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Abstract 

 Notable research has been carried out in the area of ambiguity and 
language. This study will review some of the related areas. All 
researchers agree that any word, phrase or sentences that has more 
than one meaning is said to be ambiguous. Ambiguous words include 
two kinds of Linguistic Phenomena-Homonymy and Polysemy. They 
also agree that if the ambiguity is in a single word, it is referred to as 
Lexical Ambiguity but if in a sentence or clause, it is Structural 
Ambiguity. 
Hirst carried out a research on Semantic Interpretation and the 
Resolution of Ambiguity. He noted that semantic interpretation means 
the process of mapping a syntactically analyzed text of its meaning. To 
him, semantic interpretation does not include the resolution in context 
of anaphors or definite reference, or of deictic or indexical expressions 
or the recognition and comprehension of speech acts, irony, sarcasm, 
metaphor or other non-literal meanings.      
However, while few advocate making speech as an interpretative part 
of semantic interpretation, more argues that definite reference 
resolutios, as well as certain “local” pragmatic matters must be 
resolved during semantic interpretation. Hirst noted that many words 
of English have more than one meaning and that quite common words 
have a very large number of meanings. 
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Most of the expressions used in the language of communication are vague, in 
the sense that their meanings do not allow the user to specify a unique and constant 
boundary between the objects to which they apply.  A determiner like “many” does not 
determine a precise number of objects in order to count as many. The phenomena of 
vagueness raises substantial puzzles about how we reason and manage to communicate 
successfully with vague expressions. The print media must avoid the use of terms with 
a vagueness that suggest little or no thought about what each might convey. Though 
ambiguity and vagueness have some advantages for the writer and much creativity 
comes from understanding something in a way that was not intended or foreseen, all 
said it is not a good style, the reader is left confused and misled. The print media must 
write with clarity, avoid vague expression that no matter the level of a reader, the 
message will be interpreted correctly. 

This work highlights ambiguity as a problem in bringing out the intended 
meaning in a piece of written discourse. The work carefully expresses that meaning 
does not rest with the writer but also with readers or a reader who decodes the message 
of the writer. 
Therefore, communication is then said to be successful when the writer uses language 
with utmost care so that the reader brings out the meaning effortlessly. Though some 
work have been done in this area the researcher believes that this little contribution to 
existing literature will help create awareness and fill the existing gap in knowledge. 
In order to achieve the aim of this paper, the writer arranged the discourse into the 
following subheadings: 
� General Concept of Ambiguity 
� Theoritical Framework: The Semantic Theory. 
    
General Concept of Ambiguity 

Ambiguity is a linguistic condition which originated from both Latin and 
French in the early 16th century. The Latin word “ambiguous” means shifting or 
doubtful while the French “ambigere” means “go round, wonder about and argue”. 
From the Latin word we can see that it is a word or sentence having more than one 
possible meanings. It seems to be a common phenomenon in language since words and 
sentences can have more than one meaning. Ambiguity is a property of words, terms, 
notation and concepts (within a particular context) which is undefined or which does 
not have an obvious definition and so has an unclear meaning. A word, phrase, 
sentence or other communication is said to be ‘ambiguous’ if it can be interpreted in 
more than one way. Most English words are ambiguous as many of them have more 
than one meaning when one looks up the word in a good dictionary. Many common 
words have a very large number of meanings. Even the word ‘good’ has about thirty 
different meanings in the Webster’s’ Dictionary. If one consider a sentence like: “I 
have a good daughter.” It is not clear which of the various sense is intended. 
Consider this table 
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Word                               Category                         No. of Senses 
Go                                   verb                                  63 
Fall                                  verb                                  35                           
Run                                 verb                                  35 
Way                                noun                                 31 
Work                              verb                                  31 
Play                                 verb                                 29            (Hirst 1992 p.5) 
 
For example; the word “court” can be understood to mean “an open level area” marked 
with lines upon which tennis or handball etc is played. It can also mean the building, 
hall or room in which cases are heard or decided. “Court” can mean also the regular 
session of judicial assembly. Chase may mean to run, drive after somebody or 
something, persuade to a relationship, rush or hurry somewhere etc. 
Hurford and Heasley (2001) define “ambiguity as a word or sentence that has more 
than one sense”. A sentence is ambiguous if it has two or more paraphrases which are 
not themselves paraphrase of each other, in other words two meanings. 
Example: We saw her duck. – This sentence has two different meanings: 
1. We saw her lower her head. 
2. We saw the duck belonging to her. 
The two sentences are not paraphrases of each other. Therefore the sentence we saw 
her duck is ambiguous. 
Malmkjaer (2002) views ambiguity as a property of predicates which will affect 
sentences in such a way that those sentences in which the predicates are used will be 
capable of two quite different interpretations. 
The word ‘coach’ may be interpreted to mean a large vehicle or a person- the coach of 
a team. 

