Esme Winter-Froemel & Angelika Zirker
Ambiguity in Speaker-Hearer-Interaction:
A Parameter-Based Model of Analysis

Abstract: In our paper, we follow an interdisciplinary approach to explore the use
and functions of ambiguity in communication. Taking up some of Wasow’s obser-
vations (this volume), who claims that ambiguity is much less frequently avoided
in communication than it is usually expected to be, we begin by distinguishing
between two fundamental kinds of ambiguity: ambiguity in the language system
and ambiguity in discourse. While the first type has been intensely studied to the
point of being overrated with respect to its potentially disturbing effects for com-
munication (cf. Wasow, this volume), we would like to argue that the second type
has been largely neglected in previous studies, i.e. previous studies have mainly
focused on disambiguation in discourse, neglecting the potential advantages for
the speakers that may arise from ambiguity. In order to explore the multifold vari-
eties in which ambiguities may turn up in communication, we discuss studies of
ambiguity in various disciplines and analyze the different ways in which ambi-
guity has traditionally been approached and defined. These involve creations of
new ambiguities by speakers’ intentional use of pragmatic strategies as well as
hearer-induced reanalysis of speaker utterances. We propose a set of key param-
eters which can be applied to all kinds of ambiguity, and which thus permit us to
investigate ambiguity in everyday and literary communication within a compre-
hensive framework.

1 Introduction

Ambiguity is a ubiquitous phenomenon in language: it may concern different
levels of linguistic structure, including syntax and lexical meanings (see exam-
ples (1)/(2) and examples (3)/(4)/(5), respectively). At the same time, ambiguity
can be found in very different communicational settings, such as everyday com-
munication (see example (1)), newspaper headlines (see example (2)), advertis-
ing slogans (see example (3)) and literary texts (see examples (4) and (5)).

(1) She left the man with the sports car.

(2) Squad helps dog bite victim. (Cooper 1980)
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(3) Have a break, have a kit-kat.

(4) Cloten. Would he have been one of my rank!
2" Lord. To have smelled like a fool. (Shakespeare 2005, 2.1.14-15)

(5) The opposite of punch, I think,
Might be some sort of fruitless drink,
Unless we say that punch means hit,
In which event the opposite
Is counter—punch or shadow-box.
Or if we think of punching clocks,
I guess the opposite of punch
Is always to be out to lunch.
What if we capitalize the P?
Judy’s the answer then, since she
And Punch, although they chose to marry,
Are each the other’s adversary—
Each having, ever since they wed,
Pounded the other on the head.
How many things we’ve thought of! Whew!
I’'m getting punchy. That will do. (Wilbur 2000, 21)

These examples not only illustrate the omnipresence of ambiguity but also show
that ambiguity can be creatively explored by speakers such as in (5) where the
whole poem is based on a play with different meanings of punch. In this poem,
these meanings are all made evident to the reader — but by means of pointing out
the multiplicity of meanings of one particular word, the author also makes his
readers aware that there is such a thing as ambiguity.

Taking this observation of the ubiquity of ambiguity as well as the fact that
it does not necessarily hinder or thwart communication as a starting point, the
fundamental question arises how the ambiguity of signs is dealt with by speakers
and hearers. In order to explore this question we will first review the influen-
tial Gricean approach which formulates the maxim “Avoid ambiguity”. However,
we will argue that various cases of ambiguity contradict the central assumption
underlying this approach, i.e. the fact that ambiguity is a violation of basic prin-
ciples of communication and therefore triggers repair mechanisms: certain ambi-
guities do not at all hinder the success of communication, and in other cases,
speakers even deliberately produce ambiguous utterances, e.g. with the aim
to offer different interpretative possibilities. This means that ambiguity may or
may not hinder communication; and it may or may not be deliberately produced
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by the speaker. In order to account for these different uses and effects of ambi-
guity, we will develop a comprehensive framework which allows us to analyze
ambiguity in speaker-hearer-interaction in all its different manifestations. An
important part of this framework is the additional introduction of a distinction
between two fundamentally different ways to approach and analyze ambiguity:
ambiguity in the language system and ambiguity in discourse. To explore more
deeply the latter concept, which has been largely neglected in previous linguistic
research, we analyze the different ways in which ambiguity has been approached
and defined in linguistics as well as in literary studies and in other disciplines.
Then, we propose a set of key parameters which allows us to analyze ambiguity
in everyday and in literary communication, as will be illustrated in several case
studies.

2 Why Ambiguity Is Overrated — and Why It Isn’t:
Ambiguity in the Language System vs.
Ambiguity in Discourse

Ambiguity is a characteristic of semiotic systems (cf. BuBmann 2008, Piantadosi,
Tily & Gibson 2012). In this sense, ambiguity means that a given word or linguistic
category is related to two (or more) different contents or interpretations. For this
reason, ambiguity is frequently regarded as a “weak point” in semiotic systems,
as it potentially leads to misunderstandings or, at least, increased processing
efforts, as the hearer must determine which of the theoretically possible inter-
pretations is the one intended by the speaker in a certain communicative situa-
tion. Consequently, approaches rooted in the philosophy of language and in the
tradition of logic have mainly stressed the necessity to avoid ambiguity.' This also
becomes clear when we consider the concept of homonymies génantes which pos-
tulates that disturbing homonymies such as French moudre ‘grind’ / ‘milk’ may
trigger processes of language change in which a new expression is introduced for
one of the meanings of the homonymous item (cf. Gilliéron & Roques 1912, Rohlfs
1971, 176).

However, as Wasow argues (this volume, cf. Wasow, Perfors & Beaver 2005),
various kinds of evidence illustrate that similar concepts of ambiguity (requir-

1 According to Wasow, these approaches to ambiguity are characterized by the assumption “that
the primary function of language is the efficient transmission of information”, and for similar ap-
proaches, “intuitive arguments for avoiding ambiguity seem compelling” (Wasow, this volume).
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ing avoidance) have been overrated in previous approaches (cf. also Piantadosi,
Tily & Gibson 2012). For example, research in language change does not support
the idea that ambiguity represents a main problem for communication which
speakers try to avoid and which should therefore, in the long run, diminish in
the evolution of language systems (for a critical stance on the concept of homony-
mies génantes cf. also Coseriu 1958, Koch & Oesterreicher 1996, 78, Koch 2005,
234 and 239-240). Similarly, research on sentence processing has shown that
ambiguity avoidance does not seem to influence grammatical choices (cf. Pianta-
dosi, Tily & Gibson 2012). Moreover, many examples studied in pragmatics and
conversational analysis demonstrate that ambiguities can be intentionally used
by speakers (and recognized as such by hearers). How can this double nature of
ambiguity in semiotics and in communication be accounted for?

In order to answer this question, we would like to propose a distinction
between two fundamentally different ways to approach and analyze ambiguity.
Firstly, there are ambiguities of lexical or syntactic items in a given language. Sec-
ondly, ambiguity may also arise in concrete utterances. Ambiguities of the first
kind are located in the realm of the language system, and they represent a char-
acteristic of the abstract linguistic items (their being related to different syntactic
and/or semantic interpretations) which may — or may not — materialize in human
communication.

In fact, most lexical ambiguities existing in the language system are disam-
biguated by the context of communication (as in the different uses of punch in
example (5)) and by world knowledge of the hearer.? For example, in most uses of
the English word bank, the hearer will easily identify the sense intended by the
speaker (see (6) and (7))*, and the potential ambiguity of the word bank will not
affect the flow of communication.”

(6) Why do we feel better about having our money in a bank than we do having
it under a mattress?®

2 Soon Peng Su (1994) discusses the relation between context and ambiguity in chapter 4 of
her book. We will return to this issue in section 4.2.

3 The term speaker in the following comprises both speaker and writer/author, and hearer
includes both the reader of a written text as well as recipients of spoken texts.

4 Research in psycholinguistics has equally shown that context facilitates (at least, to a cer-
tain degree) access to the appropriate meaning. However, psychological experiments have main-
ly focused on homonymies, whereas polysemy has been studied to a smaller extent only (see
Stolterfoht, this volume), and even for homonymy, certain issues in processing remain controver-
sial (cf. Simpson 1994, Frazier & Rayner 1990, Pylkkdnen, Llinds & Murphy 2006).

5 http://money.howstuffworks.com/personal-finance/banking/bank.htm, last accessed: 2012-
01-10.
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(7) Theroad was constructed on a bank of the river comprised of permafrost and
possessing a southern exposure.®

Communicative contexts in which similar ambiguities are not immediately
resolved, in turn, represent more or less exceptional cases; in these cases, ambi-
guity can be seen as a problem in communication, putting at risk the information
transfer from speaker to hearer.

If we consider ambiguity on the level of concrete utterances (whenever an
utterance can be assigned different interpretations), we find that many utter-
ances in everyday communication show ambiguities. These ambiguities include
cases in which both possible interpretations of the lexical or syntactic unit cor-
respond to conventional meanings (that is, cases in which there is an ambigu-
ity in the language system as well, as presented in the “exceptional cases” just
mentioned),” as in example (8).

(8) F. Vous avez fait une chose terrible. / E. You have done something really
awesome. ‘excellent’ / ‘causing terror’

Examples like (9) show, however, that ambiguities do not always represent a
problem for communication. Instead, they may remain unnoticed by the speaker
and hearer, as the divergence between the two possible interpretations (here, F.
méme in the senses of ‘identical’ vs. ‘similar in certain respects’) can be neglected
in conversation.?

(9) You want some more wine? — Wait, [ haven't finished my glass yet. — That
doesn’t matter, it’s the same bottle. ‘it really is the same bottle’ / ‘it is another
bottle of the same wine’ (example taken from Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2001, 161,
translation EWF/AZ)

Moreover, there are also further cases of ambiguities arising from pragmatic inter-
pretations which add to the semantic (or literal) sense of the utterance (e.g. addi-

6 http://forestry.alaska.gov/pdfs/2BankStabilityfinal.pdf, last accessed: 2013-12-19.

7 We will show that speakers may also introduce ambiguous uses of a certain linguistic expres-
sion in an utterance, while such an ambiguity does not exist on the level of the language system.
See P10 below, in 4.5.

8 Nevertheless, the distinction between derselbe/dieselbe/dasselbe and der/die/das gleiche in
German, which is precisely based on the two senses discussed here (cf. Duden), shows that it may
be useful for speakers to be able to easily distinguish both meanings. At the same time, it seems
interesting to observe that many speakers no longer perceive a semantic difference between the
two groups of expressions, or they have doubts about the correct use of the various forms.
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tional interpretations by virtue of conversational implicatures, as given in (10). In
many cases, such ambiguities are intentionally produced by the speaker (e.g. s/he
chooses to express a refusal in an indirect way by suggesting a certain implicature
to the hearer, see example (10)), and the fact that a defining feature of pragmatic
implicatures is their cancellability confirms that we are here dealing with a situ-
ation of ambiguity in communication (cf. Grice 1975 and 1989, for a discussion of
this criterion cf. Weiner 2006, Borge 2009 and Colonna Dahlman 2012).°

(10) Are you going to his party? — I have to work. ‘I have to work’ / (conversational
implicature:) ‘I am not going to his party’

Semantic change provides another interesting case of ambiguity; by definition it
implies that a new meaning of a linguistic item is introduced in a certain situation.
For example, in many languages we can observe that expressions with a tempo-
ral meaning acquire an adversative meaning as well (e.g. E. while, G. wdhrend,
S. mientras (que), 1. mentre, F. tandis que). These changes can be explained by
assuming contexts of innovation where only the temporal meaning is lexicalized,
but the speaker wishes to convey an additional pragmatic inference towards the
adversative meaning (cf. Traugott & Konig 1991, 199-203, Keller 1995a, 27, 1995b,
230-231, Detges 2001, 40-44, Winter-Froemel 2008, 224) — see example (11).
Here again, we are thus dealing with a case of ambiguity in communication.*®
If speakers use this strategy more and more often, the pragmatic interpretation
can in the long run become conventional, so that an ambiguity in the language
system arises as well.

(11) While you were lying in the sun, I washed the dishes.

9 It has to be acknowledged, however, that treating similar cases of pragmatic implicatures
under the label of ambiguity represents an expansion of many previous linguistic approaches
which define ambiguity as the coexistence of several conventionalized (semantic) meanings. In
the remainder of this paper, in contrast, we will argue for a wider understanding which defines
situations of ambiguity as being characterized by a coexistence of various meanings or interpre-
tations (including e.g. pragmatic interpretations/implicatures, cf. below).

10 Let us note in passing that for similar kinds of ambiguities, the two meanings are in a certain
respect asymmetrical, that is, typically only one of the meanings is conventionalized, while the
other, new interpretation is pragmatic only at a first stage. Nevertheless, the two interpretations
are clearly distinct, and we are dealing here with a case of ambiguity (and not only vagueness,
cf. section 3.1).
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Another example of semantic change is given in E. mouse. When this form was
coined to designate a COMPUTER MOUSE" and when this innovation was taken
over by other speakers and eventually became lexicalized, a new ambiguity (in
the language system) emerged (E. mouse ‘mouse / animal’, ‘computer mouse’,
see example (12)). Once more, we observe a creative use of linguistic items — in
this case by figurative speech which may become conventionalized and lead to
an ambiguity of the linguistic item. In our example, we could see an ambigu-
ity as there are potentially two interpretations; we can suppose that the original,
literal meaning of mouse is immediately ruled out in the innovation context (so
that the speakers do not detect an ambiguity in the discourse here) but it is still
at the basis of the figurative interpretation. All the same, the innovation has to be
plausible: the hearer must be able to understand the innovation, that is, to imme-
diately recognize the intended — innovative — meaning based on its motivation
by, e.g., perceptual similarities between the animal and a computer mouse. The
speaker’s choice of a kind of innovation leading to ambiguity (in the language
system) is deliberate and by no means obligatory — if the speaker wanted to avoid
ambiguity, s/he could have equally chosen to innovate by word formation instead
of semantic change, so that no ambiguity would have resulted. His/her choice,
however, hints at the fact that ambiguities of linguistic signs are also endowed
with a flip side, which is motivation / motivatability (cf. Cuyckens et al. 2003): the
designation mouse presents the new object in an appealing and even cute way to
the hearer, that is, s/he can relate the new meaning to a familiar object and to an
existing sign in the language system.'? It can thus be supposed that the choice
of the new designation in this example is partly motivated by marketing strate-
gies (cf. Blank 2001, 71). Another essential consideration is economy as polysemy
is the most economic kind of lexical innovation. Thus, the potential ambiguity
of E. mouse seems to be perceived not as a potential danger, but as a possible
advantage in communication.

