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************* 
Abstract: The operators answer and reply have long been believed to be synonyms. Grammar books 

and dictionaries classify them under the label of equivalence; and as such, the differential invariant 

values of this pair have not been highlighted. If the English language provides two linguistic units with 

similar meanings, this implies that there must be a difference, which linguists and grammarians have 

failed to highlight. This article analyzes the different manifestations of the units “answer” and “reply” 

in English. In fact, the mechanism governing the functioning of those units remains unclear.  Using the 

metaoperational approach, we go beyond the linear chain to shed light on the operation underlying the 

use of these two units. This can be seen in the relationships that the units establish between themselves. 

This study sheds light on the differential functioning of these operators and gives the internal reasons 

why utterers choose these units despite their similarity at the semantic level. Answer encodes a 

structuring known as set status, while reply encodes retaken status. 

Key words: Context, invariant value, metaoperational grammar, predication, status. 

************* 

Résumé : On a pendant longtemps considéré les verbes « answer » et « reply » comme des synonymes. 
Les ouvrages de grammaire et les dictionnaires les rangent sous l’étiquette de l’équivalence ; et comme 

tels, les valeurs invariantes différentielles de ce couple n’ont pas été mises en exergue. Si la langue 

anglaise fournit deux unités linguistiques qui ont un sens proche, cela suppose qu’il doit y avoir une 

différence que les linguistes et grammairiens ont minimisée. L’article se propose d’analyser les 

différentes manifestations des opérateurs answer et reply en anglais. En effet, le mécanisme réglant le 

fonctionnement de ces unités reste confus. A partir de l’approche métaopérationnelle, nous envisageons 

de dépasser la chaîne linéaire pour faire la lumière sur l’opération sous-jacente à l’utilisation de ces deux 

unités. Cela s’observe à travers les rapports que les unités établissent entre elles. Cette étude permet de 

mettre en lumière le fonctionnement différentiel de ces opérateurs et donne les raisons internes qui 

poussent les énonciateurs à choisir ces unités malgré leur ressemblance au niveau sémantique. Answer 

code une structuration relevant de l’ordre systémique dite statut posé, et reply, de statut repris.  

Mots clés : Contexte, grammaire métaopérationnelle, prédication, valeur invariante, statut. 
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Introduction 

 

Dictionaries and traditional grammar books still consider answer and reply as equal. In 

fact, the previous studies did not address the issue of their difference in terms of their invariant 

values within the system. The purpose of this paper is to examine the functioning of the units 

answer and reply in the light of the meta-operational theory as developed by H. Adamczewski 

(1982). The starting point of this study is the similarity between answer and reply as 

equivalents. This similarity leads authors of dictionaries and traditional grammar books to 

classify them as synonyms. Why would language admit two units to convey the same idea? We 

believe that language does not use two different linguistic units to account for the same 

linguistic phenomenon. In that regard, J.F. Kpli (2014, p.139) states, “sameness of meaning 

does not entail sameness of function”. It appears that linguistic facts (noun/verb) cannot 

establish a clear-cut difference between these units. Therefore, this core question remains 

unanswered: what is the difference between answer and reply in English grammar? The 

hypothesis of this study is that determining the differential invariant value allows us to 

dissociate them without referring to the concept of equivalence. The methodology adopted as 

part of this study is qualitative one. 

 A linguistic analysis of these units leads us to distinguish between answer and reply. 

After having analyzed our corpus, we then tackled the functioning possibilities based on their 

invariant value, in order to highlight the convergences and contrasts. We approach the subject 

from the perspective of how they function in the utterance, in order to shed light on the effective 

function of these units. Based on utterances taken from real-life communication situations, we 

will show, in light of the metaoperational approach, that there is a difference between the 

mechanisms underlying each of these units in the discursive process. This choice is guided by 

a principle: the set status and the retaken status. This paper briefly analyses answer and reply 

from different perspective and sheds light on the invariant differential values of these units. 

Then, it shows that the dictionaries and grammar books attempt to tell them apart is not 

powerful enough. At last, it admits that answer grants a set status, while reply encodes a retaken 

status. 
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1.    Syntactic and grammatical analysis of answer and reply 

The distinction between the units answer and reply is made at the level of meaning structure. 

This is because in the language system, everything is a matter of opposition, given that: « 

chaque langue est un système rigoureusement agencé où tout se tient ».1 (A. Meillet, quoted by 

E. Benveniste, 1966, p. 93). 

1.1. The structuring of the meaning of answer and reply in dictionaries 

We consulted several bilingual dictionaries to see how answer and reply are presented in them. 

Three dictionaries caught our attention and shed light on what these works present. 

