciated, skeletal, slight, lanky

overweight, plump, chubby, stout, portly, obese, heavy, large, big, corpulent, fat

clever, bright, intelligent, smart, knowledgeable, intellectual, quick, witty, brainy, sharp

seedy, sordid, squalid, grubby, dodgy, shady, grotty, sleazy

Related to this idea of negative and positive connotations are two phrases you may be familiar with.
The first is a euphemism. A euphemism is a word or phrase you use to avoid upsetting someone
instead of using a more provocative phrase. For instance, instead of saying ‘they died’ you can say
‘they passed away’. Instead of saying someone is as thick as two short planks, we can say they are
‘away with the fairies.’

The second is political correctness. Political correctness is a way of thinking in the last decade
that has sprung up in the hope that people will stop being mean to each other by not using insulting
words. In some ways it is good and common courtesy (you should say gay instead of faggot) but
some times it can get plain silly (you’re not short- you’re ‘vertically challenged’).
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