(12) E. mouse MOUSE > COMPUTER MOUSE

From the examples studied, another way of analyzing ambiguity becomes
evident, as ambiguity (in communication) can be considered not only with regard
to its potentially disturbing nature (which may or may not become pertinent in
individual utterances), but also with regard to the communicative and cognitive
advantages it offers to speakers and hearers.

11 Small caps are used here to express the concept designated.
12 Similar effects of motivation / motivatability may of course also apply to word formations.
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In order to work out more clearly the various types and functions of ambi-
guity, we thus propose to distinguish between two kinds of ambiguity: ambigu-
ity in the language system and ambiguity in discourse (cf. Kerbrat-Orecchioni
2001, 2005, Biville 2005, 67, Bauer, Knape, Koch & Winkler 2010, Winter-Froemel
& Zirker 2010), which can be defined as given below. These two types of ambi-
guity are analyzed according to fundamentally different methodologies: while
ambiguities in the language system are a potential characteristic of abstract signs
and linguistic structures, ambiguities in discourse manifest themselves in actual
utterances (cf. Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2001, 2005).2

AMBIGUITY IN THE LANGUAGE SYSTEM: a characteristic of signs (lexical or morphosyntac-
tic items of a given language) that can be assigned two (or more) distinct meanings

AMBIGUITY IN DISCOURSE: a characteristic of utterances that can be assigned two (or
more) distinct interpretations

How do both aspects interact? The language system represents the basis on
which, in planning an utterance, the speaker (a literary author or a speaker in
everyday communication) selects and actualizes (utters) certain linguistic items,
and in doing so, may choose a potentially ambiguous item in such a way that the
item is also ambiguous in discourse. At the same time, the role of the speaker
(and hearer) is not restricted to using the structures of a system already given,
but s/he may also transcend this system by proposing an innovation in literary or
everyday discourse. Finally, such occasional innovations can be adopted by other
speakers and eventually become conventionalized, thereby leading to a change
in the language system. Precisely with respect to this latter aspect, it seems prom-
ising to develop a broad, interdisciplinary approach to the study of ambiguity
which integrates previous approaches of various disciplines and which takes into
account different types of language use.

13 The terms ‘potential’ (F. ‘virtuel’) and ‘actual’ (F. ‘actuel’) are employed here in the sense
coined by Saussure (1916/1969), which has been taken up in other semiotic approaches as well
(cf. Hilty 1971, Coseriu 1955-56, Winter-Froemel 2011, 255). Against this background, ‘actual’ is
to be understood in the sense of referring to language as it is used in a specific co- and context,
and not as becoming effective, which would only be one subtype of actual ambiguities (see 4.2
below).
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3 Approaches to Ambiguity and Paradigms of
Ambiguity

Such an interdisciplinary approach to ambiguity entails a review of traditional
approaches, which facilitates our understanding of ambiguity as defined by
various other disciplines in which it is relevant, with a focus on linguistics and lit-
erary studies. A general observation that can be made here is that, in the various
disciplines, different kinds of ambiguity are analyzed. These different kinds rep-
resent paradigms of ambiguity, or ‘exemplars’ in the sense coined by Kuhn in the
second edition of his book on The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Kuhn 1970)
in order to designate standard cases, certain solutions, instruments etc. which
are learnt by the students in the course of their academic education and which
contribute to shaping their understanding of the discipline. As we will see in the
following paragraphs, the fact that in each discipline certain kinds of ambiguity
are being focused on (and others are not taken into account) has led to different
definitions of this concept across the disciplines.

3.1 Ambiguity in Linguistics

A first kind of definition which is frequently found in linguistic approaches states
that ambiguity is the

actual or potential uncertainty of meaning, especially if a word, phrase, or sentence can be
understood in two ways (McArthur 2005, 24).

In other words, ambiguity is the capacity of a sign to convey distinct meanings:

particular strings of phonemes, letters or manual signs used to make utterances are, more
often than not, capable of conveying distinct meanings (Kennedy 2011, 507).

According to Kennedy, these distinct meanings involve variability in the truth
conditions of the utterance. Ambiguity is thus seen as a kind of interpretative
uncertainty which

manifests itself as variation in truth conditions: one and the same utterance token can be
judged true of one situation and false of another, or the other way round, depending on how
it is interpreted (Kennedy 2011, 508).

More specifically, ambiguity can be found in different types of linguistic entities
(cf. the first definition above), and we frequently find an opposition of two basic
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types here, namely lexical and syntactic (or structural) ambiguity.** While lexical
ambiguity is confined to the meanings of single words (cf. example (13)), syntac-
tic ambiguity arises from the possibility of different syntactic interpretations of
a sentence (cf. example (14)). This means that ambiguity can be detected both
within syntax / grammar and within the lexicon of a given language.®

(13) bank - ‘financial institution’ / ‘edge of a river’

(14) She left the man with the sports car. — [[she] [[[left] [the man]] [with the
sports car]]] / [[she] [[left] [the man with the sports car]]]

A well-known type of syntactic ambiguities are scope ambiguities, as illustrated
by example (15), which can be interpreted with a wide scope reading of the uni-
versal quantifier (a.) or a wide scope reading of the existential quantifier (b.).

(15) Everyone loves someone.

a. Vx[person (x) > Jy [person (y) A love (x,y)]] /

b. 3y [person (y) A Vx [person (x) - love (x,y)]]
Another specific case of syntactic ambiguities are garden path sentences which
mislead the hearer to a false interpretation; s/he then has to backtrack and look
for an alternative syntactic interpretation. For example, in (16) the initial inter-
pretation will probably be ‘the old man = the man who is old...’, but the hearer is

then forced to reinterpret the sentence as ‘the old (persons) man the boat = the
boat is manned by the old’.

(16) The old man the boat.

14 Sometimes, the two types are also labelled syntactic vs. semantic ambiguity. However, as
both types of ambiguity involve various (semantic) meanings or interpretations, we prefer to op-
pose syntactic and lexical ambiguity.

15 However, the two basic types of ambiguity mentioned are not necessarily exhaustive: taking
into account the morphological level of linguistic analysis, ambiguity of morphemes could be
added as another basic type of ambiguity (e.g. in Italian, the morpheme {-e} can express both
the singular, as in nazion-e, fior-e and the feminine plural, as in donn-e, ragazz-e, cf. section 4.1).
Moreover, we will argue in the remainder of our paper (cf. sections 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 4.3) that there
are also textual ambiguities (located on the level of texts or entire utterances, cf. example (10)
above, which is neither a case of lexical nor syntactic ambiguity).
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Normally, ambiguity is only a preliminary phenomenon in garden path sen-
tences, and similar cases of ambiguity are treated as local ambiguities (or tempo-
rary ambiguities) and opposed to global ambiguities which remain after the entire
sentence has been uttered (cf. examples (14) and (15)).

Syntactic ambiguities can equally arise by ellipsis.*® In (17), one possible
interpretation of the sentence would be that it is about ‘women more beautiful
than Angelina Jolie’, another one, with a different scope reading, would be in
the sense of ‘more beautiful women than just Angelina Jolie’. But the sentence
could also be interpreted as ellipticalin (‘more beautiful women than Angelina
Jolie does’).

(17) 1know more beautiful women than Angelina Jolie.

Some types of ambiguity, however, seem to go beyond the clear-cut distinction
between lexical and syntactic ambiguity, as the lexical and syntactic level may
interact. For example, in (18) an ambiguity arises with respect to the meaning of
both can and fish, the latter form being interpretable as a noun or as a verb.

(18) They can fish. — ‘they may or are able to fish’ / ‘they put fish in cans’

Interestingly, an interpretation of can in the sense of ‘to be able to’ already deter-
mines the interpretation of the second, potentially ambiguous form as well. This
means that the resolution of lexical ambiguities has an impact on the syntactic
interpretation of the sentence, and syntactic aspects contribute to a disambigua-
tion of lexical ambiguities.

Let us now turn to lexical ambiguities. A parameter of analysis which is
central to traditional approaches is the semantic distance between the two mean-
ings of an ambiguous term. According to this parameter, homonymy and polysemy
can be distinguished (cf. Blank 1997, 417, 2003, Bauer et al. 2010, 48, Bode 1997).
In the case of homonymy, there are no immediate semantic relations between
the two meanings (cf. example (19)), and we deal with two signs being indepen-
dent from each other and homonymous “by chance”.'” In polysemy, by contrast,
the two meanings are clearly distinct, but at the same time semantically related
(for example, in (20) there is a metaphorical relation between the two meanings).
Moreover, these two types of ambiguity can be opposed to cases of vagueness,

16 On ambiguity and ellipsis see, e.g., Winkler (2005), Bauer et al. (2009, esp. 264-267), Koni-
etzko & Winkler (2010).
17 In most cases, homonymies arise from sound change, cf. L. riso ‘rice’ (< Lat. oryza) vs. riso
‘laughter’ (< Lat. risus).
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where the distance between the meanings is minimal, so that it is difficult to
treat them as clearly separated meanings (cf. example (21), where the word tall is
vague, insofar as its interpretation depends on various contextual factors such as
the age of Jenny, the subject of the discussion and so on. Is Jenny a 3-year-old or
an adult person? Is she a basketball player or a jockey? etc.). Vagueness is there-
fore distinguished from ambiguity and treated as a distinct phenomenon (Pinkal
1991, see also Bode 1997, 68).

(19) E. bank ‘financial institution’ / ‘edge of a river’
(20) E. mouse ‘mouse’ / ‘computer mouse’
(21) Jenny is tall.

The examples that have been discussed so far share some basic features: they
illustrate ambiguities which exist in the language system, and they are potentially
disturbing in communication, which means that a process of disambiguation is
required. Therefore, a central aim of previous studies is to determine how disam-
biguation takes place (cf. Fass 1988). If contextual clues do not permit the hearer
to interpret the ambiguous term or structure in accordance with the meaning
intended by the speaker, communication may be obstructed. At the same time,
the various categories which have been developed in linguistic approaches show
that ambiguity is a frequent phenomenon which turns up in different ways in
everyday communication.

3.2 Ambiguity in Literary Studies

In literary studies, the fundamental importance of ambiguity is put forward in
an even more explicit manner, as ambiguity is regarded as a basic characteristic
of literary texts. A general view is that, contrary to the aim of disambiguation
in a linguistic perspective, literature seeks to be ambiguous (cf. Wachter 2006,
177-178); hence, reflection on literary communication and texts has been linked
to the concept of ambiguity (cf., e.g., Eco 1989, Bode 1997, Kronauer 2002, Furniss
& Bath 2007, Berndt & Kammer 2009, Bauer et al. 2010), and ever since the studies
by Empson (1930) and Jakobson (1960), ambiguity has been regarded as one of
the “roots of poetry” (Empson 1930, 113, cf. Bauer et al. 2010, 28). In the context
of literature and literary studies, ambiguity is therefore regarded as an indicator
of aesthetic creativity (see Bauer et al. 2010, 28) and of “formal innovation in art”
(Robey 1989, xi).
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Jakobson in particular made a distinction between ambiguity in literary/
poetic texts as an extraordinary case of communication in opposition to ambi-
guity in ‘ordinary communication’.’® The particular language use in literature is
what he calls poetic function (Jakobson 1960, 356-357).'° He regards self-refer-
entiality, i.e. the equivalence between different linguistic (and phonetic) signs
within the utterance, as the characteristic feature of poetic diction, both with
regard to “phonological sequence” and “semantic units” (Jakobson 1960, 370):
“The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selec-
tion into the axis of combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive
device of the sequence” (Jakobson 1960, 358, emphasis original; see also Bauer
et al. 2010, 28). Through this, the reference becomes ambiguous: “Ambiguity is
an intrinsic, inalienable character of any self-focused message” (Jakobson 1960,
370-371). These reflections lead to his conclusion that, in literary language and
communication, marked by their poetic function, the equivalence of signs is more
important than reference, i.e., that form is more important that content.?® In that
a message refers to itself, it is embedded into communicative contexts to a lesser
extent and therefore more open to interpretation and ambiguity: “The supremacy
of poetic function over referential function does not obliterate the reference but
makes it ambiguous” (Jakobson 1960, 371).

Christoph Bode in his seminal study on Asthetik der Ambiguitcit (1988) follows
Eco in making a connection between ambiguity and the modernity of a text.”* This
view is insofar problematic as it disregards the multiple use of ambiguity in earlier
periods, i.e. before modernism; during the Early Modern period, for instance,
ambiguity was widely used in poetry (and drama), e.g. in the works of William
Shakespeare, John Donne, George Herbert etc. What he notes, much in the wake of
Jakobson, is a particular quality of poetic language that deviates from daily speech
(Bode 1988, 25), the essential ambiguity of poetic texts (Bode 1988, 71).

18 For a similar distinction see also Eco 1989. Eco furthermore regards ambiguity as a feature of
the “openness” of a work of art which contains “an indefinite reserve of meanings” (Eco 1989,
10). This understanding of ambiguity borders on “indeterminacy”, i.e. the openness of a work
to different interpretations, and is therefore rather loose: instead of the mutual exclusion of two
alternative readings, multiple readings coexist (cf. Hagenbiichle 1984, 213-214).