Dictionaries Answer  Reply 

 

Harrap’s shorter Dictionary 

10th edition, 2013 

 

Answer : répondre à, a reply to, 

réponse, réplique. 

 

 

Reply : réponse, réplique, [answer] 

répondre, répliquer, rétorquer. 

 

 

Collins Robert French 

Dictionary 9th edition 2010 

 

Answer : reply (réponse) 

 

 

 

Reply : (quick) répliquer, réponse. 

 

 

Hachette & Oxford compact 

Dictionary 2015 

 

Answer : reply 

 

 

Reply : réponse 

 

The dictionaries that were consulted present answer and reply as synonyms. They also 

indicate that they are interchangeable, since they are defined according to each other. That is to 

say, when we want to know the meaning of answer, the dictionary refers us to reply, and vice 

versa. Thus, the meaning of these units remains unclear to learners, who may interchange them 

as they wish. As such, the explanation provided by dictionaries, based on synonymy, remains 

inadequate. Such inadequacy can only be justified by the metalinguistic value of these units. In 

this regard, Henri Adamczewski (1982) explained: 

 
1 Translation : “every language is a rigorously organized system where everything fits together”. 
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Une grammaire, c’est avant tout des relations et des opérations sur des relations. 

Savoir parler une langue, c’est être capable de nouer des relations entre des 

éléments et de se servir des traces de ces relations comme d’autant de relais et 

de cibles dans un jeu d’opérations métalinguistiques2 (p.37) 

For Henri Adamczewski, the linguistic unit makes sense, only when it is put into relation with 

the other elements of the system. From this, it is clear that the utterer brings out the 

metalinguistic function of some units. In other words, the utterer “establishes relationships 

between elements” in order to comment on them more effectively. 

1.2. The analysis of “answer” and “reply” according to grammar books 

In the works examined such as A Comprehensive Grammar of English Language (1985) and 

Longman English Grammar Practice for intermediate Students (1998), we found no 

explanation of how these operators work in system. Grammar books, even the most recent ones, 

such as Oxford Guide to English Grammar (2002), Fundamentals of English Grammar (2003) 

and Advanced Grammar in use (2005), do not make a clear distinction between answer and 

reply. Except AZAR Betty (2003) who attempted to distinguish them, stating : “the verbs 

answer and reply are often used to report replies” (p.389). 

We remain unsatisfied with this statement, because two units do not have the same conditions 

of use. It is likely that two or three operators have a common meaning, but the type of operation 

is different. If answer and reply refer to ‘what is said in response to a question’, the operation 

remains different. It is therefore necessary to explain and reveal the mechanisms governing 

these units. Saying that answer and reply are ‘used to report replies’, does not explain the 

difference underlying their internal functioning. Furthermore, the fundamental question of the 

nature of this equivalence is not addressed. The following question arises: are “answer” and 

“reply” really synonyms? If not, how do they differ? Has language lost its systematicity to make 

way to two expressions that are equivalent? 

In this regard, J. F. Kpli (2015) states: « En système, chaque unité linguistique ayant une 

valeur fondamentale qui lui est propre et qui la différencie des autres unités du système, 

 
2 Translation: “Grammar is essentially about relationships and operations on relationships. Knowing how to speak 

a language means being able to establish relationships between elements and use the traces of these relationships 

as relays and targets in a set of metalinguistic operations”. 
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cela nous permet de poser comme principe qu’il n’y a pas de synonymie stricte »3 (p. 42). 

Considering the above, it should be noted that the language system is based on 

contrastivity. This is because each linguistic unit has something specific that 

differentiates it from other units. 

2. Theoretical framework and method of analysis 

This work falls within the scope of metaoperational theory and will help explain how the units 

answer and reply function without resorting to the concept of synonymy.  

2.1. Metaoperational theory 

Henri Adamczewski (1982) used this principle to explain the entire English grammar by 

highlighting the theory of phases: phase 1 (rhematic status) and phase 2 (thematic status). This 

theory is later known as set status and retaken status. According to this theory, answer seems 

to have a set status, while reply encodes a retaken status. Metaoperational theory meets the 

explanatory needs of linguists and researchers, as it focuses on the internal and deep operations 

of a language and provides answers to questions rather than describing them. 

2.2. Method of analysis 

The approach consists of collecting utterances from written and oral sources produced in real 

communication situations. Analyses are then carried out in order to identify the respective 

differential invariant values of these operators. This work also assumes that the difference 

between linguistic units is strictly metalinguistic, because the utterer makes a choice based on 

conscious or unconscious operation. This choice is guided by the principle of status (set status) 

and (retaken status).    

