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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION
AND LITERATURE REVIEW

My nine years old son, who has been learning English as a school
subject, discovered the great truth of polysemy one day.
“Mum, the word ‘miss’ means late in ‘Gulu is going to miss the
school shuttle bus,” but it means differently in ‘I miss you’.”
“You are right. Many words have more than one meaning.”

“How funny!”
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Chapter One

Introduction: Related Topics about

Polysemous Representation

1.1 The Interest in Polysemy

The relations between meanings and words are complex. A single
concept can be expressed by several different words (synonymy), and
conversely, one word can carry different meanings (polysemy). In the
philosophy of language, linguistics, and psychology, general issues
arising from polysemy are discussed over and again, such as the
nature of polysemy, its relation to the more general phenomenon of
semantic ambiguity, the ways in which multiple meanings (or senses)
are represented in a dictionary or lexicon and related to each other,
the principles that govern these relations and the mechanisms that
allow the creation of new senses.

People seldom realize the phenomenon of polysemy in
communication. We effortlessly and unconsciously select the
appropriate senses of words by using contextual cues. When we say,

for example, The Yellow River runs into the sea, we have in mind
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only one of the senses of the verb run, i.e., flow. We rarely call into
mind the many other senses that we may know about this verb or that
are listed in the dictionary. The sheer number of senses listed in some
dictionaries as being available to the native speaker usually comes as
a surprise: Out of approximately 60000 entries in the Webster’s
Seventh Dictionary, 21488, or almost 40 percent, have two or more
senses, according to Byrd et al. (1987). Moreover, the most
commonly used words tend to be the most polysemous. In the Oxford
Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary, a medium size dictionary,
for example, the verb make has 19 senses, 12 idioms, and more than
16 phrasal verbs, excluding the sub-senses of each.

Although rarely a problem in language use, polysemy poses a
problem in semantic theory and semantic applications such as
translation or lexicography. The traditional lexicographic practice, for
example, is to list the multiple senses for polysemous words and to
group related ones as sub-senses. Dictionaries differ in the number of
senses they define for each word, the grouping into sub-senses and
the content of definitions. It is clear that there is little agreement
among lexicographers as to the degree of polysemy and the way in
which the different senses are organized. In fact, Atkins and Levin
(1991) and Fillmore and Atkins (2000) show that mapping the
definitions from one dictionary onto another is often not possible,
even for mildly ambiguous words, such as the word whistle, or across
dictionaries that are similar in scope and coverage. Another problem
with dictionary definitions lies in the use of polysemous defining
terms, further obscuring the relation between dictionary senses. One
of the definitions of the noun whistle is the sound produced by a
whistle, but which sense of whistle is intended, the musical
instrument, the device (as in a factory whistle), or both? A third