19 “Poetic function is not the sole function of verbal art but only its dominant, determining
function, whereas in all other verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary, accessory constituent” (Ja-
kobson 1960, 356).

20 For a critical view on Jakobson, see e.g. Bauer et al. (2010, 28-29).

21 Scheffel criticizes this view: “Das Spiel mit der Ambivalenz sowohl des ontologischen Status
von Geschehen als auch des pragmatischen Status der Erzdhlrede ist etwa so alt wie das Phan-
omen des fiktionalen Erzihlens selbst” (Scheffel 2009, 97). See also Bauer et al. (2010, 37-38).
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While Bode seems to include polyvalence and ambivalence as well as indeter-
minacy under the heading of ambiguity, there are other literary critics that have
chosen a more narrow scope and regard ambiguity strictly in terms of duality. In
her book on Henry James, Shlomith Rimmon (1977) follows such an approach and
focuses mainly on the simultaneity of two mutually exclusive meanings.

In their contribution on “Dimensions of Ambiguity”, Bauer et al. (2010) take
into consideration the production of literary ambiguity and distinguish between
various kinds of ambiguity, stressing, however, that these are usually linked with
one another. They notice that ambiguity may arise when several communicative
levels come together. A further source of ambiguity is the evocation of contexts,
for instance in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, where the question arises whether
Sir Bertram is a slave owner or not, i.e. a good character or a bad, as the novel
only mentions his owning plantations in Antigua.?? A third source is linguistic
self-referentiality (see Bauer et al. 2010, 31-35). In this sense, according to Bauer
et al. ambiguity can affect parts of texts or whole works, very much in the sense of
manifold interpretation of the Scriptures?*; ambiguity can be the object of literary
mimesis; and lexical, semantic and syntactic ambiguity can become functional in
literary texts (Bauer et al. 2010, 35-38).

What is perhaps most relevant in the present context — besides the interdis-
ciplinary approach also chosen by Bauer et al. — is the recognition of various com-
municative levels that come into play in a literary text and cause ambiguity, as in
example (22) from Romeo and Juliet:

(22) Nurse. TItell you, he that can lay hold of her
Shall have the chinks.

Romeo. Isshe a Capulet?
O dear account! my life is my foe’s debt.
(Shakespeare 2006b, 1.5.115-117)**

22 Although the reader learns that Sir Bertram owns plantations, s/he is never explicitly told
whether he owns slaves and what is his attitude towards abolition, which is why the evaluation
of his character remains rather indistinct and ambiguous (cf. Austen 2003, see Bauer et al. 2010,
34 on this example as well as White 2006). In her 1999 movie adaptation of the novel, Patricia
Rozema interprets Sir Bertram as a slave owner and thus creates an unambiguous interpretation.
How far this is legitimized by the novel itself is another question but comes into the equation
when thinking about the importance of context in interpreting, in the case of Sir Bertram’s own-
ing of plantations which opens up the topics of slaves and abolition.

23 See Koch & Landmesser, this volume.

24 In German translations this multiplicity of meanings of “O dear account” is not fully con-
veyed, as the following examples illustrate: “Amme. Ich sag’ Euch, wer ihrer habhaft werden
kann, bei dem wird es im Beutel klingeln. Romeo. Ist sie eine Capulet? O teure Rechnung! Mein
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Romeo’s statement, as Bauer et al. (2010) note, is ambiguous: not only does his
“O dear account” refer to the nurse’s statement about riches and wealth, “the
chinks”, but also does he refer to the high price he will have to pay for his love;
what is more, he also says, at the same time, that the news is dear to, i.e. cherished
by him as he loves Juliet already after their first meeting (see Bauer et al. 2010,
29). What follows for Bauer et al. is that, although literary communication may be
regarded as a particular case in point, it still has to obey the rules of ordinary com-
munication that is imitated in drama (in accordance with the notion of mimesis as
expressed in Aristotle’s Poetics). This purports that, despite the fact that literary /
poetic communication may be regarded as a special case of communication and is
essentially aesthetic (cf. Jakobson 1960, 371), it is not necessarily less comprehen-
sible than other cases of communication. The aesthetic nature of a text does not
imply that an author is exempt from the need to express himself understandably —
but as aesthetic communication is full of ambiguities it may here even become
more difficult to distinguish between intended or strategic ambiguity and acciden-
tal ambiguity (cf. Bauer et al. 2010, 31).> The message uttered by characters in a
text may take on meanings for the reader that escape the characters involved in
communication within the text, as in (23):

(23) Otiver. Many will swoon when they do look on blood.

[...]
Be of good cheer, youth. You a man?
You lack a man’s heart.

Rosalind. 1do so, I confess it.
(Shakespeare 2006a, 4.3.157-164)

Leben ist meines Feindes Schuld” (Shakespeare 1999); “Amme. Ich sag’ euch, wer sie [sic| hab-
haft werden kann, / Ist wohl gebettet. Romeo. Sie eine Capulet? O teurer Preis! mein Leben /
Ist meinem Feind als Schuld gegeben” (Shakespeare 1964); “Amme. Ich sage Euch, wer die zu
fassen kriegt, / Der kann fein klimpern! Romeo. Sie eine Capulet? O teures Pfand! / Mein Leben
liegt in meiner Feinde Hand” (Shakespeare 1974). According to the OED, the word “account, n.”
comprises the meanings “[c]ounting, reckoning” (1.), “[rJeckoning of money received and paid”
(11.), “[e]stimation, consideration” (IV.), and “[n]arration, relation” (V.). Gibbons, in the Arden
edition, only provides the reading “terrible reckoning” (Shakespeare 2006b, 120n117).

25 We prefer the term “strategic” to “intentional” because of the various connotations the lat-
ter carries, especially in the field of literary studies. After its introduction into literary criticism
through phenomenology (see Loughlin 1993), it was discussed and disparaged in the term “in-
tentional fallacy” by New Criticism. New Critics deemed intention to be something that could not
be proved and was therefore a category actually unavailable for criticism (see Wimsatt & Beards-
ley 1954). “Strategic” encompasses a certain intention of the speaker to reach a communicative
aim without connoting all the mentioned implications.
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In Shakespeare’s As You Like It, Rosalind disguises as a man when she escapes
with her cousin Celia to the forest of Arden. Her lover, Orlando, has fled to the
same forest, and there they are now playing a strange game: he does not know
that the youth Ganymede whom he meets is in fact Rosalind; Rosalind, on the
other hand, wants him to behave as if she were Rosalind although Orlando thinks
she is Ganymede (see also Brown 1990). In the course of events, Orlando fights a
lion and is hurt. This piece of news is now delivered to Rosalind — still in disguise —
by Oliver (Orlando’s brother), who shows her a bloodstained handkerchief. She
faints. Oliver’s statement, “You lack a man’s heart”, alludes to Ganymede’s youth
and mocks him because of his weakness. Rosalind’s answer, however, is to be
understood as a reaction that takes the statement literally — all this is lost on most
of the (other) characters, who do not know about her role-play. For the audience,
this exchange is great fun as they share Rosalind’s knowledge. Through dramatic
irony, the statement becomes polyvalent.

Reboul (2001), following Banfield (1982) (see also Bauer et al. 2010, 32)
addresses these several levels of communication and the ambiguity resulting
from them, with a particular focus on narrative texts.?® She explains that, apart
from the interaction of communicative partners within a narrative (or drama, for
that matter), there is another level going beyond that, namely that of narrator
and reader (or, in the case of drama, of author and audience, as in (23)). Accord-
ing to her, this results, again, in ambiguity (cf. Reboul 2001, 254): a sentence may
be unequivocal and perfectly unambiguous and its linguistic meaning may be
unchanged, but still the utterance stated in different contexts may have differ-
ent meanings (see Reboul 2001, 257). This is particularly the case when “it is not
obvious who is speaking” (Reboul 2001, 257); ambiguities resulting from this she
calls “pragmatic ambiguity” (Reboul 2001, 254). It can be found, for instance,
in narrative texts when it remains unclear whether a sentence is uttered by the
narrator or is an example of free indirect discourse, i.e. its meaning depends on
the level of discourse (cf. Bauer et al. 2010, 32). Reboul chooses an example from
Dickens’s Great Expectations in order to illustrate this point:

(24) My dream was out; my wild fancy was surpassed by sober reality; Miss
Havisham was going to make my fortune on a grand scale. (Dickens 1996,
1.18.138; cf. Reboul 2001, 262)

26 This is an idea which can, in a less pronounced form, already be found in Jakobson when he
states that “[n]ot only the message itself but also its addresser and addressee become ambigu-
ous. Besides the author and reader, there is the ‘T’ of the lyrical hero or of the fictitious storyteller
and the ‘you’ or ‘thou’ of the alleged addressee” (Jakobson 1960, 371).
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She interprets this passage in the following two different ways (Reboul 2001, 262):

(25) Pip thought that his dream was out, that his wild fancy was surpassed by
sober reality, that Miss Havisham was going to make his fortune on a grand
scale.

(26) Pip’s dream was out; his wild fancy was surpassed by sober reality; Miss
Havisham was going to make his fortune on a grand scale.

The first reading is based on interpreting the passage as if told from the narra-
tor’s point of view — and as Great Expectations is an autodiegetic novel, meaning
that the narrator talks about his own life, this would be the thoughts of Pip in the
past, while “the rest of Pip’s story shows that Miss Havisham was not in anyway
his benefactor and that he was mistaken in thinking such a thing” (Reboul 2001,
262), which means that (25) is actually the rendering of (24). The second reading
follows the notion that this is the retrospective narrator’s true statement. The
ambiguity based on the dialectic between experiencing and narrating I is a stan-
dard problem in autodiegetic narrative — as is the dichotomy between narrator’s
voice and free indirect discourse (see also Bauer et al. 2010, 32). In Great Expecta-
tions, this means that, in the course of reading the novel, an ambiguity — is Miss
Havisham Pip’s benefactress or is she not — is done away with, and the reader
becomes aware of this. An existing ambiguity is therefore resolved (see 4.2). Thus,
the processing of messages on part of the reader comes into focus.

3.3 Ambiguity in Other Disciplines

Our overview of traditional approaches to ambiguity in linguistics and in literary
studies has revealed important differences in the ways in which ambiguity is per-
ceived and defined. While in many traditional linguistic analyses, the assump-
tion prevails that the central function of language is the efficient transmission of
information — which entails the idea that ambiguity potentially hinders success-
ful transmission — literary approaches stress the creative aspects of ambiguity,
as ambiguity permits a speaker (or author) to suggest different interpretations
and invites the hearer (or reader) to reflect on possible interpretations of a given
message (or literary text). We would like to conclude our overview by briefly
looking at traditional approaches to ambiguity in other disciplines in order to
find out if the approaches mentioned above cover all aspects of ambiguity or if
further aspects of ambiguity are taken into account by other disciplines.
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For many disciplines, either the traditional linguistic conception of ambigu-
ity or the approach developed in literary studies seems applicable. For example,
in theology, an important field of studies where ambiguity becomes central is the
fourfold (or manifold) interpretation of the Scriptures. The possibility of multiple
interpretations of a given text reminds us to a certain degree of literary uses of
ambiguity.?”

In the study of law, it can be assumed that the central functions of commu-
nication are the successful “transmission” of information in legal cases and the
binding force of legal documents: on the one hand, legal cases are usually for-
mulated in a way which aims at avoiding ambiguity (no further interpretations
beyond the intended description of the facts of a case should be permitted; cf.
Thaler 1982), but on the other hand - for example in the context of international
laws (cf. Grewendorf & Rathert 2007, Rathert 2006, esp. 82—-86, K6tz 2003, Pehar
2001, Thiimmel 1998) — certain ambiguities can also be intended in order to
permit that the text of a certain law can be applied to the specific situations in
different countries.?

In rhetoric, the study of ambiguity goes back to antiquity.?® To Cicero and
Quintilian the issue of ambiguity arises in the context of quarrels, controver-
sies and legal disputes (see Bauer et al. 2010, 11). In these contexts, ambiguity
is mostly regarded as a flaw, a vitium which must be avoided (Quintilian 1966,
8.2.16). When ambiguity is used to obscure things (as, for instance, in the oracle),
Quintilian condemns it and demands clarity (perspicuitas) of expression (Quintil-
ian 1966, 8.2.16-22). Strategic uses of ambiguity, however, may be justified, e.g.
when the orator wants to avoid obscenity and rather uses a double entendre, or
when an unequivocal utterance is unapt, e.g. when the orator criticises a tyrant
(cf. Quintilian 1966, 6.3.47-49, see also Bauer et al. 2010, 24, Bernecker & Stein-
feld 1992, 437).2° The study of rhetoric therefore distinguishes between ambiguity
in ordinary communicative settings, in which there is a tendency towards dis-
ambiguation in order to achieve a decision or understanding, and ambiguity in
special cases of communication such as literary texts where it becomes aestheti-
cally productive (cf. Bauer et al. 2010, 9, see also Wagner-Egelhaaf 2009). More-
over, the rhetorical approaches hint at a complex interplay of the speaker’s and

27 See Koch & Landmesser, this volume.

28 See also Rathert’s contribution (this volume) on ambiguities in multilingual legal contexts.
29 For a more comprehensive account on the history of ambiguity in the study of rhetoric see,
e.g., Bernecker & Steinfeld (1992).

30 Quintilian (1966) also provides a classification of different kinds of ambiguity: that of single
words (lexical), e.g. homonymy and polysemy (9.2.3), when a word “has one meaning when en-
tire and another when divided (9.2.4), ambiguity caused by compound words (9.2.5), and syntac-
tic ambiguity (9.2.6-7).
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hearer’s actions in communication. In fact, rhetorical arguments mainly address
the (anticipated) reaction of the hearer and then formulate instructions that the
speaker should follow accordingly. This means that speaker-hearer-interaction in
communication is not only a “linear” process, but that at each step, in planning
and interpreting the utterances, both participants also reflect on the attitudes,
intentions etc. of the communication partner.