3.    Functioning of answer and reply 

The search for invariant value is addressed in this article according to the meaning given 

by KPLI J.F. (2015): « La notion de valeur invariante […] permet de ramener la multiplicité 

d’emplois et d’effets de sens à un système unitaire de fonctionnement4 » (p.42). 

 
3 “In a system, each linguistic unit has its own fundamental value that differentiates it from other units in the 

system, allowing us to establish the principle that there is no strict synonymy.” 
4 “The concept of invariant value [...] allows us to reduce the multiplicity of uses and meanings to a single 

operating system.” 
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It is obvious that two words may have the same meaning, but each of them has an 

invariant value that distinguishes them in the language system. 

3.1. Invariant value and status of answer 

Answer is presented as a noun and a verb. Metaoperational approach provides the theoretical 

tools to account for the internal functioning of this unit. Let us examine the following statement:  

(1) “I won’t indeed!” said Alice, in a great hurry to change the subject of 

conversation. “Are you - are you fond - of - of dogs?” The Mouse did 

not answer, so Alice went on eagerly: "There is such a nice little dog 

near our house I should like to show you!     (Alice in Wonderland, p.30) 

In utterance (1), Alice asked the mouse to answer the question “Are you fond of dogs?”. This 

question shows clearly that Alice does not know the viewpoint of the mouse. Answer that she 

will not get (the Mouse did not answer). Here, the utterer uses answer instead of reply to 

indicate that the information in the conversation is new. Therefore, he resorts to answer to bring 

out the co-utterer’s point of view. He just gives his opinion and does not comment on it. Answer 

provides precise information and directs the discourse to the right. The utterer is still at the level 

of presenting facts. This proves that the use of answer is not triggered by a presupposing 

context. Let’s consider the utterance (2): 

(2) I shall ask forgiveness for my hasty words…No need to change my answer and 

consent to be his bride. He might suspect you’ve told me. But I shall ask a month to 

think on it.  

(The Lion and the Jewel, 

p34) 

 

In the statement [No need to change my answer and consent to be his bride], we see that the 

utterer decides to uphold his answer, which is not to marry Baroka. He therefore uses the 

operator answer to confirm his opinion. Answer in this case, has an informative value and 

allows the discourse to move forward. 

(3) SIDI: I have come, Bale, as a repentant child. 

BAROKA: What? 

SIDI: […] The answer which I sent to the Bale was given in a thoughtless moment… 

BAROKA: Answer, child? To what? 

SIDI: A message brought by … 
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(The Lion and the Jewel, p.40) 

 

In (3), the use of answer in the segment [Answer, child? To what?] proves that the co-utterer 

(Baroka) has no idea of the answer. This is what justifies the presence of “what?”. The utterer 

said “A message brought by...”. He uses the non-presupposing operator a (message), rather than 

the (message), to simply convey an information that the co-utterer is not aware of. For the 

utterer, the response he sent to Bale was given in a moment of confusion. Consequently, he 

returns to repent. With the operator answer, the utterer simply presents facts, nothing more. 

Here is another example: 

(4) Helmer: A nice way for a young woman to talk! It’s unheard of! If 

religion means nothing to you, I’ll appeal to your conscience; you must 

have some sense of ethics, I suppose? Answer me! Or have you none? 

Nora: It’s hard for me to answer you, Torvald. I don’t think I know. All 

these things bewilder me. But I do know that I think quite differently 

from you about them. 
 

     (Six plays by Henrik Ibsen, p.78) 

The choice of answer in utterance (4) instead of reply is justified by the fact that the co-utterer 

(Helmer) wants Nora to reconsider her decision, which is to leave her husband and children 

to face her own reality. When he says “I’ll appeal to your conscience; you must have some 

sense of ethics, I suppose?” He keeps on pleading by introducing “Answer me! Or have you 

none?” At this level, we can see that the speaker wants to get a piece of information from the 

co-utterer. Information that he will not get, when she states “It’s hard for me to answer you, 

Torvald”. Once again, he introduces answer to promote dialogue and give information. Thus, 

the utterer refers to answer when he wants to come across an information that he ignores. 

3.2. Invariant value and status of reply 

The use of reply, is triggered by a presupposing context, as shown in the following 

utterance: 

(5) “I’m a poor man, your Majesty” the Hatter began, in a trembling voice, ‘- and I 

hadn’t begun my tea – not above a week or so – and what with the bread-and-

butter getting so thin – and the twinkling of the tea.’ The twinkling of the what? 

Said the King. ‘It began with the tea,’ the Hatter replied. 