Ambiguous words or phrases have more than one extension that is (set of 
things they donate) and these extension quite different thing or phenomena. This means 
that an ambiguous sentence has more than one potential set of quite different, unrelated 
truth conditions at any one time that it is being used. A sentence becomes ambiguous 
whenever it can be associated with two or more different meanings and this can apply 
words. 
Fowler (1974,p. 69) states that ;     

The word ambiguity include not only those ambiguities that leave the readers 
genuinely puzzled about which of the two interpretations is right but also those in 
which one of these,  probably the more natural, grammatically is cleared not what 
the writer meant. 
First one has to decide what counts as ambiguity. There are cases where it is not clear 
whether the word or phrase or sentence is ambiguous or not. 
Examples: 
1. Shooting arrows can be dangerous. 
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2. Visiting doctors can be demanding. 
3. Uche has good legs. 

Each of these sentences has at least two shades of meaning and therefore is said 
to be ambiguous. In sentence 1: it is not clear as to whether it is dangerous to shoot 
arrow or whether it is arrows that can be shot that are dangerous.  
The same applied to sentence 2-it is not clear whether it is very demanding for someone 
to visit doctors or whether doctors who visit could be demanding. There is much more 
complexity in the meaning of the third sentence. The sentence can be interpreted In the 
following ways: 
a. Uche has good beautiful legs. 
b. Uche has good legs for athletics. 
c. Uche has healthy legs. 
d. Uche has legs that function well. 
The word good may be used in various sentences with different interpretations. The 
different lies solely on the basis of the evaluation the word good has been used to make. 

A sentence is ambiguous when it is associated with two or more semantic 
representations. Conversely, a single semantic representation may be associated with 
two or more different sentences which are then said to be paraphrased. E.g. ‘Mary 
looked hard’ can mean ‘Mary appeared hard’. Or ‘Mary is difficult to deal with’. 
In the next two sentences: 
(a)Please bank with us at UBA 
(b) Open a bank account at UBA paraphrases each other. 
(c)The corresponding relations between sentences and their meaning are extremely 
complex. The existence of ambiguity and paraphrase is just one facet of this 
complexity. 

The ambiguity of Mary looked hard due to the fact that “hard” belong to both 
adverb and adjective classes and that “look” occurs in construction with either of the 
two. 
I dislike visiting relatives. (I dislike going to visit relatives or I dislike relative who visit 
me). Here the ambiguity seems to arrive from the chance combination of a number of 
unrelated and quite independently variable properties of the sentence (a) visit belong to 
the class of verb which can be used with or without an expressed object and which can 
take animates NPs (noun Phrases)as both subject and object. 

A sentence is ambiguous, according to a given grammar, if it is paired with two 
or more different semantic representations, whereas it is non specific, relative to a 
certain semantic property if its semantic representation does not contain a particular 
value for that property. 
Ambiguity in language arises when the users of a given language ignorantly or 
mistakenly used it, in the speech and writing words or groups of words that lend 
themselves to double or multiple interpretations. 
Wikipedia Free Encyclopedia notes that: 
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Ambiguity is the property of being ambiguous where a word,  term, 
notation, sign, symbol, phrases, sentences or any other form used for communication is 
called ambiguous if it  can be interpreted in more than one way. For a word, 
 ambiguity typically refers to an unclear choice between different definitions as 
may be found in a dictionary. A  sentence may be ambiguous due to different ways of 
parsing the same sequence of words. 
The Reader’s Digest Great Encyclopedia reiterates: Ambiguity is obscure, of double 
meaning, of doubtful classification, of uncertain issue, and is capable of having more 
than one meaning hence lacking clearness”. 
According to Lobner (2002); 
Many words have more than one meaning and even complete sentence may allow for 
several readings. The technical term for this phenomenon is ambiguity: an expression 
or an utterance is ambiguous when it can be  interpreted in more than one way. The 
notion of ambiguity can be applied to all levels of meaning. To express meaning, 
 utterance meaning and communicative meaning . 
 