This leads us to psychological studies, where a somewhat different concep-
tion of ambiguity has been developed. An important model for psychological
approaches to ambiguity is the Donald paradigm which is used to study judgmen-
tal priming effects (cf. Higgins et al. 1977, Srull & Wyer 1979, Ziegler 2010, 134). In
approaches following this paradigm, participants are faced with an ambiguous
description of a character named, e.g., Donald (see example (27)). In a second
step, participants are then asked to judge this character. It has been shown that
priming effects can be observed in their judgments, that is, if participants first
perform a sentence construction task which activates concepts associated with
either hostility or kindness (e.g. break, leg, arm vs. hug, kiss, cf. Srull & Wyer 1979,
1663), they will later be inclined to judge a character as being more hostile or kind
based on a description of his/her behaviour which permits both interpretations
(cf. Srull & Wyer 1979).

(27) Iranintomy old acquaintance Donald the other day, and I decided to go over
and visit him, since by coincidence we took our vacations at the same time.
Soon after I arrived, a salesman knocked at the door, but Donald refused to
let him enter. He also told me that he was refusing to pay his rent until the
landlord repaints his apartment. We talked for a while... — interpretation as
hostile, unfriendly, dislikable, kind, considerate, thoughtful along a scale
from O to 10 (cf. Srull & Wyer 1979, 1664)

Other studies have focused on the persuasive effectiveness of arguments accord-
ing to parameters such as the source of the utterance, recipients’ attitudes, etc.
(cf. Ziegler & Diehl 2003, Ziegler 2010, 137-140). Here, the term ambiguity is used
to characterize certain arguments which have, if presented in isolation, an inter-
mediate degree of persuasiveness® and thus permit different interpretations in
the sense of an evaluation as a rather strong or a rather weak argument by the
recipients. In example (28), the test subjects were faced with an argument that
was presumably uttered by one of the two candidates for the office of Federal
Chancellor in the election of 2002 (Gerhard Schroder and Edmund Stoiber), and it

31 The authors of the survey had conducted a previous study in order to determine the degree
of persuasiveness of the arguments tested.
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has been shown that the test subjects’ interpretation of this argument as a rather
strong or a rather weak one depended on the political preference for Schroder or
Stoiber.

(28) I'would like to answer this question rather briefly. I think that there is a whole
range of reflections that speak in favour of a permanent seat for Germany in
case of a reform of the UN Security Council. To begin with, the international
community is faced with the task to integrate reunified Germany with its
newly gained sovereignty step by step. A permanent membership in the UN
Security Council would do justice to this historical development and recog-
nize the reunified state in particular...>* (translation EWF/AZ) - interpreta-
tion as a rather strong / weak argument (cf. Ziegler & Diehl 2003).

This brief overview shows that psychological surveys focus on a specific kind
of ambiguity. In the experiments, ambiguity is produced by a certain utterance,
but we cannot identify specific parts of the utterance which are ambiguous, as
it is the entire utterance which can be interpreted differently. From a linguistic
perspective, we could thus characterize these examples as cases of pragmatic
ambiguity, the context (the primes) being a predictor for the positive vs. negative
judgment. At the same time, in the Donald paradigm, it is ultimately the character
him/herself who is judged, so that still another aspect becomes relevant here,
namely the interpretation of extralinguistic reality. We will see in section 4.1 that
this aspect also plays a role in a genuinely linguistic perspective, when we focus
on cases of onomasiological variation / reanalysis, where one and the same part
of reality can be interpreted differently. Summing up, in psychology, ambiguity
is approached in terms of everyday situations and attitudes. At the same time, it
is related to language phenomena as it frequently implies the production of an
utterance and its perception by a hearer. The interaction between speaker and
hearer therefore seems to be a basic prerequisite when it comes to the study of
ambiguity. However, this aspect has, surprisingly, not really been studied exten-
sively so far.

32 “Auf diese Frage mochte ich relativ kurz antworten. Ich denke, dass es eine Reihe von
Uberlegungen gibt, die durchaus dafiir sprechen, dass Deutschland bei einer Reform des UN-
Sicherheitsrates einen standigen Sitz erhalten sollte. Zundchst mal sieht sich die internationale
Gemeinschaft der Aufgabe gegeniiber, das wiedervereinigte Deutschland in seiner neu gewon-
nenen Souveranitat Schritt fiir Schritt zu integrieren. Eine standige Mitgliedschaft im UN-Sicher-
heitsrat konnte dieser geschichtlichen Entwicklung Rechnung tragen und den wiedervereinigten
Staat im Besonderen anerkennen...”.
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3.4 Towards a Redefinition of Ambiguity in
Speaker-Hearer-Interaction

The various examples of ambiguities analyzed in linguistics, literary studies
and other disciplines show that the concept of ambiguity itself can be seen as
ambiguous. Approaches rooted in the tradition of logic and semantics focus on
the successful transmission of information and the correct identification of the
referent, which means that the focus is mainly on processes of disambiguation.
These approaches define the term in a relatively narrow sense: depending on the
interpretation of the ambiguous term or syntactic structure, one and the same
utterance can be assessed as either true or false. The two interpretations of the
ambiguous term or structure are clearly distinct, as they represent different lex-
icalized senses of a word or different syntactic structures which can be assigned
to a given sentence. There is a semantic focus on ambiguity, and ambiguity is
primarily analyzed as a potential of abstract linguistic signs and structures which
are part of an overall linguistic system.

At the same time, ambiguity is frequently studied from the perspective of the
hearer’s interpretation in these approaches. It is assumed that, for the hearer,
ambiguous utterances are potentially difficult to process, as the identification of
the correct interpretation may cause increased processing efforts. This perspec-
tive on ambiguity ties in with the tradition of rhetoric which regards ambiguity as
a vitium (however, we have seen that rhetorical approaches also take into account
strategic uses of ambiguity in specific circumstances, considering a complex
interplay of speaker-hearer-interaction and mutual anticipations), and, ulti-
mately, in many traditional analyses, the focus is thus on disambiguation.

Psychological approaches, in contrast, adopt a much wider perspective:
ambiguity is no longer related to single parts of utterances, but manifests itself
as a characteristic of entire utterances or situations. Moreover, in many cases,
ambiguity does not designate an alternative between two (or any identifiable and
restricted number of) clearly distinct interpretations, but the different interpreta-
tions which can be assigned to the ambiguous utterances are located along a con-
tinuum (ranging, e.g., from a markedly negative or a slightly negative to a slightly
positive or markedly positive judgment etc.). At the same time, the ambiguities
studied in psychological approaches are mostly non-strategic (at least, on a first
level of communication — on the level of scientific analysis, of course, the psy-
chologist’s use of ambiguous descriptions or arguments is completely deliberate).

In literary studies, ambiguity is also frequently analyzed on the textual level,
that is, beyond the level of single words or syntactic structures, and the essen-
tially ambiguous quality of poetic texts — including poetry, narrative texts and
drama - is being noted and stressed. Ambiguous statements are almost always
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intended by the writer of a literary work. In the majority of cases, the ambiguity
is not addressed to the speakers and hearers within the literary work but rather
directed at a reader or an audience. In these cases, communicative processes are
thus represented in literary works, and this is why several communicative levels
come into play here.

The examples of ambiguity analyzed in literary studies are of great interest
for general approaches to ambiguity, as literary texts exhibit intentional uses of
ambiguity which are very complex and sophisticated and which involve various
levels of communication. Moreover, beyond the actualization of ambiguities in
the language system, literary texts also make creative use of the repertoire of
signs given in the language and in this way introduce new ambiguities. This cre-
ativity becomes apparent in different ways. On the one hand, the actualization
of the signs of the linguistic system in their conventional meaning involves a cre-
ative element, insofar as the speaker selects and combines these signs in a novel
way, thus potentially creating new associations and, in some cases, inviting the
hearer to explore the possible semantic interpretations arising from the conven-
tional meaning. As an example, we could give the title of Ngaio Marsh’s detective
novel Scales of Justice (see below example (55)). By combining the words scale
and justice, the speaker suggests an interpretation in the sense of ‘the balance of
Justice’. However, the text of the novel then suggests a further reading which is
based on another conventional meaning of scales, namely ‘the scales of a fish’.
On the other hand, we can also observe cases where the speaker arranges his/
her utterance in such a way that s/he suggests a novel interpretation which goes
beyond the conventional meaning(s) of the words that are used, and invites (or
forces) the reader to semantically reinterpret the word in order to make the utter-
ance become coherent.

However, creativity does not only play a role in literary texts, but it is, in both
senses described, also an important feature of linguistic activity in general, that
is, creativity can be observed in everyday language which is characterized by a
sort of “everyday rhetoric” (Stempel 1983). Especially with respect to the creation
of new ambiguities in discourse, it therefore also seems promising to reconsider
previous approaches to language change (cf. section 2). While it is now well rec-
ognized that semantic change typically involves a stage of polysemy / ambiguity
in the language system (where the old and the new meaning coexist), it is notice-
able that the introduction of new meanings at the stage of innovation — which
can involve a situation of ambiguity in discourse — has only rarely been analyzed
under the label of ambiguity in linguistic studies, and traditional definitions of
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ambiguity are restricted to cases where the ambiguity already exists in the lan-
guage system.>

Bringing together the two perspectives just mentioned - literary studies and
language change - in an interdisciplinary approach, the main question concern-
ing the study of ambiguity can thus be reformulated in the following way: instead
of asking why ambiguity should be avoided (or why in some cases it need not be
avoided, cf. Wasow, this volume), we propose to analyze the realization of various
types of ambiguity in communication and to enquire why ambiguity should be
used and introduced by speakers and hearers.

In order to address this question, we adopt a pragmatic approach to the study
of ambiguity. Focusing on ambiguities on the level of discourse, we propose a
concept of ambiguity in speaker-hearer-interaction (cf. Winter-Froemel & Zirker
2010), and we will discuss key parameters of analysis which can be applied to
phenomena of ambiguity across the disciplines. Based on the assumption that
ambiguity can be seen as a fundamental characteristic of human utterances, we
will emphasize the roles of the communication partners — speakers and hearers —
in analyses of ambiguity, and consider not only the resolution of ambiguities (or
their disambiguation), but also focus on the creation of ambiguities in commun-
ication. What is more, we will take into account very different types of ambiguity
and their potential communicative advantages as well.

At the same time, we have chosen an interdisciplinary approach. Instead of
staying within (artificial) disciplinary boundaries — “the linguist uses an either-
or method, the critic [in literary studies] a both-and procedure” (Hagenbiichle
1984, 216) when it comes to analyzing ambiguity —, we propose to stress the factor
that unites both disciplines, namely language. Contrary to the opinion that there
is a “fundamental difference in their attitudes to language” (Hagenbiichle 1984,
215), we will argue that both linguistics and literary studies provide tools that
enhance each other and, in this combination, lead to new findings that go beyond
methods of analysis and interpretation that are restricted to the respective fields.
Ambiguity is a field of studies that interests both linguistics and literary studies
(and many other disciplines, as this volume shows) and that is especially apt to
try and unite the perspectives of the fields (see also Bauer et al. 2009, 253-254)
because thus a more comprehensive set of specific parameters of analysis can be
determined.

33 Evans and Wilkins have proposed to characterize these ambiguous uses at the stage of inno-
vation by the concept of bridging contexts, in which the old and the new meaning are function-
ally equivalent (Evans & Wilkins 2000, 549-550, cf. Heine 2002, 85-86, Marchello-Nizia 2006,
253-264, Benveniste 1966, 290). Nevertheless it remains remarkable that the notion of ambiguity
is not mentioned in similar analyses of linguistic change.
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4 Ambiguity in Speaker-Hearer-Interaction:
Key Parameters of Analysis

We will now discuss examples of ambiguity in order to illustrate once more the
great variety and complexity of ambiguity in everyday communication and in
literary texts. At the same time, we will propose an approach which is based
on a series of key parameters which permit us to characterize precisely and to
compare the different manifestations of ambiguity in the various disciplines. As
a methodological remark, let us add that most of the parameters (with the excep-
tion of P1and P3) are formulated as contradictory alternatives (cf. the principle of
tertium non datur), so as to guarantee an exhaustive analysis of the phenomena
(cf. Winter 2005, 45-46).

4.1 The Linguistic Material: Form and Meaning /
Interpretation(s)

A first set of parameters can be proposed with respect to the ambiguous message
itself. As shown in section 3.1, previous research in linguistics has mainly focused
on this aspect of ambiguity, distinguishing between lexical and syntactic ambigu-
ity. However, we have already seen above (cf. sections 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4) that
ambiguities can also turn up on other levels of linguistic analysis, such as the
morphological and the textual level. Moreover, we can also observe ambigui-
ties located within the extra-linguistic reality, i.e. in the objects designated with
regard to their conceptualization, and these ambiguities may be reflected in lan-
guage in cases of semantic change.

In order to sort out the various possibilities that can be realized here, it is
helpful to refer to Morris’s subdivision of semiotics into syntax, semantics and
pragmatics (Morris 1946, 217-220, 1971, 21-24 and 301-303). According to Morris,
the domain of syntax is concerned with the combination of signs, whereas the
domain of semantics analyzes signs and their signification, and the domain of
pragmatics studies the origin, uses and effects of these signs in communication,
i.e. their relation to the speakers. It seems problematic to use Morris’s labels in
order to classify subtypes of ambiguity, as all manifestations of ambiguity have
a semantic component, so that a term like “semantic ambiguity” seems to be ill-
founded. Nevertheless, the three domains can help us to identify three clearly
distinct kinds of ambiguity.

