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Eurysemy vs Polysemy

Abstract: The article is devoted to define the criteria of differentiation of two disputable linguistic phenom-

ena: eurysemy and polysemy. Some scholars consider eurysemy to be an individual lexico-semantic category,

others though admit its difference from polysemy, but actually look at these phenomena as at the same one.

Keywords: eurysemy, wide meaning, invariant, contextual dependence, polysemy.

First of all it should be stated that the problem of rela-
tions between eurysemy and polysemy exist. Moreover
whereas some scholars consider those two phenomena
to be quite different lexical ones, others though see these
oppositions but actually look at them as at the same phe-
nomenon. Such situation proves that the status of eury-
semy is no clearly defined.

As a rule, some researches think that eurysemy and
polysemy coexist in the semantic structure of the words,
namely substantives. Interrelations between those phe-
nomena are as “part and whole”, “quantity and quality”,
at the same time it is stressed that eurysemy differs from
polysemy in the respect that the latter is characterized by
more than one lexico-semantic variants (hereinafter re-
ferred to as LSV) whereas eurysemy is the internal char-
acteristics of any LSV. Such “cohabitation” of those two
phenomena within the framework of one lingual unit
gives grounds to state that eurysemy as a rule accompa-
nies so to say polysemy and even crosses with the latter.
E.g, the structure of the polysemantic English substan-
tive way is made up by eight LSV but only two of those
meanings can be called eurysemic [1, 11].

On the other hand if we take into consideration the
coexistence of eurysemy and polysemy we can say that
these phenomena are to be appraised as correlations be-
tween wide notional (conceptual) basis with specialized
meanings which originated on this basis. As an example
of such correspondence the scholars provide us with
such specialized meanings as “the body of a ship’, “the
body of a vehicle” which were created on the basis of the
main meaning of the English word body [2].

That fact that the euryseme (the word of wide se-
mantics) possesses one significative meaning which
expresses very wide concept allows some researches to
connect wide meaning phenomenon with single mean-
ing. The idea is that the wide meaning of a word is basic,
main and very often the only one, and thus the words of

wide meaning are to be associated with single-meaning
ones [3,27; 4].

In some cases eurysemy and polysemy are not differ-
entiated at all, since in both cases i. e. in the words with
several meanings connected in a whole (in polysemy),
as well as in the words with one meaning which actually
unites a number of semantic variants, i. e. in a eurysemic
word one can see not such phenomena as polysemy and
eurysemy but only two basic types of polysemy.

The latter (which can be called the “polysemants”)
can be singled out if we take into consideration the dif-
terentiation between the parts of speech researched:

— substantives with indefinite polysemy i. e. with very
cognate meanings (this kind of polysemy is a character-
istic feature for abstract nouns);

— substantives with clear-cut, contrasting meanings
(this kind of polysemy is a characteristic feature of con-
crete nouns) [S, 9].

In spite of the general accepted idea that the phe-
nomenon of polysemy and eurysemy are principally dif-
ferent ones, in some cases we can observe the attempts
to define the common features, to be characteristic of
both: the words with wide semantics (eurysemic) and
of polysemic words. One of such common features to
be peculiar to eurysemic and polysemantic words some
scholars call polydenotation i. e. the capability of the lexi-
cal unit to denote a wide range of the phenomena and
objects of surrounding world. Thus eurysemic unit thing
has “limitless number of objects” (it is reflected in gen-
eral notion about an object), and eurysemic word eye
nominates different objects of the surrounding world,
namely 1) the organ of sight; 2) sight hole; 3) needle
eye; 4) eyelet etc. [6].

Quite different perspective is expressed in the idea
that polydenotation is peculiar to polysemic words only,
since the correlation with more than one denotates in-
dicates different meanings of the lingual units. The advo-
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cates of this point of view stress that one object denoted
refers actually to more than one objects. Such objects
represent in fact a variety of orderly-arranged elementary
senses. Since the object denoted correlates with the cor-
responding notions, the reference to other notions means
that the lingual unit has a different meaning [7, 85].