Theoretical Framework: The Semantic Theory 

There are many different semantic theories. Each one defines the notation of 
meaning differently and uses different means for the representation of meanings. Some 
are formal and some informal. Almost all of them, however, share a basic strategy of 
explaining the semantic data, a strategy that ties with our intuitive notion of meaning. 
They all assume that the meaning of most words are complex and are composed of 
more general components. The meaning of a lexical item is analyzed by identifying its 
components and the way in which they are combined. Katz’s Semantic Theory was one 
of the earliest approaches to semantics within generation grammar. The semantic theory 
posits two central ideas which are: 
Semantic rules have to be recursive for the same reason as syntactic rules: that the 
number of possible sentences in a language is very large, possibly infinite. 
The relationship between a sentence and its meaning is not arbitrary and unity, that is, 
syntactic structure and lexical content– John killed Fred and Fred killed John – do not 
have the same meaning despite containing the same lexical element; nor do The Snake 
frightened Mary and the movie delighted Horance despite having the same syntactic 
structure. In other words, meaning is compositional. The way words are combined into 
phrases and phrases into sentences determined the meaning of the sentences. 
Katz’s theory reflects this by having rules which take input from both the syntactic 
component of grammar and form the dictionary. The aims of the semantic component 
are;  
 to give specification of the meaning of lexical items. 
 to give rules showing how the meaning of lexical items build up  into the 
meaning of phrases and so on up to sentences 
 to do this in a universally applicable meta language. 
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The first two aims are met by having two components, firstly a dictionary which pairs 
lexical items with a semantic representation and secondly a set of projection rules, 
which shows the meanings of sentences are built up from the meaning of lexical items.

The projection rules are responsible for showing the meaning of words 
combined into larger structures. Since this theory was designed to be part of a 
Chomskyan generative grammar, the rules interfaced with a generative syntactic 
component so the rules operated on syntactic phrase markers, or trees. The projection 
rules used the trees to structure the amalgamation of word meanings into phrase 
meaning and phrase meanings into sentence’s meaning.
 
Projection Rules: 

    Source: Katz and Fodor  (Saeed 2003) 
 

In this example from Katz and Fodor the subscripts (1
show the order of amalgamation of semantic readings, once the individual words had 
been attached to the bottom of the tree. The projection rules at the bottom of the 
syntactic tree amalgamating the semantic readings of ‘the’ and ‘man’ to give the 
semantics of the NP – the man. Similarly, the rules combined the semantics of 
‘colourful’ and ‘ball’, then add the semantics of ‘the’, to form the NP 
ball. The move up the tree, combining elements until a semantic representation for the 
whole sentence is reached to have: ‘the man hits the colourful ball’. The projection 
rules are clearly designed to reflect the compositionality of meaning. The main 
constraint on the amalgamation processes is provided by selection restrictions. For 
instance, looking at the dictionary entries for colourful and ball we have:
Colourful (adj)  
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Colour – abounding in contrast or variety of bright colours; physical object; or social 
activity 
Evaluative – having distinctive character, vividness or picture sequences aesthetic 
object or social activity 
Ball (N) 
Social activity (large) assembly (for the purpose of social dancing) 
Physical object – having globular shape 
Physical object – solid missile for projection by engine of war. 

The dictionary provides, two readings for colourful and three for ball. The 
selection restrictions which restrict co – occurrence are attached to the adjective. By 
simple arithmetic one would have six combinations for colourful ball. However, some 
combinations are blocked by the selection restrictions: the second reading of colourful, 
being restricted to aesthetic object or social activity will not match the second or third 
readings for ball. The projection rules successively amalgamate readings but the 
selection restriction limits the final output. An essential part of the theory is the attempt 
to establish a semantic metalanguage through the identification of semantic components 
– in simple terms, the theory is decompositional. 
meaning components is referred to as decomposition. 
A decomposition theory allows the pursuit of the following objectives 
An analysis into M – Meaning. Providing models for word meanings 
What kind of entities are lexical meanings? What is their structure? How are meanings 
to be represented? 
 
B – BASIC Meanings. Reducing the vast variety of lexical meanings to a limited 
number of basic meanings 
Are there lexical items which are semantically basic? How can the meanings of non-
basic items be built up from more basic ones? 
P – Precision: providing a means of representation that allows a precise interpretation 
of lexical items.  
R – Meaning relations. Explaining relations with and across lexical fields 
C – Composition explaining the compositional properties of lexical items. 
With which kind of expression can the item be combined with? How does its meaning 
interact with the meaning of the expression it is combined with. 
According to Oluikpe (2006): 
 A semantic theory of any natural language has a its goal; the construction of a 
system of rules which represents what a fluent speaker knows about the semantic 
structure of his  language that permit him to understand it sentences (qtd in 
 Anasiudu 2007, p.6). 