First, we can analyze cases of ‘atomic ambiguity’ (cf. the domain of seman-
tics according to Morris) that are concerned with individual signs which can be
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assigned different interpretations (cf. example (29)). The ambiguous entities
which are analyzed here can be lexical elements (cf. the traditional concept of
lexical ambiguity), but also morphemes (cf. example (30) which shows that the
Italian morpheme {-e} is used to express the masculine or feminine singular or
the feminine plural).* Cases of ‘compositional ambiguity’, in contrast, are char-
acterized by the fact that the identification of the various (individual) elements
of the utterance is at stake here (cf. Morris’s concept of syntax). This means that
we can include classical examples of syntactic ambiguity, as given in (31), where
the meanings of single words remain unchanged in both possible syntactic inter-
pretations. Similar processes can also occur on lower levels of analysis, as given
in cases of agglutinations or deglutinations (cf. the agglutination of the definite
article in the name of the French town Lille, see example (32)) and in playful
resegmentations of a certain word (see example (33)). Still another kind of ambi-
guity can be observed in cases where the entire utterance has to be considered as
being ambiguous and where various possibilities of interpretation arise depend-
ing on the context. This latter kind of ambiguity can be linked to Morris’s concept
of pragmatics. As we have seen in example (23) above, this kind of ambiguity
appears in literary communication, but it can also arise in everyday communica-
tion (see example (34) and the domains of indirect speech acts and pragmatic
implicatures in general). For instance, utterances like in (34) can be interpreted
either just literally, that is, as assertives, or simultaneously as indirect speech acts
(in this case, a request or, according to Searle, a directive; cf. Searle 1976).

(29) The men decided to wait by the bank. (cf. Simpson 2004, 367)
(30) L. nazion-e,g, «, fior-€,,sc.sc VS. AONN-Cppyy o1y TASAZZ-Crprg o1

(31) She left the man with the sports car. — [[she] [[[left] [the man]] [with the sports
car|]] / [[she] [[left] [the man with the sports car]]]

(32) F. Lille < l'isle ‘the island’

34 Similar cases of morphological ambiguity thus concern the morphological patterns of the
language, and we are dealing here with a case of ambiguity in the language system. In many
cases, this kind of ambiguity does not become directly relevant to the speaker and hearer in their
communication, as the choice of the morpheme is lexically and contextually determined, and
the alternative value of the morpheme does not play any role in communication (for some cases
of use, however, both interpretations are potentially relevant and this phenomenon may also
play an important role in language acquisition).
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(33) G. Versehen = Hochzeiten unter Poeten ‘marriages among poets’ (Versehen
‘lapse’ vs. Vers-Ehen ‘marriages of verses’)

(34) Itis cold in here. The temperature in this room is low. ‘representative speech
act’ +> Please shut the window. (‘directive speech act’)

From a semiotic perspective, these three kinds of ambiguity share the character-
istic of adopting a semasiological perspective: for given elements of expression,
different interpretations can arise. In addition to these cases, a fourth possibility
is given by cases of onomasiological ambiguity: here the perspective is reversed,
and the starting point are the objects of the extra-linguistic reality, which may be
perceived and conceptualized differently and consequently expressed by differ-
ent linguistic means (see example (35) which illustrates a shift from a collective
interpretation to a holistic one, and example (36), which illustrates a change in
the opposite direction, cf. section 4.4). This means that the ambiguity is not pri-
marily located in linguistic structures here, but in the objects designated them-
selves. This kind of ambiguity, however, is of interest to our concerns to the extent
to which it potentially affects language, giving rise to semantic innovations and
semantic change.

(35) Lat. lignaygyrg pi, PIECES OF WOOD —> ligndgpy s WOOD
(36) G. Trauben BUNCHES OF GRAPES - GRAPES

Based these basic options, we can therefore formulate a first parameter of ana-
lysis:

P1 How is the ambiguity characterized in a semiotic perspective?
= atomic, compositional, situational, and onomasiological/perceptive ambiguity

Ambiguities can thus arise on different levels of analysis. We have already seen in
section 3.1 that, in some cases, the various categories of ambiguities mentioned
in P1 may overlap. For instance, a message may show both an atomic and a com-
positional ambiguity (cf. example (37)). Moreover, within atomic ambiguity, dif-
ferent levels of analysis can be concerned, as given in (38), where the morpho-
logical ambiguity of the morpheme {-e} in Italian appears together with a lexical
ambiguity (between the masculine noun signore ‘Mister’ and the feminine noun
signora ‘Mrs.”). Even here, however, in many cases of use the interpretation will
be disambiguated by the context (e.g. “signore e signori” ‘ladies and gentlemen’
disambiguates towards the feminine plural reading, “Egregio signore” ‘Dear Sir’
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disambiguates towards the masculine singular reading, etc.), so that the hearer
will easily identify the correct (intended) meaning, possibly without noticing the
potential ambiguity of “signore” at all (cf. the parameters P4, P6 and P8 defined
below).

(37) They can fish. — ‘they may or are able to fish’/‘they put fish in cans’
(38) 1. signore,,s.; (of signore) — 1. signore,,, ., (of signora)

Another example of ambiguity which involves an atomic and a compositional
component is given in example (39), taken from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland. The NP is as a rule interpreted with turtle soup being the head
and mock being the modifier. However, Lewis Carroll plays here with the poten-
tial ambiguity of this structure: according to the syntactic rules of the English
language, the interpretation with the head soup and the modifier mock turtle is
equally possible, and, following this syntactic reanalysis and rebracketing, the
name Mock Turtle is given to a creature that is made up of a calf (its head and tail)
and a turtle (see the illustration by Tenniel, in Carroll 1998, 89).

(39) mock turtle soup [mock] [turtle soup] / [mock turtle] [soup]

Carroll not only plays with the ambiguity of the compound mock turtle soup, but
goes further in that he takes the notion literally and invents a creature based on
the ambiguity contained in the expression (cf. Zirker 2010, 234).

For cases of atomic ambiguity, another parameter can be defined depending
on the existence or non-existence of a semantic or cognitive relation between the
two meanings involved. These two options can be associated with the traditional
concepts of polysemy and homonymy>:

35 Let us note that this description of the fundamental difference between polysemy and hom-
onymy has been interpreted in two different ways in previous approaches. On the one hand, it
has been understood as referring to etymology (Is there a semantic relation between the two
meanings involved in etymology, that is, are the two meanings historically related / has one of
the two meanings been derived from the other in history?). On the other hand, certain authors
have stressed the importance of adopting a synchronic approach, based on the speakers’ per-
ception (Do the speakers perceive a semantic / cognitive relation between the two meanings
involved?; cf. Blank 1997, 429-433, 2001, 112). The etymological / diachronic and the synchronic
interpretation frequently converge, but there are also cases where etymologically polysemous
words may become homonyms for the speakers (cf. the example of E. flour / flower, analyzed in
section 4.2, 4.4, and note 41), and conversely, historically homonymous forms may be reinter-
preted as polysemies (for example, the two meanings of E. corn, ‘grain’ and ‘induration of the
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P2 For cases of atomic ambiguity: Is there a semantic / cognitive relation between the two
meanings involved?
= polysemy (yes) vs. homonymy (no)

An example of an ambiguity involving homonymic forms is given in (40). Example
(41), in turn, illustrates a case of ambiguity where the two meanings ‘funny-ha-ha’
and ‘funny-peculiar’ are interpreted as semantically related.

(40) The men decided to wait by the bank.
(41) He is funny.

Moreover, for cases of polysemy / semantically related meanings®, we can further
investigate the possible semantic relations between the two meanings involved
(see parameter P3). Previous research has shown that there are seven types of
relations which can occur (cf. Blank 1997, 2003, Koch 2000, 2001). The set of rela-
tions is universal, that is, it is applicable to all languages, thereby permitting an
exhaustive analysis of all possible types of polysemies.

P3 For cases of polysemy / semantically related meanings: What kind of relation exists
between the two meanings involved?
=> contiguity, metaphorical similarity, cotaxonomic similarity, taxonomic superordina-
tion, taxonomic subordination, taxonomic contrast, conceptual contrast

According to this set of relations, the two senses of funny in (41) could be inter-
preted as being related by contiguity, and the two meanings of mouse, ‘animal
mouse’ and ‘computer mouse’ (cf. sections 2 and 3.1), show a relation of meta-
phorical similarity.

cuticle’, are historically independent, but are frequently reinterpreted as a metaphoric polysemy,
cf. Ullmann 1962, 164, Blank 1997, 429-433, 2001, 112). Following the approach adopted in our
paper, we would argue to give priority to the synchronic definition, based on the speakers’ per-
ception of the semantic relatedness or non-relatedness. Moreovet, it has to be acknowledged that
the distinction between polysemy and homonymy, as well as the distinction between polysemy
and context variance / facets is not uncontroversial (cf. Blank 2003, Croft & Cruse 2004, Pinkal
1991, Bauer et al. 2010).

36 We add the latter characterization to include cases as well where one of the meanings has
not yet been conventionalized, so that there is no polysemy at the level of the language system
yet (cf. note 53 below).
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4.2 Ambiguity in Discourse: Perception, Strategic Use,
Disambiguation

The parameters above have been discussed for the linguistic entities concerned,
independently from their use in communication, and it thus seems possible to
apply them to ambiguity in the language system as well as to ambiguity in dis-
course. The following set of parameters, in contrast, explicitly focuses on the
level of discourse and on the actualization of ambiguity in individual situations
of communication.

A first parameter of analysis here concerns the question whether the ambigu-
ity is perceived by the speaker and hearer of the utterance, or whether they simply
miss it when producing and interpreting the message.

P4 Do the communication partners (speaker and hearer) perceive the ambiguity of the utter-
ance or not?
=> perceived vs. non-perceived ambiguity (for both S and H)

The latter option is illustrated by the following example, which has already been
cited above (cf. section 2):

(42) Why do we feel better about having our money in a bank than we do having
it under a mattress?*’

It is clear that most readers would not even suspect an ambiguity on the discourse
level here and choose the meaning of a ‘financial institution’, which is by far
more plausible from the context. Theoretically, however, the word bank could be
seen as ambiguous, as it has two different meanings on the level of the language
system and neither meaning is explicitly ruled out in the utterance. From a psy-
cholinguistic perspective, it is also very likely that the meaning ‘financial institu-
tion’ is activated by the previous mentioning of the word money. In this sense, the
hearer will most probably not perceive an ambiguity here, as the meaning of bank
is immediately disambiguated.?® Another example of a non-perceived ambiguity

37 http://money.howstuffworks.com/personal-finance/banking/bank.htm, last accessed: 2012-
01-10.

38 It could be objected that if neither the speaker nor the hearer perceives an ambiguity and
immediately disambiguates the word bank, there is no ambiguity at all in this sentence. How-
ever, we include similar cases among the wide range of phenomena of ambiguity studied in this
paper, as a disambiguation presupposes that there has been a (temporary) ambiguity. Moreover,
based on the distinction between system-level and discourse-level ambiguity, we are faced with
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is given in cases where L2 language learners fail to understand a wordplay due to
their incapacity to identify the second meaning evoked in a certain context:

(43) Two hunters meet. ‘Two hunters encounter each other.” / ‘Two hunters strike
each other deadly.’

In the following example (cf. section 2), we can equally assume that the hearer
does not perceive an ambiguity. This time, however, the two meanings are relat-
ively close to each other, so that the difference of the possible interpretations is
negligible in communication:

(44) You want some more wine? — Wait, [ haven’t finished my glass yet. — That
doesn’t matter, it’s the same bottle. ‘it really is the same bottle’ / ‘it is another
bottle of the same wine’ (example taken from Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2001, 161,
translation EWF/AZ)

Other examples which have been analyzed above in turn illustrate cases where
the ambiguity is clearly perceived by the hearer. This would be the case for (43)
above, given that the hearer understands the wordplay contained in this sen-
tence. Another example in this context is the garden path sentence presented in
section 3.1 (cf. example (45)): here, the hearer is faced with a problem in language
processing and, in order to solve this problem and to obtain a grammatical under-
standing of the sentence, s/he has to reinterpret the utterance. However, if the
hearer simply does not get it and regards the sentence as incomplete or ungram-
matical, this means that the (temporary) ambiguity is not perceived.*

(45) The old man the boat.

It has to be admitted that the example cited in (45) is to a certain degree artifi-
cial, as it has been constructed in linguistic research in order to illustrate similar
garden path effects. However, we will see that similar cases of ambiguities are also
attested in everyday language (cf. examples (58) and (59) below). Still another
example of ambiguity can be found in (46):

an ambiguous element on the level of the language system here (bank), even if the ambiguity
disappears for most hearers and contexts of use on the level of discourse.

39 The hearer’s perception of ambiguity can be empirically studied. What seems of particular
interest here is to examine which factors can function as predictors for the perception of ambigu-
ity (e.g. contextual triggers, sociolinguistic variables, personality traits).
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(46) F. Michel Debré dément (newspaper headline from Canard enchainé, 28.1.
1970, cf. Hausmann 1974, 15)

In this headline we are dealing with a wordplay, that is, a deliberate game between
the speaker / writer and the hearer / reader, as determined by the context of the
utterance (the publication in a satirical newspaper). Therefore, the hearer can
be expected to be suspicious, looking for possible cases of ambiguity and word-
play in the headlines s/he reads, and this leads us to our next parameter which
analyzes the strategic vs. non-strategic use of ambiguity by the communication
partners:

P5 Isthe ambiguity strategically used by the communication partners (speaker and hearer)?
=> strategic vs. non-strategic ambiguity (for both S and H)

The strategic use of ambiguity can be either acknowledged by the hearer or
ignored by him/her — at the same time, an ambiguity may also be used by a
speaker non-strategically, which means unintentionally or by mistake, while it
is, again, either ignored by the hearer or recognized and then understood in a
manner different than the one intended by the speaker. The latter is the case in
(47): here, the speaker, a company wanting to sell electrical domestic appliances,
certainly did not use the ambiguity strategically.

(47) Don’t let hard work kill your wife, let electricity do it. (Willesden electricity
department; qtd. in Wales 1996, 49)

In this advertisement, which shows a woman doing the hovering, the reference
of the personal pronoun is unintentionally ambiguous: “it” can either refer to the
NP “hard work” or to the proposition as a whole (see also Wales 1996, 49).

