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T Y P E S  O F A M B IG U IT Y  IN  L IN G U IS T IC S

The article deals with the linguistic problem of ambiguity. Based on the specialized 
research sources analysis fourteen types of ambiguity which may lead to misunderstanding 
of utterances are enumerated.

N a tu ra l lan g u ag es  p o sse ss  m an y  ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity  a t ev ery  level o f  
desc rip tio n , an d  th is  fea tu re  d is tin g u ish es  every  n a tu ra l lan g u ag e  fro m  fo rm al 
languages. A m b ig u ity  o ften  a rises  w h en  a  single  w o rd  o r w o rd  co llo ca tio n  are 
a sso c ia ted  in  the  lan g u ag e  w ith  m ore  th a n  one m ean in g  [1, p. 78]. D . C rystal 
u n d e rlin es  th a t lan g u ag e  is n o t lo g ica lly  co n stru cted , n o t b eau tifu lly  regu lar. It can  
change  its fo rm  u n p red ic tab ly . T h a t is w h y , lan g u ag e  m ay , so m etim es, be  a  source  
o f  co m p lex ity  as fa r as the  u n d e rs tan d in g  asp ec t is co n ce rn ed  [2, p. 1 2 -1 5 ]. T hus, 
k n o w led g e  ab o u t language , to g e th e r w ith  k n o w led g e  o f  h o w  to  use  th a t lan g u ag e  
m ay , som etim es, e ith e r h am p er o r fac ilita te  o n e ’s u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  th a t language.

G. C h ie rch ia  an d  S. M c C o n n ell-G in e t sta te  th a t “ am b ig u ity  a rises  w h en  a 
single  w o rd  o r s tring  o f  w o rd s  is a sso c ia ted  in  the  lan g u ag e  system  w ith  m ore  th an  
one m ean in g ” [3, p. 29]. P. S aka  d efin es  am b ig u ity  as a  m u ltip le  m ean in g  or 
m u ltip le  in te rp re ta tio n s  th a t can  be  e ith e r “ sy n tac tic” o r “ lex ica l” ; an d  sta tes th a t 
the  ex p lan a tio n  o f  am b ig u ity  “p o ssesses  no  d ifficu lties  fo r sem an tics  th e o ry  in  
genera l, o r fo r tru th -th eo re tic  sem an tics  in  p a rtic u la r .” H o w ev er, he  supp o ses  th a t 
lan g u ag e  am b ig u ity  can  be  fo u n d  in  b o th  a rtific ia l an d  n a tu ra l lan g u ag es  in  
“ affixes, w o rd s , sen tences, ex ten d ed  d iscou rse , and  a lso  in  s ilence , in  art an d  
im ag es .” [4, p. 155]. J. K ess  defines am b ig u ity  as “ the  w h o le  am b ig u ity  p a rad ig m , 
w h ich  su g gests  m u ltip le  in te rp re ta tio n  o f  all s tages d u rin g  the  p ro cess in g  o f  
sen ten ces” [11, p. 76], an d  N . W arb u rto n  _ as  a  w o rd  o r p h rase  th a t p o sse sse s  tw o  
o r m ore  m ean in g s; th a t is can  be  in te rp re ted  in  d iffe ren t w ay s [5, p. 10].

W . E m p so n  sees am b ig u ity  as “ any  v erb a l n u an ces , h o w ev er s ligh t, w h ich  
g ive ro o m  fo r a lte rn ativ e  reac tio n s  to  the  sam e p iece  o f  lan g u ag e” [6, p. 5 6 -5 7 ] .

S. P en g  S oon  sta tes th a t an  item  is am b ig u o u s w h en  the  fo llo w in g  tw o  
co n d itio n s  are m et:

1) T he w o rd  can  be  am b ig u o u s  sem an tica lly , i f  it is cap ab le  o f  h av in g  tw o  or 
m o re  d is tin c tly  d iffe ren t m ean in g s  (sen ses  or re fe ren ces);

2) T he w o rd  can  be  am b ig u o u s p rag m atica lly , i f  i t ’s d iffe ren t m ean in g s  can  
be  in te rp re ted  as stab le  in  a  g iven  co n tex t [7, p. 57].