Our opinion is that polydenotation is really charac-
teristic feature of both eurysemic and polysemantic sub-
stantives. But both nouns demonstrate different ways of
conceptual reflection of reality. If we take a poysemantic
word, we can see that it is able to conceptualize differ-
ent reference in more that one way and each referent is
conceptualized separately. Which is why every special
meaning of a polysemantic word is realized in its context
and, correspondingly, through its referencial relations.

In this respect we deem it to be quite logical, when
scholars advocate such an idea that “any LSV of a polyse-
mantic lingual unit represents a rather independent really
existing lingual sign with an autonomous significative
and denotative meaning” [8, 12]. At the same time a eu-
rysemic unit correlates with a number of different refer-
ents, with the latter being conceptualized as a whole, to
be characterized through very wide features.

More feasible arguments are given when eurysemy
and polysemy are opposed. The differential features are
represented by different combinations and from time to
time are supplemented by new traits. At the same time,
itis quite possible to single out some basic characteristics
to differentiate those two phenomena. Among them we
can note the followings:

— a euryseme possesses one wide general even ab-
stract meaning which can be called invariant [9; 10; 11].
Such meaning is correlated, as it is stressed by the re-
searchers, with the notion of wide volume [12; 13; 14;
15]. Whereas the meaning of a polysemantic word ren-
ders different notions through its LSV. At the same time
we can say about “presence/absence” of archi- and dif-
ferential semes in the meaning of eurysemic words [16];

—the integrated semantic structure, unique meaning, i. e.
“one notion” reflection, the absence in its semantic struc-
ture a stable basis for specialization of meaning of a eury-
semic sign whilst the semantic structure of a polysemantic
word could be considered to be a fragmental one [17; 16];

— contextual dependence: the lingual use of a polyse-
mic word excludes all its meanings but one, realized in a
given context, while any context or situation tend only to

concretize but not to change the wide meaning of a unit,
let alone eliminating it. A wide meaning of euryseme is to
be a basis for any specialized one, considering that in any
speech situation only direct and not transferred mean-
ing is realized [18, 176-188];

— the absence of semantic derivation in eurysemic
meanings vs derivational hierarchy in a polysemic word:
polysemy originates, majorly, at the result of metaphor-
ic and metonymic mechanisms, whilst eurysemic signs
enrich the semantic structure due to raising the level of
abstraction as far as the meaning is concerned, which
actually means the denotative limitation [17; 6; 4];

— the transference phenomenon which originates
polysemy, since, firstly such mechanism is connected
with the “concept wideness”, is an obstacle to create
an indefinite object correlation which is the basic of a
transference of meaning; secondly, the transference of
meaning is supposed to “envisage” the so called “figura-
tive concreteness” of thinking whilst in the case when we
deal with eurysemic units the level of lexical abstraction
reaches its highest points [19; 3];

— the existence of hypero-hyponimic relations between
eurysemes and other words of one lexico-semantic group
[20,; 19-21]. It explains that polysemic unit has not and
eurysemic one has the reference function or the function
of substitution that in its turn is related with the poly-
functionality of the latter: on the one hand, it means the
direct and indirect nomination and, on the other hand,
the ability to fulfill lexical and grammatical functions;

— high potential of combinative power (lexical, syntacti-
cal) due to which eurysemes can combine with an almost
limitless number of categorically different lexemes; hav-
ing, at the same time, one invariant meaning [22,183].

Such variety of viewpoints on the correlation of eu-
rysemy and polysemy indicates that though scholars rec-
ognize the interrelation of them as well as the presence of
their general parameters (e. g. such as polydenotation),
they interpret that correlation in different ways: from the
complete opposition to the integration of these phenom-
ena to one of them, notably to polysemy or eurysemy.

It should be noted that some researchers single out
their own criteria of differentiation of polysemy and eu-
rysemy, as to the approaches to the latter. As concerns our
study, we should mention that in general eurysemy and
polysemy are considered to be correlated but not identi-
cal phenomena.
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