(48) Don’t let hard work kill your wife, let electricity do [the work].
(49) Don’t let hard work kill your wife, let electricity do [the killing of your wife].

Whereas the intended meaning of the advertisement is to promote the use of
electrical equipment in the household, the slogan can also be read differently.
Given the genre of advertisement, we can only assume that this meaning is unin-
tended by the speaker (especially so as the joke in reading (49) does not make any
sense in this kind of advertisement). The hearer / reader, however, may even more
immediately choose reading (49) and not understand “it” as referring to the NP.
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A similar problem can be found in the following newspaper headline:
(50) Squad helps dog bite victim (Cooper 1980)

Again, two different readings are possible, although only one is probable (as
intended by the author). The probable (intended) reading is of dog bite victim as
a compound noun, with the head victim being specified by the modifier dog bite
(with a hyphen missing); the other grammatically possible reading is dog and
victim as two separate nouns and bite as a verb.

(51) squad helps y[dog bite victim]
(52) squad helps y[dog] y[bite] y[victim]

While examples (47) and (50) have turned out to be unintentionally ambiguous
and comical, authors in newspaper headlines may also want to be intentionally so,
as in (53), a French newspaper headline from 1970, when Michel Debré was state
secretary of education and denied that aircraft deliveries to Libya had taken place.

(53) F. Michel Debré dément (newspaper headline from Canard enchainé, 28.1.
1970, cf. Hausmann 1974, 15)

Here, an ambiguity arises, as dément can be interpreted either as a verb form
(F. démentir ‘deny’) or as an adjective meaning ‘insane, mad’. As this headline
appeared in the satirical newspaper Canard enchainé, which is characterized by
frequent use of wordplay in its headlines, the reader already expects strategic
ambiguities. Moreover, in this case, the ‘insane’-reading can even be supposed to
be the intended one, as there was no article which followed the headline. We are
thus dealing with a context that determines an intentional play with linguistic
ambiguities between the speaker(s) and the hearers / readers.

This kind of strategic use of ambiguity is also often used in literary texts, for
instance in chapter headings or titles of whole works:

(54) A Dean, and a Chapter Also (Dickens 2002, title of chapter 2 in The Mystery
of Edwin Drood)

(55) Scales of Justice (Marsh 1956)
The chapter title from Dickens plays on the double meaning of chapter. This word

refers to the members of the administrative body of the church — which chimes
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in with the meaning of dean as the person who is in charge of church property
and fits with the content, as it is about the conversation between the dean of a
church and his verger.*® But the word chapter can also be understood in terms of
a self-referential hint to the chapter of the book that is being read.

Things are more complex in the title of Ngaio Marsh’s detective novel. The
primary interpretation of Scales of Justice is to read it as a synonym of the balance
that Justice holds, again in direct connection with the genre: in a crime novel, it
is more than likely that justice is finally attained. Towards the end, however, the
reader becomes aware of a second meaning: the scales of a fish lead detective
Inspector Alleyn on the right track and help him find the murderer, the scales
thereby become ambiguous in discourse and no longer refer to a balance only.
Whereas, at the beginning, the word is unequivocal (at the level of discourse), in
the process of reading, it attains a second discourse meaning which is determined
by the plot of the novel (and which relies, of course, on the ambiguity of scales on
the level of the linguistic system). Ngaio Marsh here creatively coins an ambigu-
ous expression by actualizing a second meaning within the collocation which is
already contained in the language, namely on the level of the linguistic system.

Another parameter of analysis which can be applied to the study of ambigu-
ity in discourse is the question whether an ambiguity remains non-resolved:

P6 Does the utterance remain ambiguous, or is the ambiguity resolved at a certain point in
the communication process?
=> non-resolved vs. resolved ambiguity

For the latter alternative, we will distinguish between three basic types of factors
that may contribute to disambiguation: time, i.e. cases in which the ambiguity is
only temporary and disappears during the processing of the utterance, context,
and, thirdly, the use of metalinguistic strategies by the communication partners
in order to overcome the problems arising from an ambiguity. These factors may
work differently on the various communicative levels within a literary text: Ambi-
guity may both arise and disappear through the interplay of those levels, and it
may arise and disappear on the various levels involved in a different manner.
However, before analyzing the various possibilities of successful disambigu-
ation, let us start by having a look at an example where ambiguity leads to a mis-

40 See the note by David Paroissien: “‘Dean,’ originally the title for a monk who supervised ten
novices, is now used to designate administrators of cathedrals or collegiate churches. Deans as-
sume responsibility for church property and serve their bishop in numerous ways. The ‘Chapter’
refers to the members of the corporate body responsible for the spiritual and temporal concerns
of the Cathedral.” (Dickens 2002, 323n1).
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understanding and to miscommunication, which means that a disambiguation
would be necessary, but does not occur or, rather, fails.

(56) “Can you answer useful questions?” she [the Red Queen] said. “How is
bread made?”
“I know that!” Alice cried eagerly. “You take some flour—”
“Where do you pick the flower?” the White Queen asked.
“Well, it isn’t picked at all,” Alice explained: “it’s ground—"
“How many acres of ground?” said the White Queen.
(Carroll 1998, 9.227)

The ambiguity is here based on homophony:** The White Queen perpetually mis-
understands Alice as she misinterprets the homophones flour / flower, ground /
ground. The fun is less on the characters’ than on the reader’s part in this case,
as the reader is faced with the Queen’s message in a different realization: s/he
immediately recognizes these puns as s/he sees the words written on the page.

The comedy in this example is based on the fact that Carroll not only plays
with homophones but also with a total negligence of context (which should
permit a disambiguation here) on behalf of the hearer: it should actually be clear
to the White Queen that, in the context of baking bread, Alice does not mean
blooming flowers but flour as this is needed for making bread. At the same time,
Alice’s reaction can be seen as a sort of metalinguistic strategy: she corrects the
White Queen (“it isn’t picked ... — it’s ground”) in order to elucidate that there has
been a misunderstanding of flour, but the ambiguity still remains, that is, the
White Queen does not correctly identify the intended meaning of flower, but runs
into a further misunderstanding (of ground) instead.

The play we encounter here is one based on the interpretation of homo-
phones in the alternative sense, which then is the basis for the next question
Alice is being asked: bread — flour > flower — pick > pick — ground > ground — acres.
The result is that any successful communication collapses as speaker and hearer
continue to talk of different things — although from a purely phonetic viewpoint,
their interpretations are both possible.

41 From a diachronic perspective, however, the relation between the two meanings turns out
to be a polysemy: at an earlier point in time flower also meant the ‘finest part of the meal’. This
semantic relation nowadays has disappeared from the speakers’ perspective; moreover, the or-
thographic differentiation leads to a stronger separation of the units (cf. OED sw. flour, n.: “[A
specific use of FLOWER; cf. F. fleur de farine the ‘flower’ or finest part of the meal. Johnson 1755
does not separate the words, nor does he recognize the spelling flour. But Cruden’s Concordance
1738 recognizes the modern distinction.]”).
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Let us now focus on some examples of successful disambiguation. As we
have seen, a first way in which ambiguities may be resolved is the continuation
of the utterance itself, that is, ambiguities may be temporary and disappear in
language processing.

P7 For cases of disambiguation: Is ambiguity immediately resolved through the continua-
tion of the utterance, once the hearer has mentally processed the utterance?
= disambiguation by time vs. no disambiguation by time

An interesting case in point in this context is the beginning of Charles Dickens’s
A Tale of Two Cities (see Bauer & Zirker 2014):

(57) It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom,
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us,
we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all
going direct the other way - in short, the period was so far like the present
period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for
good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only. (Dickens 2003,
5)

The views presented here are mutually exclusive and going to extremes, by which
the contradiction is enhanced (cf. Bauer & Zirker 2014). The contradictory state-
ments found in the first paragraph of the novel are apparently the narrator’s own,
which means that he either is unreliable or that we are to “reinterpret his contra-
dictions as ways of saying that the time (age, epoch etc.) itself was so extreme and
contradictory that there is no other way of describing it” (Bauer & Zirker 2014,
213). These possible meanings are, however, reversed again after the dash, and
thus the ambiguities mentioned so far — on the narrator’s part or on the level of
the subject matter itself — “become part of another ambiguity” (Bauer & Zirker
2014, 213): now the statements of the first part of the sentence are revealed to be
those of the “noisiest authorities”. What the reader has so far taken to be descrip-
tions of the time are actually the opinions of an unlikable set of authorities: In
a series of statements about the time and age, Dickens ironically plays with the
reading time, i.e. with the readers’ progress towards a point at which they reflect
upon and reevaluate what they have just read (see Bauer & Zirker 2014); this
means that here both the progression and the mental processing are involved.
Through the process of reading the ambiguity established at the beginning of the

Bereitgestellt von | Universitatsbibliothek Tibingen
Angemeldet
Heruntergeladen am | 31.10.18 11:40



318 —— Esme Winter-Froemel & Angelika Zirker

paragraph is thus resolved by its end; the ambiguity is only temporary (cf. section
3.1 and Wasow, this volume).

(58) G.BILD HORT AUF seine Leser
(Koch, Krefeld & Oesterreicher 1997, 21)

(59) G. BILD GIBT AUF jeder Seite Gas
(Koch, Krefeld & Oesterreicher 1997, 21)

The advertisement by the German tabloid newspaper BILD aims at a similar
effect, which is underlined by the typography chosen. At first, the message in
(58) reads Bild stops — but then it is reinterpreted to Bild obeys its readers when
we go on reading the small letters. (59) works in a similar manner: the large letters
convey the message Bild gives up, which steers the reader’s attention towards the
message, to then redirect the meaning towards a different one (Bild accelerates
on every page).** Here again, it can be assumed that the (temporary) ambiguity is
used by the speaker in a fully deliberate way (being guided by marketing strate-
gies), and that it is being perceived by the hearer / reader.

In popular culture, a very similar mechanism of reinterpretation is used in
so-called NOT-jokes:

(60) The guide of a tour in a former mine, standing in the lamproom, tells the
visitors at the beginning of the tour:
“You will get one of these lamps — NOT”. (Beamish Museum, 24 Sept. 2011)

(61) Pat Haggerty, a humor coach, explains Borat (who is wearing a grey suit) how
to make jokes: “This is a black suit — NOT”. (scene from the movie Borat: Cul-
tural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan,
released in 2006).4

In these examples, an utterance is followed by its negation by means of adding
“NOT” at the end. The structure of this kind of utterance can be compared to (58)
and (59): the meaning is turned into the opposite by concluding the utterance
with the negation particle “not” in order to make a joke or to qualify (rectify) an
otherwise wrong or potentially risky or even appalling statement. The ambiguity
is a temporary one as the hearer cannot be sure if the statement has been brought

42 In this regard, the examples recall the way garden path sentences are processed by the hear-
er.
43 http://www.spike.com/video-clips/3zwmeh/borat-not-joke, last accessed: 2011-12-19.
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to a conclusion by the speaker or not. The speaker’s intention is to provoke a
reaction from the hearer while his utterance is still unfinished. This reaction then
proves ridiculous or inappropriate as soon as the speaker ends his sentence by
adding NOT and thus establishes a meaning contrary to the one of the unfinished
sentence.**

In other kinds of utterances, however, no similar effects of a forced reinter-
pretation by the hearer in the course of language processing occur. Nevertheless,
many language-based ambiguities are resolved by other means, e.g. by contex-
tual factors that determine the (most plausible) interpretation of the utterance,
i.e., potentially ambiguous utterances are interpreted as unambiguous by the
(cooperative) hearer.*” This permits us to formulate another key parameter of
analyzing ambiguity:

P8 For cases of disambiguation: Is the ambiguity resolved by context or not?
= disambiguation by context vs. no disambiguation by context

We have already seen some examples illustrating similar processes of disambigu-
ation of potentially ambiguous signs in sections 2 and 4.1:

(62) Why do we feel better about having our money in a bank than we do having
it under a mattress?*®

(63) Theroad was constructed on a bank of the river comprised of permafrost and
possessing a southern exposure.*”

As we have seen, in each case one of the meanings of bank is immediately ruled
out by the context. This latter term is understood in a broad sense here, includ-
ing both the linguistic and the extra-linguistic context; at the same time, we can
read all these different types of contexts as elements of the speaker’s and hearer’s
knowledge, including knowledge of the language system and the conventional
meanings of the words, knowledge of frequent collocates, cultural knowledge etc.
(a comprehensive overview and discussion of context types is given by Coseriu

44 One should think that English with its to do-negation is not a language that is particularly apt
for this kind of joke; German is far better suited for this kind of syntactic construction and play.
NOT-jokes therefore actually only work in non-standard English.

45 For a general study on various types of contexts and their role in semantic interpretation and
communication, cf. Aschenberg (1999).

46 http://money.howstuffworks.com/personal-finance/banking/bank.htm, last accessed: 2012-
01-10.

47 http://forestry.alaska.gov/pdfs/2BankStabilityfinal.pdf, last accessed: 2012-01-10.
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(1955-56) and Aschenberg (1999); for some more reflections about different types
of contexts and their role in disambiguation cf. Winter-Froemel, 2013, 156). In
(62), we can find the word money in the linguistic context which also evokes a
certain extra-linguistic context, and it can be assumed that a conceptual frame
is activated which contains elements such as MONEY, SAVE and FINANCIAL INSTI-
TUTION, etc. In (63), disambiguation is triggered by the mentioning of river etc.
and by the extra-linguistic context and world knowledge (e.g. the possibility of
constructing a road on a bank); moreover, the collocations of bank (“on a”, “of
the river”) play a central role here.“® Moreover the linguistic context in both cases
differs with regard to the preposition used (in a bank vs. on a bank), which equally
contributes to the disambiguation of the word bank.