T. S tephen  a lso  a ttem p ts  to  d efine  am b ig u ity  in  te rm s o f  b o th  sem an tic  an d  
p rag m atic  b eh av io r b y  an a ly z in g  the  sem antic  (lite ra l) an d  p rag m atic  (in v isib le ) 
m ean in g s  ; the  au th o r w h ere  lives th a t am b ig u ity  a rises in  a  c e rta in  co n tex t 
[8, p. 150]. J. A itch iso n  s tresses the  d iffe ren t fu nc tions o f  lan g u ag e  and  m o re  
p rec ise ly , the  fac t th a t lan g u ag e  is an  in n e r though t. T hus, b e in g  liab le  to  d iffe ren t 
analy sis  m ak es  it a  v e ry  in d isp en sab le  an d  in te re s tin g  m ean s o f  co m m u n ica tio n  
[9, p. 7].



W ales s ta tes th a t am b ig u ity  is doub le  (o r m u ltip le ) m ean ing . She adds th a t 
th is  co n cep t has spec ia l im p lica tio n s  in  d iffe ren t d isc ip lin es  [10, p. 1 9 -2 0 ]:

1- L in g u ists  w o u ld  see am b ig u ity  as a  lin g u is tic  un iv ersa l, co m m o n  to  all 
lan g u ag es , and  as one o f  the  in ev itab le  co n seq u en ces  o f  the  a rb itra rin ess  o f  
lan g u ag e , i.e ., the  lack  o f  on e-to -o n e  co rre sp o n d en ce  b e tw een  signs an d  m ean ings.

2 -  O u t o f  d isco u rse , it is reg a rd ed  as a  fau lt o f  sty les ak in  to  v ag u en ess  and  
obscurity .

3 - In  lite ra ry  lan guage , am b ig u ity  is re p la ce d  b y  am b iv a len ce , w h ich  m eans 
the  p ro p e rty  o f  h av in g  m ore  th an  one m ean in g  o f  eq u al value. A m b ig u ity  has b een  
trea ted  d iffe ren tly  b y  v ario u s  lin g u is ts  in  te rm s o f  the  p u rp o se  o f  th e ir  o rien ta tio n s , 
a  lo t o f  d e fin itio n s  have  b e en  fo rm u la ted  to  acco u n t fo r w h a t am b ig u ity  is. F o r 
exam ple , fo cu sin g  on  the  fac t th a t lan g u ag e  is a  set o f  b o th  th eo re tic a l an d  p rac tica l 
ru les. W . E m p so n  d iffers  from  o th er au th o rs  in  defin itio n s  o f  am b igu ity . S om e 
lin g u is ts  co n firm  a m u ltip le  m ean in g  o r m u ltip le  in te rp re ta tio n s , b u t som e o f  th em  
say  the  w o rd  can  be  am b ig u o u s sem an tica lly  an d  p rag m atica lly . A lso , J. A itch iso n  
sees d iffe ren t d e fin itio n  fo r rep re sen tin g  am b ig u ity  b y  b e in g  liab le  to  d iffe ren t 
analy sis  m ak es  it a  v e ry  in d isp en sab le  and  in te resting .

S. L o b n er adds th a t n o tio n  o f  am b ig u ity  can  be  ap p lied  to  all levels  o f  
m ean ing : to  ex p ress io n  m ean in g , u tte ran ce  m ean ing , and  co m m u n ica tiv e  m ean ing . 
T he au th o r a lso  m en tio n s  m e tap h o r an d  m e to n y m y  as p o ssib le  sou rces o f  
am b ig u ity  [11, p. 2].

T he m o st co m p reh en siv e  v iew  on  the  am b ig u ity  ty p o lo g y  one can  fin d  in  the  
b o o k  “ S even  ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity ” b y  W . E m pson , w h ich  is co n sid e red  to d ay  to  be  
one o f  the  m o st fu n d am en ta l re sea rch es  on  am b ig u ity  in  E n g lish -sp eak in g  
lingu istics. T he re sea rch e r an a ly zed  the  d isco u rse  o f  b e lle s-le ttres , an d  id en tified  
seven  ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity  one can  face w ith in  a  p o e tic a l o r p ro se  w riting . M e tap h o r 
is the  firs t ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity , an d  it a rises , acco rd in g  to  W . E m p so n , in  the  co n tex t 
w h ere  tw o  th in g s  w h ich  h ave  d iffe ren t p ro p e rtie s  are said  to  be  alike [6, p. 120]. 
T he seco n d  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity , an tith esis , occu rs  w h en  co n tra s tin g  con cep ts , w o rd s  
o r sen tences are u sed  w ith in  p a ra lle l g ram m atica l structu re . T he th ird  ty p e  o f  
am b igu ity , a  “ so und” one, occu rs  w h en  tw o  ideas, w h ich  are  co n n ec ted  o n ly  b y  
b e in g  b o th  re le v an t in  the  co n tex t, can  be  g iven  in  one w o rd  s im u ltaneously . T he 
fo u rth  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity  can  o ccu r w h en  tw o  or m ore  m ean in g s  o f  a  s ta tem en t do 
n o t ag ree  am o n g  them selv es . T he fifth  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity  a rises  w h en  a  sp eak er 
d isco v ers  h is / h e r id ea  in  the  ac t o f  sp eak in g  n o t h o ld in g  it a t a ll in  h is / h e r  m in d  
b efo re  the  sp eech  act. C o n flic t is the  six th  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity  w h en  the  s ta tem en t 
says n o th ing , b y  ta u to lo g y  co n trad ic tio n , o r b y  irre lev an t sta tem en t. F ina lly , 
the  sev en th  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity , acco rd in g  to  W . E m p so n , occu rs  w h en  w o rd  has 
tw o  m ean in g s  an d  the  tw o  va lu es  o f  the  am b ig u ity  are the  tw o  op p o site  m ean in g s  
[6, p. 133].