 (Alice in Wonderland, 

p.111) 
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The operator replied confirms the retaken status of the predicate “begun with the tea”. In (5), 

Context: the Hatter is summoned by Her Majesty to hear his version of the events that caused 

him to tremble so much that he lost both his shoes during the last concert. The utterer uses replied 

to retake the hatter’s words in the segment [the Hatter began, in a trembling voice, '- and I hadn't 

begun my tea], thereby closing the paradigmatic choice. The utterer highlights the noun “tea,” 

which he already mentioned in the previous segment [I hadn’t begun my tea]. The role of replied 

is to retake, in order to confirm what has been said, namely [the twinkling of the tea]. In this case, 

it is suitable to use reply instead of answer. In utterance (5’):  

(5’) “I’m a poor man, your Majesty” the Hatter began, in a trembling voice, ‘- and I 

hadn’t begun my tea – not above a week or so – and what with the bread-and-butter 

getting so thin – and the twinkling of the tea.’ The twinkling of the what? Said the 

King. ‘It begun with the tea,’ the Hatter answered. 

        (Alice in Wonderland, p.111) 

The choice of “answer” would have been incongruous, given that what is at stake is to 

recall the item already mentioned in the preceding context. In terms of status, ‘replied’ is 

non-assertive. The operator “replied” takes up the information and then confirms it. The 

following utterance confirms what we have said. 

(6) “Have you guessed the riddle yet?” the Hatter said, turning to Alice again. 

“No, I give it up,” Alice replied: “what’s the answer?  

           “I haven’t the slightest idea,” said the Hatter. (Alice in Wonderland, 

p.73) 

 

Utterance (6) is the proof of the systematicity of these operators. The utterer first 

introduces the segment [Have you guessed the riddle yet?], which is a question. The purpose of 

this question is to present facts that the co-utterer is unaware of at the time of the conversation: 

Have you guessed the riddle? Alice gives a negative answer “No, I give it up.” This question 

[Have you guessed the riddle yet?] must have been entered previously so that the utterer can, 

through the use of again, [the Hatter said, turning to Alice again], indicate that he is retaking 

the information in order to obtain confirmation. The speaker then uses replied to carry out this 

internal task. It may be possible to switch between the two operators. However, the underlying 

task is different. In this context, it would not make sense to say [No, I give it up, Alice 

answered]. We know that the purpose of the operator answer is to inform and justify the 
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conformity with reality. This explains the question with answer, after reply: "what’s the 

answer? The hatter in turn says he has no idea. With answer, the co-utterer always wants to 

know things that he ignores. It is easy to understand why the utterer opted for the operator 

replied, which anaphorically retakes the segment already introduced in the previous context. 

(7) I should say “with what porpoise?”. 

‘Don’t you mean “purpose”?’ said Alice. 

‘I mean what I say’ the Mock Turtle replied in an offended tone. And the 

Gryphon added, “Come, let’s hear some of your adventures”   

(Alice in Wonderland, p.102) 

 

We notice the same phenomenon in (7), where replied in the segment [‘I mean what I say’ the 

Mock Turtle replied in an offended tone] aims to confirm, for anyone who might doubt it, that 

he did indeed say ‘porpoise’. French uses a single operator, répondre, to translate answer and 

reply. The reader will see that the circumstances in which answer and reply are used are not 

identical. Each operator performs a specific operation that is unique. Answer introduces a 

statement that is inconsistent with the preceding context, leaving the choice open. Reply 

introduces its statement by closing that choice. Hence its place on the vector set status / retaken 

status. 

 

 

SYSTEMIC ORDER 

 

STRUCTURAL ORIENTATION 

 

ANSWER        Set status           1 

 

 

REPLY           Retaken status    2 

 

ANSWER    

    

REPLY      

 

 

If the operators answer and reply seem to be identical at the surface level, we should admit that 

they are different at the internal one. 

 

Conclusion 
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At the end of this study, it should be noted that answer and reply are not identical 

according to their status in the system. Answer is non-presupposing; it presents facts for the 

first time and indicates that it refers to a set status. Answer also has an informative value and 

allows the discourse to move forward. With answer, we discover the information. Reply, on the 

contrary, is presupposing and argumentative, indicating that the relationship it introduces is 

acquired. It is therefore a matter of predication and has a retaken status. With reply, the utterer 

and co-utterer already share information about the object. It may be that substituting answer for 

reply does not raise any problem on the linear chain, but for reasons of discursive cohesion, it 

can constitute a real problem at the internal level. This cyclical binary (set status/retaken status) 

is the property of language functioning. This article may offer general linguistics a new 

perspective on the functioning of the operators ‘answer’ and ‘reply’. Namely their use in 

discourse and the role they play in the construction of discursive cohesion. The scientific aim 

is to help learners, teachers, translators and lexicographers understand that these operators are 

not perfect synonyms, as dictionaries suggest. To this end, the distinctive features of these 

operators are presented so that they may apply them in real-life communication. 
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