Interestingly, the following example (which has already been discussed
above) shows that speakers (e.g. literary authors) can also manipulate the hear-
er’s / reader’s interpretation by introducing a new context of interpretation: as we
have seen, (64) is at its primary reading most probably interpreted as unambigu-
ous (given the context of justice and the conventions of the text type of a crime
novel), but the new context introduced at the end of the novel reactivates the
other meaning of scales (the scales of a fish), thereby leading to the ambiguity of
a heretofore unambiguous term.

(64) Scales of Justice (Marsh 1956)

Let us finally note that there are also cases in which hearers are not cooperative,
that is, the context available should actually permit them to disambiguate the
message, but they deliberately choose to insist on the ambiguous or on the alter-
native (implausible) interpretation. Cases like this frequently occur in classrooms
with pupils in their puberty.

(65) G. Jetzt fehlt nur noch, dafl das Gummi reif3t! (“All I need now is that the
rubber tears!”, translation EWF/AZ)*°

In ordinary circumstances, the teacher’s utterance would not be interpreted as
ambiguous: given the extra-linguistic context — a lesson in physics — the inter-

48 The various types of contexts (in a wide sense) which play a role here could be further speci-
fied, distinguishing the situation (rooted in the origo, that is, the reference point of the speaker
of the utterance), the region (various kinds of spatial regions which determine the meaning of
the linguistic sign), the context (which, again, comprises a range of different aspects) and the
discourse universe (cf. Coseriu 1955-56).

49 http://math-www.uni-paderborn.de/~odenbach/kunz.html, last accessed: 2013-12-19.
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pretation of Gummi should be clear (we can assume that there is a concrete refer-
ent — a rubber strap forming part of a technical device — which the teacher refers
to by using the noun with the definite article), and the teacher now expresses his
fear that the rubber strap could be torn. However, similar utterances by teach-
ers frequently provoke laughter, as pupils detect a further, sexual interpretation:
as G. Gummi also has the meaning ‘preservative’ (English equivalent translation
rubber) on the level of the language system, the sentence can also be interpreted
as expressing the fear of a preservative being torn. In this case, the hearers thus
choose to be uncooperative — they do not try to interpret the message in the sense
intended by the speaker, but they follow a different strategy of maximizing ambi-
guities comprising (mainly) sexual interpretations.

Another way of achieving disambiguation is the use of metalinguistic strat-
egies by the speaker and hearer:

P9 For cases of disambiguation: Is the ambiguity resolved by metalinguistic strategies?
= disambiguation by metalinguistic strategies vs. no disambiguation by metalinguistic
strategies

In some cases, speakers are conscious of the potential ambiguities of the signs
used, and a possible ambiguity of their actual utterances results from this system
ambiguity. In these cases, in order to avoid misunderstandings, they may add
metalinguistic comments referring to the level of orthography, as in (66) (disam-
biguation of sie ‘she / 3PI’ vs. Sie 2Sg/PI polite form of address’), or by specify-
ing the intended meaning by adding a further semantic specification, as in (67)
(remarkably, both forms also appear in the OED, where they are marked as col-
loquial forms used to distinguish both senses of funny).

(66) G. Sie grof3 geschrieben (‘Sie’ with capital letters, translation EWF/AZ)

(67) John Gubbins leant forward, smiling in a funny-peculiar not funny-ha-ha
way. (citation from J. Verney Friday’s Tunnel xxv. 227, 1959, OED s.v. funny)

Whereas (66) and (67) are examples of the attempt to avoid ambiguity and a mis-
understanding resulting from it — the meta-comment in the utterance has exactly
this function —, (68) illustrates an exchange between two characters in a novel
that is based on a misunderstanding:

(68) [Reverend Helstone to his curate Malone]
“Have you any arms about you?”
“Arms, sir? — yes, and legs:” and he advanced the mighty members.
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“Bah! weapons I mean.”
“I have the pistols you gave me yourself [...].”
(Bronté 2008, 13)

Reverend Helstone means a different kind of arms than his curate Malone as he
has a particular context in mind, namely that of weapons and of defending one of
the neighbouring mills against revolting workers. This context is either not known
to Malone or intentionally ignored by him, and he therefore interprets “arms” dif-
ferently. This exchange has the function of comic relief for the reader to whom
the context weapons was introduced earlier in the chapter — “requesting to be
informed whether it was the mode in Ireland for clergymen to carry loaded pistols
in their pockets” (Bronté 2008, 9) — and is now taken up again with reference
to Malone, who is an Irishman. In a highly overwrought situation, this tension
is slightly resolved through laughter evoked on the level of author-reader-com-
munication®?; it is not meant as such for the characters within the novel. At the
same time, the metalinguistic comment “weapons I mean” is a means of remedy
to allow the communication to go on despite the initial misunderstanding.

4.3 Ambiguity and Levels of Communication

We have seen that in the conversation between Alice and the White Queen in (56)
several levels of communication are involved: the one between the characters in
the text as well as the one between the author and reader at whom the joke in the
exchange is actually directed. This use of ambiguity can be described as a typical
feature of literary texts (cf. above 3.2), and it leads us to another key parameter of
analyzing ambiguity:

P10 Does the ambiguity involve only one or various levels of communication?
=> one-level ambiguity vs. multi-level ambiguity

The multiplication of communicative levels becomes even more pertinent and
immediate in the theatre when the audience is included in a joke by the author
and the joke is not at all directed at the characters involved in the scene. The fol-
lowing example from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is such a case. Mercutio,
Romeo’s friend, has just been mortally wounded by Tybalt:

50 Furthermore, this exchange also serves the function of characterization: Malone is not the
smartest of men, which becomes clear already in this short dialogue.
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(69) Romeo. Courage, man, the hurt cannot be much.

Mercutio. No, ’tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door, but
’tis enough, ’twill serve. Ask for me tomorrow and you shall find
me a grave man. (Shakespeare 2006b, 3.1.96-99)

Mercutio here makes a joke based on the ambiguity of “grave”, referring both to
SERIOUS as well as to ToMB, which alludes to the fact that he will be dead soon and
in the grave. Throughout the play he has been making jokes, but still the audience
ask themselves why he would try to be funny at this very moment when it appears
to be quite inappropriate.>® At closer inspection, however, the joke seems less
directed at the other characters present on the scene, especially so as Mercutio
also cries out “A plague o’ both your houses” several times (Shakespeare 2006b,
3.1.92; 100-101; 108), but rather at the audience for whom it serves as an instant
of comic relief in an otherwise very serious (i.e. grave) moment. In addition to the
speakers and hearers onstage, another level of communication is revealed here,
namely between the author — who created the joke — and the audience.*

This doubling is not only made use of in all kinds of literary texts (see, e.g.,
(23), (56), (68) and (69)) but also in other media, for instance, in advertisements
and movies. Moreover, it can be linked to the concept of polyphony. Originally a
term from musicology, this concept has been transferred to the domain of literary
studies, where it has been coined by Bakhtine's approach towards the dialogic-
ity of literary texts (Bakhtine 1979 [1934/1935], 1984). Then, Ducrot applied this
concept to linguistic investigations, focussing mainly on the diversity of voices at
the speaker’s side and distinguishing various instances of speaker roles (locuteur
L and A, sujet parlant, énonciateur, cf. Ducrot 1984). Taking up this line of reason-
ing, pragmatic analyses of phenomena such as irony have been recently proposed
which consider the multiplication of points of view to be a central feature of the
phenomena studied (Rabatel 2006, 2008, 2012). Here again, by focusing on the
communication process as a complex interaction of various speaker groups and
various roles of speakers (and hearers), very fine-grained analyses of individual
manifestations of speaker-hearer interaction can be obtained.

51 The note in the Arden edition is therefore rather questionable: “The quibble on grave is es-
pecially apt from Mercutio, who cannot be grave even about his own death” (163); it does not
differentiate between the several levels of communication implied here.

52 In the theatre, i.e. in a performance, one would probably also have to take into account that
this might be a joke on the level of the actor, not just of the character or the author; the joke may
in fact be perceived to be the actor’s by the live audience (and neither Mercutio’s nor Shake-
speare’s).
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4.4 Ambiguity in a Diachronic Perspective

Most of the examples analyzed so far have illustrated cases in which the ambigu-
ity on the discourse level results from the signs (or syntactic structures) being
already ambiguous on the level of the language system, that is system ambigui-
ties are actualized in discourse (cf. examples (68) and (69) above). However, we
have also encountered some cases in which a new interpretation (beyond the lex-
icalized meaning of the word) is introduced into the communication process (cf.
examples (11), (12), (35) and (36)). This leads us to a parameter which is of central
interest for linguistic studies focusing on processes of language change, and more
specifically semantic change, as it takes up the question how new meanings can
enter the language system.

P11 Does the ambiguity already exist in the language system, or is a new ambiguity intro-
duced in discourse?
=> actualization of system ambiguity vs. introduction of new ambiguity in discourse

The latter kind of ambiguity represents a very interesting case which has not been
taken into account in traditional linguistic approaches to ambiguity. It is strongly
linked to language change: In a general manner the initial stage of processes
of semantic change is characterized by the introduction of a new (additional)
meaning besides the conventional meaning, which occurs in certain contexts.
This new meaning may then diffuse among the speech community, being reused
by other speakers and in other contexts, ultimately leading to a change in the lin-
guistic convention and, in some cases, to a loss of the original meaning (cf. Heine
2003, Traugott & Dasher 2002, 12, Kuteva & Heine 2008, 224). Yet the traditional
formula describing semantic change A > A/B - B is not entirely clear, as can be
shown by referring to the distinction between ambiguity in the language system
and ambiguity in discourse introduced in section 2. In traditional approaches,
A and B are not only interpreted as entities in the language system (i.e. the con-
ventional meaning of a given item), but also as entities on the discourse level.
However, this means that two different aspects are mixed up here, and the inter-
mediate stage is sometimes interpreted in terms of a situation of polysemy (A/B =
ambiguity in the language system; cf. Bréal 1897), but also referred to as concrete
situations of communication where the item is ambiguously used (A/B = ambigu-
ity in discourse). This latter aspect, which has also been discussed with regard to
the concept of bridging contexts introduced by Evans & Wilkins (2000, 549-550,
cf. also Heine 2002, 85-86, Marchello-Nizia 2006, 253-264, Benveniste 1966, 290
and note 33 above) seems particularly important for our concerns, as it marks
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the moment of innovation proper (the first introduction of the new meaning in
discourse) which precedes the stage of polysemy.

It thus seems very promising to relate ambiguity to the field of language
change by analyzing a few examples.>?

(70) F. Ce film est terrible! (That film is wicked / awesome [in the sense of ‘great /
brilliant’], translation EWF/AZ)

(71) F. Cest pas terrible. (That is not great / mediocre, translation EWF/AZ)

In utterances like (70), the French word terrible is interpreted in a sense markedly
different from its original meaning (‘terrible’), and it assumes a clearly positive
value (‘ingenious, brilliant’); this new interpretation can also be found in the fre-
quently used expression cited in (71).>* How can these uses be explained? The two
meanings stand in a relation of conceptual contrast, and it can thus be assumed
that the novel use occurs in contexts marked by the speaker’s intention to be
maximally expressive and to call the hearer’s attention by his “striking” message,
which forces the hearer to adapt his interpretation of terrible to the context. In
Gricean terms, this process could be seen as an apparent violation of the maxim
of quality (cf. uses of irony in general), which triggers a conversational implica-
ture towards the novel interpretation (cf. Grice 1975). Let us note that this use
has already been conventionalized, i.e., the word nowadays has both meanings

53 However, a terminological remark is necessary here: traditional definitions of polysemy and
homonymy (cf. parameter P2 presented in section 4.1 above) take for granted that both meanings
are lexicalized, which is not the case at the stage of innovation, when a new meaning is intro-
duced in discourse. Nevertheless, the fundamental opposition expressed in parameter P2 (the
two meanings being semantically related or not), is equally applicable to innovations, and it can
be postulated that for all cases of introduction of a new meaning, the two meanings are related
(as the innovation is based on a conceptual association, i.e. the two meanings are semantically
or cognitively related).

54 One might object that there is no ambiguity at the level of discourse here, as the hearer is led
to an immediate reinterpretation of terrible in the sense intended by the speaker. Nevertheless,
similar cases are included here as instances of ambiguity, following the general reasoning of this
paper that we should, in a first step, aim at a comprehensive understanding of ambiguity (includ-
ing, e.g., cases of non-functional ambiguity and cases of temporary ambiguity which disappears
when the hearer processes the utterance etc.). A further argument that can be put forward is that
in the example it remains possible that a hearer fails to understand the ironical message, which
confirms that the “other” (literal) interpretation is still present at some level. Moreover, even for
the hearer who successfully reinterprets the word, his/her reinterpretation is based on the literal
meaning of terrible, so that both meanings are present at some stage in the hearer’s (and the
speaker’s) speech processing.
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and is thus ambiguous on the level of the language system as well (cf. DHLF s.v.
terrible).>® So contexts of expressivity and ironical contexts represent the (poten-
tial) starting point of processes of change leading to a conventionalization of the
new interpretation (which implies that the expressive or rhetorical effect is dimin-
ished, as can be seen in example (71)).%¢

In other cases, in contrast, the introduction of a new interpretation can occur
without such effects of expressivity. Consider the example of the English word
scales, which can designate the two pans on a balance, but also the balance as a
whole. Here we can assume that the semantic change has originated in contexts
where both interpretations are fully compatible with the interpretation intended
by the speaker.

(72) scales ‘the two pans on a balance’ / ‘a balance’ (OED)

Another interesting case of language change is illustrated in (73): the original
meaning of the German word Traube is ‘bunch of grapes’, but today it is also
frequently used in the sense of a single ‘grape’ as well (replacing the older form
Weinbeere).”” Here again, in certain contexts both interpretations are possible,
so that a situation of (potential) ambiguity arises — the hearer may interpret the
word in its novel sense without any negative effects on ongoing communication
(cf. (74); by contrast, in other contexts of use the interpretation of the form seems
to be biased towards one of the two meanings, cf. examples (75) and (76)).5®

55 A parallel development can be observed in F. formidable which originally meant ‘terrible,
dreadful’ and then acquired the additional meaning ‘extraordinary, excellent, outstanding’.
Today, however, the etymological sense has been completely lost; F. terrible, in contrast, remains
polysemous.