P. C. G om ez d iffe ren tia te s  the  g loba l an d  local am b ig u itie s  an d  an alyzes 
lex ica l an d  s tru c tu ra l am b ig u ity  d is tin g u ish in g  th em  acco rd in g  severa l c rite ria , 
such  as con tex ts  ex ten sio n , g ram m atica l ca tego ries , etc. S tructu ral am b ig u ity  is 
co n sid e red  as a  su b -ca teg o ry  o f  re la tio n a l ca tego ry ; re la tio n a l c a teg o ry  a lso



in c lu d es  re fe ren tia l an d  fu n c tio n a l am b ig u ity  [1, p. 78]. In  co n tra st to  s truc tu ra l 
am b igu ity , fu n c tio n a l am b ig u ity  is co n sid e red  as a  sem an tic  one w ith o u t 
n ecessa rily  in v o lv in g  an y  syn tac tic  d is tinc tions. T he m a tte r here  is n o t to  p re sen t 
in te rre la ted  co n cep ts  b u t th e ir  re la tio n s  to  each  o ther. S uch  re la tio n s  can  be  ex p lic it 
o r im plic it. T he ex p lic it re la tio n s  are  p re sen ted  b y  a  fu n c tio n  w o rd , i.e. a 
p rep o sitio n , an  a rtic le , etc.: an orange box ( ‘b o x  w ith  o ra n g e s ’ o r ‘an  o range- 
co lo red  b o x ’); on the second flo o r  I ’ve seen a salesman with an artificial leg  
( ‘h av in g  it in  h a n d s ’ o r ‘ch arac te rized  b y ’). O ne m o re  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity , 
P. C. G om ez d is tin g u ish es , is a  re fe ren tia l one: He saw a girl with the telescope 
(it rem ain s  u n c lea r, i f  the  g irl h a d  a  te le sco p e  or he saw  it th ro u g h  it) [1, p. 81]. W e 
can  define  the  p re req u is ite s  o f  lex ica l a m b ig u ity ’s o ccu rrence . B o th  lin g u is tic  an d  
ex tra -lin g u is tic  fac to rs  in flu en ce  the  d ev e lo p m en t o f  n ew  m ean ings. A m b ig u ity , as 
w e ll as the  d isap p earan ce  o f  a lread y  ex is tin g  co m p o n en ts  from  the  sem an tic  
struc tu re  o f  the  w ord . Such  a  co m b in a tio n  o f  ex tra -lin g u is tic  (the  em erg en ce  o f  a 
n ew  rea lity ) an d  lin g u is tic  (the  em ergence  o f  a  synon y m o u s o r th em a tica lly  re la ted  
n ew  w o rd ) fac to rs  co n stitu tes  the  essence  o f  the  ev o lu tio n  o f  language; sem an tics  
o f  the  w o rd  an d  the  w ay s  o f  its in te rp re ta tio n  d efin es  its fu rth er recep tio n  b y  the  
add ressee .

