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LINGUISTIC
COMPETENCE OF AMBIGUITY IN
ENGLISH LANGUAGE

Despite the fact that ambiguity in language is an essential part of language, it is often
an obstacle to be ignored or a problem to be solved for people to understand each other.
I will examine this fact and attempt to show that even when perceived as a problem,
ambiguity provides value. In any case, language ambiguity can be understood as an
illustration of the complexity of language itself. Ambiguity is found in every aspect of
language. a word, term, notation, sign, symbol, phrase, sentence and other form of
language used for communication is called ambiguous if it can be interpreted in more
than one way. However, ambiguity is context-dependent, i.e. the linguistic item, be it a
word, phrase or sentence may be ambiguous in one context and unambiguous in another.
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Annomayusn: Kon MaaHunyyayK TUH2BUCTHUKAOA MAGHUILYY OPYH2A 33 00JICO 0, mepey
U3U100620 bepunbeti kellem dice 60160co YL CYPOOHY UUN006 MAHBI3)YY. AHmMKeHU aHe-
JIUC MUTUHOE CYLNOULYYHY KO30026H a0aMoap yuyH eme kepek. byn soicasmada xen maa-
HUTYYIlYKIMYH MamaaiobIKmapsl KApanam #Cana Maanunyyiyey kepcomynem. Kanoaii 601-
co 0a, munoezu Max dSMecmuKmepOU miuJl UIUMUHOe Mamaal MUcasl Kamapsl HcopomoJi-
00020 bonom. Ken Maanunyyinyk muiouH 6apoblk mapmMakmapuiHoa Ke30euen. co300p,
mepmuHoep, beneunep,co3 auKaumap, CyuioMoop Hcana 6aiinanviul yuyH KoJIOOHYI2aH
muIouH bauika myprepy. Anvl 6up smec, bup Hede HcoJy yeumesien, 4azblilobipca 6010M.
bupox, beneucuzoux KoHmexcmye ko3 Kapanovl, 0.a. bup ce3, ce3 atikauivl, cyinom 6o.io-
Oy Munoux snemeHmmepee Kupem.

Tytiynoyy ce306p: cmpyKmypanwix, JeKCUKAIBIK HCAHA POHONOLUSTIBIK KON MAAHWTYYIIYK,
JUnCuUc.

Annomayus: Hecmompsi Ha mo, ymo HeOOHO3HAUHOCHTb 8 UH2BUCHTUKE SGTIIETNCS, HEONTbeM-
JIEMOTl HACIbIO A3bIKA, YACTHO NOO0BEP2ArOUUIICS. UCHOPUPOBAHUIO Wil BONPOC, KOMOPYIO
HYJICHO peutums O7ist ooeil, ymobvl me nonumanu opye opyea. A 6yoy paccmampueans
9mMom Paxm u nocmaparocb NOKA3amb, YNo oadice Mmozod, Ko20a HeOOHO3HAYHOCb GOCHPU-
HUMaemcsl KaK npoo.ieMa, OHa ocmaemcs SHavyumoti. B 1robom ciyuae, s361K08y10 HEOOHO3-
HAYHOCHT MOXCHO NOHUMANTS KAK WITIOCTPAYUIO CIOHCHOCHIU CaMO20 A3bIKA. HeoOHo3Hay-
HOCIMb 6CIPEUaemcst 8 KajcOOM acnexime A3vIKa. 8 CNI08AX, MEPMUHAX, HAKAX, CUMBOIIAX,
dpazax, npeonodiceHusix u 6 Opyeux Gopmax si3iKa, UCNOIb3YeMbIx Ol obueHus. Muozo-
SHAYHOCTIL NPOSAGIAENC MO20a, K020a Moxcem 0bimb UHMepnpemuposana 6 boee uem
OOHUM cnocoboM. Tem He MeHee, HeOnpeoeleHHOCHTb AT KOHMEKCTHO-3AGUCUMOT, Th.e.
JIUHEBUCTIUY ECKUM DTIeMEHMOoM, 0)0b Mo c1060, Gpasa uiu npeonoxceHue.