56 This weakening of pragmatic effects also leads to the need for the speakers to create new in-
novations to obtain the intended strong effect. This is confirmed by the observation that certain
concepts (e.g. GREAT QUANTITY, GREAT QUALITY, BAD QUALITY, and also tabooed concepts such
as DEATH / TO DIE, SEXUALITY etc.) continously attract new designations. In these series of in-
novations, the principle of analogy also plays an important role (cf. the example of E. wicked /
awesome); it offers the advantage of facilitating the comprehension by the hearer.

57 Nevertheless there are still expressions such as eine Traube von Menschen ‘a bunch of peo-
ple’, which are not ambiguous at all.

58 Yet it has to be admitted that this scenario of innovation is a reconstruction, i.e. the assump-
tion that (74) illustrates a potential situation of innovation in only a hypothesis. Nevertheless it
seems possible to evaluate hypotheses of this kind by analyzing historical corpus data and by
assessing their plausibility against the background of theories of conceptual association as well
as historical and cultural aspects. Moreover, analogous developments in other languages can
provide further insights into basic pathways of change and their motivation from the perspective
of the speakers.
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(73) G. Traube ‘bunch of grapes’ / ‘grape’

(74) G. Trauben zu verkaufen (‘bunches of grapes / grapes for sale’)
(75) G. Trauben ernten (‘to harvest bunches of grapes’)

(76) G. Trauben essen (‘to eat grapes’)

The ambiguity is here located on the conceptual level; that is, in the contexts of
use where an ambiguity turns up, the referent of Trauben can be conceptualized
both as BUNCHES OF GRAPES or simply as GRAPES, without any problem arising in
an ongoing communication.

As we have seen, the examples cited so far in this section share the basic
characteristic that they represent cases of new ambiguities that are introduced
on the level of discourse, that is, signs that are not ambiguous on the level of the
language system are used in a way which permits or requires an interpretation in
a new sense; this new sense is, at a first stage, purely pragmatic, but may become
conventionalized at a later stage of time.

Despite this common feature, the examples also show important dissimilari-
ties with respect to the way in which ambiguities arise in communication. A basic
criterion which can be used to distinguish two main cases depends on the com-
munication partner who introduces an ambiguity:

P12 For cases of introduction of new ambiguities in discourse: Is the ambiguity introduced
by the speaker or by the hearer?
=> speaker-induced vs. hearer-induced introduction of ambiguity in discourse

As we have seen, examples like (70) can be explained by referring to certain strat-
egies the speaker pursues in communication; another example similar in this
respect is given in (77) (for a more detailed discussion see section 2). In all these
cases, we are thus dealing with speaker-induced change, or a speaker-induced
introduction of ambiguity.

(77) While you were lying in the sun, [ washed the dishes.

In other examples, in contrast, it is the hearer who plays the crucial part (cf.
example (74) above), and these cases can be treated as instantiations of hearer-
induced change, or of a hearer-induced introduction of ambiguity. Recent
research has shown that similar processes of hearer-induced semantic reinter-
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pretation represent an interesting subtype of language change, which is studied
under the label of reanalysis (cf. Detges & Waltereit 2002).

However, if we deal with ambiguity in speaker-hearer-interaction, we must
bear in mind that the simple distinction between speaker- and hearer-induced
ambiguities is, to a certain degree, oversimplified, as we can always presume an
interaction of the speaker and the hearer in communication. For example, as we
have seen, speaker-induced changes such as regarding while presuppose that the
hearer ratifies the novel use, and conversely the explanation of hearer-induced
change implies in a trivial way that the speaker’s utterance (and the speaker’s
meaning) is taken into account as the basis on which the reinterpretation occurs.

Moreover, certain examples of ambiguity reveal a further complexity arising
from the fact that different speakers and / or hearers are “available”, that is,
in some cases communication is located on various levels simultaneously (cf.
section 4.3).

5 Interdisciplinary Applications of the
Comprehensive Parameter-Approach

Let us now recapitulate the key parameters we have proposed for analyzing dif-
ferent kinds of ambiguity across the disciplines:

Parameters Analyzing the Linguistic Material

P1 How is the ambiguity characterized in a semiotic perspective?
= atomic, compositional, situational, and onomasiological/perceptive ambiguity

P2 For cases of atomic ambiguity: Is there a semantic / cognitive relation between the two
meanings involved?
=> polysemy (yes) vs. homonymy (no)

P3  For cases of polysemy / semantically related meanings: What kind of relation exists
between the two meanings involved?
=> contiguity, metaphorical similarity, cotaxonomic similarity, taxonomic superordi-
nation, taxonomic subordination, taxonomic contrast, conceptual contrast

Parameters Analyzing Ambiguity in Discourse

P4 Do the communication partners (speaker and hearer) perceive the ambiguity of the
utterance or not?
= perceived vs. non-perceived ambiguity (for both S and H)
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P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

Is the ambiguity strategically used by the communication partners (speaker and
hearer)?
= strategic vs. non-strategic ambiguity (for both S and H)

Does the utterance remain ambiguous, or is the ambiguity resolved at a certain point
in the communication process?
=> non-resolved vs. resolved ambiguity

For cases of disambiguation: Is ambiguity immediately resolved through the continua-
tion of the utterance, once the hearer has mentally processed the utterance?
=> disambiguation by time vs. no disambiguation by time

For cases of disambiguation: Is the ambiguity resolved by context or not?
=> disambiguation by context vs. no disambiguation by context

For cases of disambiguation: Is the ambiguity resolved by metalinguistic strategies?
= disambiguation by metalinguistic strategies vs. no disambiguation by metalin-
guistic strategies

Parameter Analyzing the Complexity of the Communicative Setting

P10 Does the ambiguity involve only one or various levels of communication?

=> one-level ambiguity vs. multi-level ambiguity

Parameters Analyzing Ambiguity in its Diachronic Dimension

P11

P12

Does the ambiguity already exist in the language system, or is a new ambiguity intro-
duced in discourse?
=> actualization of system ambiguity vs. introduction of new ambiguity in discourse

For cases of introduction of new ambiguities in discourse: Is the ambiguity introduced
by the speaker or by the hearer?
=> speaker-induced vs. hearer-induced introduction of ambiguity in discourse

In order to illustrate possible applications of the parameters, we will now present
a few examples, some of which have been analyzed in the previous sections, and
show how the parameter-approach developed in this paper permits a compre-
hensive analysis of the various types of ambiguity in speaker-hearer interaction.

(78) Don’t let hard work kill your wife, let electricity do it. (Willesden electricity
department; qtd. in Wales 1996, 49)

The utterance in (78) can be analyzed in terms of the following parameters: a
compositional (P1), non-resolved (P6), one-level (P10) ambiguity which implies
the actualization of a system ambiguity (P11); the ambiguity is not perceived
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and therefore used non-strategically by the speaker, but can be perceived by the
hearer. For the hearer this is not necessarily motivated by strategic motives, but if
the hearer insists on the non-intended meaning, this could also be seen as a stra-
tegical interpretation, aiming at ridiculing the company that launched the slogan
etc. (P4 and P5). Parameters P2, P3, P7, P8, P9 and P12 are not applicable to this
example.

(79) While you were lying in the sun, I washed the dishes. (cf. Winter-Froemel
2008, 224)

The utterance in (79) can be characterized as an atomic ambiguity (P1), where the
two meanings are semantically / cognitively related (polysemy, P2) by contiguity
(P3). The ambiguity is or can be perceived by both the speaker and the hearer (P4),
and it is strategically used by the speaker (P5). It remains non-resolved (P6) and
involves only one level of communication (P10). Moreover, we are here dealing
with a case of speaker-induced (P12) introduction of a new ambiguity in discourse
(P11). Parameters P7, P8 and P9 are not applicable to this example.

(80) [Reverend Helstone to his curate Malone]
“Have you any arms about you?”
“Arms, sir? — yes, and legs:” and he advanced the mighty members.
“Bah! weapons I mean.”
“I have the pistols you gave me yourself [...].”
(Bronté 2008, 13)

Example (80) is more complex, as it illustrates a case of literary communica-
tion taking place on several levels (P10), the first level being the communica-
tion between the characters within the text, and the second level being the com-
munication between the author and the reader. For both levels, the ambiguity is
atomic (P1) and illustrates a case of actualization of a system ambiguity (P11),
more specifically a homonymy (P2); parameters P3 and P12 are therefore not
applicable here. The ambiguity is resolved (P6) on both levels of communication,
as disambiguation is obtained by the character’s recourse to a metalinguistic
strategy (P9), as he explicitly corrects the hearer’s assumed meaning by saying
“weapons [ mean”. Concerning P7 and P8, there is no disambiguation by time or
by the context.

For the remaining parameters, the two levels of communication have to be
analyzed separately. On the level of communication between the characters, the
ambiguity is non-strategic and non-perceived (P4 and P5) when the ambiguous
sentence is uttered. With respect to the communication between the author and
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the reader, in contrast, the ambiguity is strategic (P5) and perceived (P4) by both
the speaker and the hearer, as the author presents the reader a misunderstanding
between the characters.

A still more complex example can be found in the following play on tale / tail;
(81) coming from a blog about Bloomfield Track in Australia, (82) from Carroll’s
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland:

(81) A Tail (tale) of two kingfishers
Two very similar kingfisher species, both beautiful, but with some marked
differences -- just one decent tail between them, for a start. [...]
So, that’s the tail (tale) of two of my favourite kingfishers.>

(82) “Mine is a long and a sad tale!” said the Mouse, turning to Alice, and
sighing.
“It is a long tail, certainly,” said Alice, looking down with wonder at the
Mouse’s tail; “but why do you call it sad?” And she kept on puzzling about
it while the Mouse was speaking [...] (Carroll 1998, 28)

Comparing the two examples, we can see that, for the first and the last group of
parameters, the analyses are the same: In both cases, we find an example of an
atomic ambiguity (P1) with semantically unrelated meanings (P2; P3 not applica-
ble); it already exists in the language system (P11) and P12 is therefore not appli-
cable. With regard to the second group of parameters, however, we do see signif-
icant differences between these two examples. In example (81), the ambiguity is
perceived and strategic as the speaker plays with the homophony of tale / tail (P4
and P5). By means of his metalinguistic “comment” (P9) on the homophony of
the two words, the speaker suggests the second interpretation by repeating the
word in a different spelling. At the same time, the immediate context (P8) of the
heading indicates a narrative that is to follow (“a tale”), and the pictures of birds
on the page also insinuate the tail-reading; because of this play both meanings
are being maintained from a semantic point of view (although the words as such
are not ambiguous in the graphic medium; P6).

In example (82), on the internal level of communication between the charac-
ters the homophony of [te1l] also becomes manifest. Here, however, the ambigu-
ity is non-perceived by both speaker and hearer (P4), it is used non-strategically
(P5) and remains unresolved (P6), there is no disambiguation by time (P7) nor by
context (P8) nor by metalinguistic strategies (P9). But while in (81) only one level

59 http://darcyofdaintree.blogspot.de/2013/05/a-tail-tale-of-two-kingfishers.html, last accessed:
2013-08-01.
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of communication is relevant, namely that between the author of the blog and the
reader, in our literary example (82), two levels of communication come into play
(P10). On the external level of communication, the parameter values change: The
reader perceives the ambiguity (P4) that is strategically used by the author (P5).
While it remains unresolved on the internal level, the reader resolves the ambigu-
ity of “tail” and “tale” (P6) by means of context (P8) which is mainly provided by
the fact that we see the words written on the page but also by means of the iconic
representation on the page before us (the “tale” that the Mouse narrates looks
like the “tail” of a mouse), which can be seen as some kind of metalinguistic
strategy (P9). This example in particular illustrates the relevance of P10: as soon
as various levels of communication can be identified, the parameters analyzing
ambiguity in discourse can be applied to the different planes of speaker-hearer-
interaction and may lead to different findings with regard to the ambiguity in the
text, whereas the values for the first group of parameters remain unchanged.

6 Conclusion and Perspectives for Further
Research

In previous approaches ambiguity has frequently been regarded as a phenomenon
which potentially hinders communication, but we have seen that such a view on
ambiguity is a limited one. This becomes particularly evident when taking into
account the use of ambiguity in communication, both in the production and per-
ception of utterances. The various definitions and paradigms of ambiguity across
the disciplines illustrate that very different types of ambiguity have been in the
focus of analysis, which leads to the question how these different types of ambi-
guity can be compared to each other. Following a pragmatic and interdisciplinary
approach of ambiguity in speaker-hearer-interaction we propose a series of key
parameters of analysis which can be applied to all different kinds of ambiguity.
As a part of this framework, we have introduced a further distinction between
ambiguity in the language system as opposed to ambiguity in discourse, which
allows for the integration of parameters from traditional approaches to ambigu-
ity (e.g. lexical vs. structural ambiguity, homonymy vs. polysemy) as well as new
ones (e.g. textual ambiguity, strategic vs. non-strategic, perceived vs. non-per-
ceived, resolved vs. non-resolved ambiguity). Moreover, these parameters include
matters of language change (most notably the introduction of new ambiguities
into the discourse, by which hitherto unambiguous signs of the language system
can become ambiguous), the several levels of literary communication and the
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interaction of speakers and hearers. Such an approach therefore also emphasizes
the fundamental role of ambiguity in communication.

As ambiguity covers a wide range of phenomena from strong manifestations
of ambiguity to those that remain largely unnoticed by speaker and hearer it
would seem interesting to explore in more detail the metalinguistic dimension
of ambiguity, i.e. the question of how ambiguity can be regarded as a means that
draws attention to language and communication themselves.
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