L. Jo h n  adds th a t syn tac tic  am b ig u ity  re fe rs  to  d iffe ren ces  in  p h rasa l 
s truc tu res an d  co n sid ers  lex ica l am b ig u ity  as a  syn tac tic  catego ry . T he sem an tic  
am b ig u ity  re fe rs  to  d iffe ren ces  in  m ean in g , and, con seq u en tly , it is fu rth e r d iv id ed  
b y  L. Jo h n  in to  h o m o n y m y  or p o ly sem y , d ep en d in g  on  w h e th e r o r n o t the  
m ean in g s  are in te rre la ted . S yn tac tic  an d  sem antic  am b ig u itie s  are co n sid ered  
o rthogonal, i.e. a  w o rd  can  have  re la ted  o r u n re la ted  m ean in g s  in  va rio u s  
ca teg o ries  [12, p. 60]. N ev erth e le ss , a  m ix tu re  o f  lex ica l an d  s truc tu ra l am b ig u ity  
m ay  arise  in  certa in  sen tences. T he co m b in a tio n  o f  lex ica l an d  s tru c tu ra l am b ig u ity  
p o sse sse s  fea tu res o f  b o th  lex ica l an d  s tru c tu ra l am b ig u ity , w h ich  m ean s th a t a 
sen tence  co n ta in s an  am b ig u o u s w o rd (s) an d  it can  be  in te rp re ted  from  d iffe ren t 
p o in ts  o f  v iew  in  te rm s o f  its sy n tac tic  struc tu re : I  saw her watch  ( ‘to  w a tc h ’ as a 
ve rb  an d  ‘a  w a tc h ’ as a  noun). A s far as the  syn tac tic  c a teg o ry  o f  th e  w o rd  
changes, the  s tru c tu re  an d  the  m ean in g  o f  the  sen tence  are co rre sp o n d in g ly  
affected . It is w o rth  to  no te , th a t L. Jo h n  o ffers  a lso  to  d is tin g u ish  b e tw een  
lin g u is tic  an d  n o n -lin g u is tic  am b igu ity ; so , the  lin g u is tic  am b ig u ity  dep en d s on ly  
on  the  s truc tu re  o f  the  lan g u ag e  system , o th er ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity  shall be  
acco u n ted  fo r in  o th e r w ay s, i.e. am b ig u ity  o f  p ro p e r n am es, p e rso n a l p ro n o u n s, 
d e fin itiv e  desc rip tio n s, etc. [12, p. 102].

R . C ann  in  the  b o o k  “F o rm al S em antics: an  in tro d u c tio n ” p ro p o ses  one m ore  
ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity  -  a  “ sco p e” one -  an d  p o in ts  o u t th a t su ch  ty p e  o f  am b ig u ity  is 
cau sed  b y  p o ss ib ility  to  o bserve  d iffe ren t sem an tic  scope in  a  sen tence  fro m  
v ario u s  p o in ts  o f  v iew . S p eak ing  p rec ise ly , the  au th o r m ean s th a t ev en  w h en  th e re  
is no  am b ig u ity  in  a  sing le  separa te  w o rd  or the  co m p le te  su rface  s truc tu re  the  
o b serv ed  sem an tic  scope is co n sid e red  as in d efin ite  due to  o th e r e lem en ts . Such  
e lem en ts  m ay  in c lu d e  q u a lifica tio n  o r negation . Scope am b ig u ity  occu rs  w h en  
tw o  s im ila r ex p ress io n s  o r q u an tifie rs  tak e  scope over o th e r p re sen te d  in  a  sen tence  
[13, p. 63].



U sin g  p u re ly  lin g u is tic  c rite ria  A . K a iry te  and  L. B ik e lien e  en u m era te  five  
m a in  ty p es  o f  am bigu ity : p h o n o lo g ica l, m o rp h o lo g ica l, lex ica l, syn tac tic , an d  
co n tex tu a l am b igu ities . A cco rd in g  to  the  au tho rs , co n tex tu al am b ig u ity  occu rs  
u su a lly  due to  irony , m etap h o r, in ten tio n a l d o ub le  read in g s  an d  o th er cases o f  
po lysem y . C o n tex tu a l am b ig u ity  is qu ite  d is tin c t from  a lex ica l one: the  m ean in g  
sh ift does n o t deal w ith  d iffe ren t m ean in g s  o f  one w o rd , b u t changes th em  slig h tly  
in  o rd e r fo r an  ex p ress io n  to  fit the  co n tex t [14].