Knroueesie cnosa: cmpykmypHasl, 1eKCuxka u poHOI02UYeCKas MHO2O3HAUHOCTb, IJ1-
Juncuc

Ambiguity to Crystal (1988; 15) is a reference to a
word or sentence which gives more than one meaning
and this reference has to do with linguistics. In this regard,
several types of ambiguity can be differentiated. Here
they are: grammatical (or structural), for example “new
houses and shops”; where we understand two meanings
like both houses and shops are new or {new houses}and
shops 1.e. only the houses are new. Another major type
ambiguity is semantic (or lexical), which maybe viewed in
a sentence “Visiting speakers can be awful”, where again
two meanings are recognized: 1) it is awful to visit
speakers 2) The speakers who visits are awful. Besides
these two major types of ambiguity, there scope ambiguity,

phonological, punctuation, grouping types. Ambiguity,
as we all know, means double or multiple meaning and it
is customary to distinguish two kinds- lexical and
structural ambiguity. Lexical ambiguity comes into being
when two or more of the meanings of a word are applicable
in a given situation. I read a vivid example- conversation
between two professors. Professor A entered a coffee
room and said to B: “I hear you had a good time with my
wife.” Professor B looked startled and presumably did
some high-speed thinking. But Professor A looked
friendly, and in a few seconds B relaxed as he realized that
A had used with to mean “in company with and not “by

means of”. This was lexical ambiguity.
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The second type of ambiguity is called structural,
where stems from some aspect of English grammar, often
from the arrangement of words and structures or from the
classification of words. According to transformation lists,
there two distinct deep structures expressing, on the one
hand, the fact that: 1- Annie had an umbrella and she
whacked the man with it and, on the other hand, that: 2-
Annie whacked a man and a man happened to be
carrying an umbrella are actually represented in the same
surface structure form; notice: 3- Annie whacked a man
with an umbrella. The last sentence is “syntactically”
ambiguous in the sense that is has two different
underlying interpretations which would be represented
differently in the deep structure, as stated in (1) and (2)
above. Even phrases, however can also be structurally
ambiguous, as in the expression bellow: /- The hatred of
the killers. Which could mean either: 1) Someone hated
the killers or 2) killers hated someone. The case, as such,
indicates that “killers” stands in subject-verb relation as
well as in object-verb relation, and this accounts for the
ambiguity of the superficial structure of (1) above.

Moreover, let us exemplify the case further by
illustrative examples like: /- a Kyrgyz history teacher.
This, as it appears on the surface, is structurally
ambiguous as it admits of the two interpretations: 1) a
teacher of Kyrgyz history and 2) a person of Kyrgyz
nationality who teaches history. The mentioned above
normally  confirms to a  pattern  like:
{Determiner+Adjective+Noun+Noun}. In this regard,
Stageberg (1981:252) illustrates the case by introducing
this example: 4- a decent college graduates. Which
involves a sort of ambiguity due to the following two
interpretations: graduate of a decent college, or a decent
graduate of college? The ambiguity of (4) above arises
from the fact that the adjective, in this case “decent” may
modify either the first noun, i.e “college” or the second
i.e noun “graduate”. Here are other more examples show
a structural ambiguity: [-Flying planes can be
dangerous.2- Visiting aunts can be a nuisance. 3- The
parents of the bride and the groom were waiting. With
regard to the ambiguity of (1) above, we can say that, as
such the sentence may be interpreted as: a) for someone
to fly planes/a plane can be dangerous. Notice that
“flying” is interpreted as a transitive verb with an implicit
subject, whereas the second interpretation b) planes,
when flying can be dangerous. Exposes the fact “flying”
is interpreted as a modifier of the succeeding noun i.e
“planes”. The same explications can be made with
reference to the ambiguous sentence (2) above. But what
about sentence (3) 1.e. parents of the bride and groom
were waiting. The sentence as it stands is ambiguous
and its ambiguity arises from the obscure sense which
leaves us wondering whether: a) the parents of the bride
were waiting. B) The parents of the groom were waiting.
¢) The parents of the bride were waiting, and so was the
groom. d) The parents of the bride and the parents of the
groom were waiting. In order to remove the ambiguity, we
have to stick to one meaning which is intended in this
case only or by picking out the interpretations mentioned
above, especially (¢) and (d).