The idea of a semantic theory stems from the fact that linguistic competence 
involves the ability of the speaker of a language to understand a sentence even though 
he has never previously encountered it. In principle, he can understand any of the 
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infinitely many sentences of his language in life, however, since he encounters only a 
subset of the infinite set of sentences of his language, his knowledge of the semantic 
structure takes the form of recursive rules which “fix” a meaning for each of the infinite 
sentences. 
A semantic theory does not have to only capture the exact nature of the relation 
between word meaning and sentence meaning but it must be able to state in what ways 
this relationship is dependent on word – order or other aspects of the grammatical 
structure of the sentence. The explanation of ambiguity is the essential task of a 
semantic theory. 

Words and sentences can be ambiguous in different ways. I went to the bank is 
ambiguous by virtue of the ambiguity inherence in the word bank but the sentence – 
washing machines can be tiresome is ambiguous not because of the words in the 
sentence but due to the structure which is dependent on whether machines is 
understood as the subject of the verb washing or as the object. 
According to Kempson, a semantic theory is said to be adequate when it fulfils the 
following three conditions: 
(i) It must characterize the nature of word meaning and sentence meaning for any 
language and explain the nature of the relationship between them; 
(ii) It must give an account of ambiguity, synonymy, etc. and for any given language 
make the correct predictions; 
(iii) It must give this characterization in the form of a finite set of rules capturing the 
regularities contained in some specific infinite set of sentences.  

The knowledge of a language that we possess as speakers of language is only 
one of many factors which has to be accounted for in a general explanation of the way 
in which we actually communicate as speakers of that language and it is this one factor 
that is the burden which this theory sets out to explain. 

Semantic theory contains rules that represent the speaker's Knowledge of the 
structure, which determines how he utilizes the meaning of the lexical items in a 
sentence to understand what the utterance means. The speaker is left to distinguish the 
syntactic level and to recognize the anomalies, ambiguities and paraphrases. 

The ability to interpret sentences provides the empirical data for the 
construction of a semantic theory just as grammar draws from empirical knowledge of 
distinguishing well formed sentences from deviant ones and appreciating relations 
between sentence type. In other words, a semantic theory describes and explains the 
interpretative abilities of speakers by accounting for their performance in detecting 
semantic anomalies. 

In determining the mechanism a semantic theory employs in reconstructing the 
speaker's ability to interpret sentences in isolation, Katz et al have posited some 
theories. All these theories agree that the ability of the fluent speaker to understand 
his language is systematic. This presumption is because such knowledge enables 
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the speaker to understand sentences he has never heard before and to produce novel 
sentences that other speakers understand in the way he understands them. 
The notion about the theory is that the native speaker has an internalized knowledge 
enabling him to generate infinite number of sentences and to understand deviant and 
incorrect structures such as paraphrases, ambiguities and anomalies. 
 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, the writer has been able to establish the fact that the basic issue 
in communication is how ambiguity grapples with the meaning of the message 
conveyed. When faced with the interpretation of the message, certain problems come 
up because most of the words of the English language have multiple meanings and 
sentences have different structures, so ambiguity arises. Ambiguity creates problems 
and obstacles for the learner and user of the English Language. 

All researchers agree that one can use context to disambiguate ambiguous 
words and sentences. That again can only be achieved when enough context has been 
provided by the writer so as to derive the intended meaning. The goal of clear concise 
communication is that the receiver or reader has no misunderstanding about what was 
meant to be conveyed. The use of multifunctional words requires that the writer or user 
must clarify their context and sometimes should elaborates on their specific intended 
meaning in which case a less ambiguous term should be employed. Newman in 
explaining the power wielded by the print media in influencing readers’ language and 
interpretation of the message retorts that: 
As much as news paper can do a lot of good, they can also do a great deal of damage. 
Three linguistically hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a thousand bayonets. 
Hence, the need to be careful about sending wrong signals (qtd in Babalaye, 2007, p. 
22) 

There are other ways to disambiguate sentences constructions reviewed in this 
work but this paper believes that such lexical – ambiguous, miscommunication prone 
words be avoided altogether since the reader has to waste time, effort and attention 
span to discover what is meant or to first disambiguate or look up words in a dictionary 
before selecting the more appropriate one to use. The reader is put in a fix because he 
spends a lot of time searching for and removing ambiguities where intentionally or 
unintentionally placed by the writer and this can lead to incorrect conclusions. 
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