A cco rd in g  to  C. Q u iro g a-C la re , “ so m eth in g  is am b ig u o u s w h en  it can  be  
u n d e rs to o d  in  tw o  or m ore  p o ssib le  senses o r w ays. I f  the  am b ig u ity  is in  a  sing le  
w o rd , it is c a lled  lex ica l am b igu ity . In  a  sen tence  o r c lause , it is s truc tu ra l 
am b ig u ity ” . W h en  p ro v id in g  ex am p les  ab o u t lex ica l am b ig u ity , [15, p. 100] he 
co n sid ers  p o ly sem y  to  be  one o f  the  m o st co m m o n  ty p es  o f  w o rd s  cau sin g  
am bigu ity . T h is am b ig u ity , acco rd in g  to  C. Q u iro g a-C la re , occu rs  w h en  a  lis ten er 
(a  rec ip ien t) can n o t decide  w h ich  p a rticu la r m ean in g  am o n g  m an y  is used . 
N . W arb u rto n , en u m era tes  th ree  ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity  1. L ex ica l am b ig u ity  
2. R efe ren tia l am b ig u ity  3. S y n tac tica l am b igu ity , he  speaks ab o u t lex ica l 
am b ig u ity  in  a  w o rd  has tw o  o r m o re  p o ssib le  m ean in g s, an d  a  p h rase  o r sen tence  
can  be  u n d e rs to o d  in  m ore  th an  one aw ay. T he re fe ren tia l am b ig u ity  “ occu rs  w h en  
a  w o rd  is u sed  so th a t it co u ld  be  tak en  to  be  re fe rrin g  to  e ith e r o f  tw o  o r m ore  
th in g s” , the  th ird  ty p e  is syn tac tic  am b ig u ity  “occurs w h en  the  o rd e r o f  w o rd s  
a llow s tw o  or m ore  in te rp re ta tio n s” [16, p. 11].

A ll th e  ty p es  o f  am b ig u ity  rev ea led  as a  re su lt o f  the  an aly sis  o f  scien tific  
sources, d iscu ssed  above, are show n  in  figu re  1 below .

Figure 1. Types of ambiguity

L an g u ag e  is an  essen tia l to o l o f  co m m u n ica tio n , reco rd in g  an d  tran sfe rrin g  
re lev an t in fo rm ation . H o w ev er, to  a  certa in  ex ten t, co m m u n ica tio n  p e rfo rm ed  v ia  
n a tu ra l lan g u ag es  m ay  have  som e in ev itab le  d raw backs, co m m u n ica tiv e  “n o ise” , 
o th e r obstac les. T he ab o v em en tio n ed  m a tte r leads to  am b ig u ity  cau s in g  co n fu s io n  
in  co m m o n  u tte ran ces  an d  th e ir  in te rp re ta tio n  w h ich  is, ac tua lly , co n sid e red  to  be  a 
qu ite  co m m o n  p h e n o m en o n  am o n g  m o d e rn  lan g u ag es  [17, p. 2933].
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О. О. Графутко (Минск, МГЛУ)

С Х О Д С Т В А  И  Р А З Л И Ч И Я  В Э К С П Л И К А Ц И И
З Н А Ч Е Н И Й  Э М О Т И В Н Ы Х  Л Е К С Е М  В Т О Л К О В Ы Х  С Л О В А Р Я Х  

А Н Г Л И Й С К О Г О  И  Б Е Л О Р У С С К О Г О  Я З Ы К О В

С т а т ь я  п о с в я щ е н а  п р о б л е м е  п р е д с т а в л е н и я  з н а ч е н и й  э м о т и в н ы х  л е к с е м  в  л е к с и 

к о г р а ф и ч е с к и х  и с т о ч н и к а х  н а  а н г л и й с к о м  и  б е л о р у с с к о м  я з ы к а х ,  а  т а к ж е  с х о д с т в а м  

и  р а з л и ч и я м  в  и х  э к с п л и к а ц и и .  Р а с с м о т р е н ы  р а з л и ч н ы е  с п о с о б ы  т о л к о в а н и я  л е к с и ч е с к и х  

е д и н и ц ,  н а з ы в а ю щ и х ,  о п и с ы в а ю щ и х  и  в ы р а ж а ю щ и х  э м о ц и и ,  и  о т м е ч е н ы  и х  н е к о т о р ы е  

н е д о с т а т к и .  У с т а н о в л е н ы  с п о с о б ы  п р е д с т а в л е н и я  с е м ы  ‘э м о ц и я ’ в  о п р е д е л е н и я х  а н а л и 

з и р у е м о й  г р у п п ы  л е к с е м .

Э м о ц и и  п р о н и зы в аю т  все  асп екты  н аш ей  ж и зн и , п о это м у  и ссл ед о в а 
тел ьски й  и н тер ес , п р о яв л яем ы й  к  н и м , н еуд и ви тел ен . В  ц ен тр е  вн и м ан и я  
д ан н о й  статьи  н ах о д и тся  эм о ти вн ая  л ек си к а , п о д  ко то р о й  п о н и м аю тся  л е к 
си ч ески е  еди н и ц ы , н азы ваю щ и е , о п и сы ваю щ и е и  вы р аж аю щ и е  эм о ц и и  [1].