Linguistic competence plays a considerable role in
making a distinction between any two or more sentences
that may be ambiguous. A mature speaker of English knows
enough about the structures (1) and (2) to retrieve either
or both of the meanings involved. For example: /- the
chicken is ready to eat. 2- I saw her in the street. Sentence
(1)can be associated with: X eats the chicken or the

chicken eats X. Whereas the sentence (2) means either: |
saw her when I was in the street or I saw her when she
was in the street. The linguist however attempts to find a
way of explaining the facts about the speaker — hearer’s
linguistic capacities. In this respect Fowler (1977:3) states
that the linguist has to account for the structure of English
sentences in a way which takes cognizance of speaker’s
intuitions of deviance, similarity, distinctness and
ambiguity in their experience of English sentences. For
instance, no analysis of (1) is adequate unless it assigns
two alternative structural descriptions to that sentence
in recognition of the fact that speakers attach two different
meanings to it. In this case, the grammarian will probably
say that “the chicken” is the object of the verb in one
interpretation (i.e X eats the chicken), the subject of the
sentence in the other (i.e the chicken eats X). Notice that
subject and object are descriptive concepts which the
linguist proposes as a way of explaining certain structural
facts about English. Moreover, the motivation for these
concepts comes from the inquiry into what the speaker
knows, i.e. the speaker’s perception of “ambiguity”.

From the given “chicken examples” it is clear that the
sentence, when uttered, is on the surface and this surface
structure may hide the presence of two or more deep
structures. Notice that we cannot pronounce (1) bellow.
1- The chicken is ready to eat. One way to show that the
chicken is the object to eat, another way to emphasize
that 1t is the subject. Therefore, the sentence as it appears
on the surface is syntactically ambiguous. In (2) below:
2- I saw her in the street. “in the street” goes with “T” in
one interpretation, and with “her” in another; the two
interpretations sound just the same, i.e. one surface
structure, but undeniably two meanings. An English
sentence is an arrangement of words, not as words but in
their capacity as parts of speech. If we do not, as listeners
or readers, grasp the identity of those parts of speech, we
cannot understand with certainty the message being
communicated.

After having discussed the two major types of
linguistic ambiguity, there is a turn to the phonological
ambiguity: it may very possibly arise on the phonological
level, especially due to the misapplication or confusion.
Let us consider the following ambiguity-involving cases:
stressed-based ambiguity: when we come to pronounce
English phrases and sentences, we have to pay special
attention to the optimal mode of pronunciation. By this
we mean suprasegmentals like stress rthythm and pitch
that should be carefully and closely observed in speech.
This, however, is a vital importance as the
mispronunciation of a certain phrase or sentence leads to
the misinterpretation or phonological ambiguity. Example:
“Those hot car deals”. Here we can recognize the following
meanings as well: 1) a small arms factory, 2) an arms factory
that is small, 3) a factory for small arms. Another example:
“the basic book service”. Interpretations: 1) the service
for basic books, 2) the book service that is basic. “4
foreign language teacher”. Interpretations: 1) a teacher
of foreign language, 2) a language teacher who 1s foreign.
“An old car enthusiast’, interpretations: 1) a car enthusiast
who is old or 2) an enthusiast about old car. Moreover,
the overlapping of stress patterns may play a part in such
ambiguities, for example: 1) We can make your voice great
Rod Stewarts, 2) we can make your voice grate like Rod
Stewart’s. These two sentences sound ambiguous
because of the “great” and “grate” on the phonological
level. These sentences can be disambiguated as follows:
1) We can make your voice as great as Rod Stewart’s; 2)
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We can make your voice grate in the same manner as that
of Rod Stewart’s. The word “great” was substituted by
the equilibrium “as adjective as”.

Ambiguity due to Ellipsis: When normal ellipsis has
taken place, ambiguity can arise as to whether a remaining
noun phrase is subject or object, notice: 1- He loves his
dog more than his wife. This sentence could mean HE
either loves the dog more than his wife loves the dog or
he loves the dog more than he loves his wife. In this
regard, Quirk and Greenbaum (1983:332) explicate the
matter saying that “his wife” was replaced by pronoun,
formal or fastidious English could disambiguate this
example, as we see in: He loves the dog more than she,
and He loves the dog more than her.

After exploring different types of ambiguity in English
language, it 1s important to notice that ambiguity is a
necessary topic worthy of consideration and detailed
exploration. Its importance lies in the fact that: 1- It is a
phenomenon that learners of English may very possibly

encounter in the course of their studies. 2- There are quite
a number of ambiguities ranging from syntactic through
semantic and on to phonological and other types which
are touched upon throughout this humble research paper.
3- Vast knowledge of and good command of English syntax
and semantics would definitely play an exceptional role
in the disambiguation of already ambiguous phrases,
utterances and sentences.
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