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ABSTRACT ‘

Ambiguity can be enjoyed in statements without
context, in unclear comparisons, in words often confused, and in
casual disorders. In spite of the grammarians' efforts to
"disambiguate," it is doubtful that any willful act or combination of
acts can eliminate ambiguity, since language is a system of symbols
which can stand for one thing or another. Not only can our use of
symbols create lexical ambiguity, but also pkonetic ambiguity:
homonyms, homographs, and homophones. Writers sometimes turn '
ambiguity to advantage through the use of metaphors, analogies, and
other conceits. Or ambiguity can be used in puns wherein sense is not.
called for so long as some connection, however.outrageous, is made.
Other forms of humor also depend on ambiguity: irony, incongruity,
satire, and phatic expression. Abuses of ambiguity exist as well
where uynintended ambiguity may lead to undesired or undesirable
restlts. Whatever the case for ambiguity, it is deemed necessary for
societies' coping with the world. Life's accidental, unexpected
quality which irks yet delights should be the clue to the conclusion
that ambiguity is inescapable. (HOD)
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The boy wos given fhnosirt.  She's' o pretty Mittle.girl, OSils wag ene

The deteotive Tnokdd hard.

O D""n LC.L' ﬂam. 2 or perhans ons Mochyneldy
Yo oo of u*'"e, but you may Love noticed moresamblonss i the
vilno ol thons authaors. Resas Mallon
MY mast e erazy. N
. . 1 ,
“You know me, " oa '
N .. ) . ) . . - “ "
And here is a passage from the short stpry which Ernest Hemingway once placed
[ : . I T
. . ) . ' . ¢
Lo at the head of a list of his stories: :
‘ .
ie he had boen wiong,  This was. vhe o
e : way to take. it. You most cez'ullev coultd ney bell a -
- ’ : s ;V B : kS V : . R ' »
I o -, damned thing 'e.Lcuu an American. He was-all {or lzecomber
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HE _again: S

Actuall_y the_ f‘ irst "e.‘r"r* aph 15 not.a passage at a.’J.l hut separats sentences

used by Paul Roberts to’ 11]x~v*'*5-xte the dsager r‘f_“_ mb:.gui hj Roberts war'ns
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R v o : : . . 1
an another 'p]ace: *Lthe writer cen fa Ll into this troub‘., quxte eas:.ly He .

PRI

G can avo.ld 1t onl_y by learnmg to ‘be’ alive to the poss)bil.lt:eg and to make_

l _ . .
sure h:.s meamne,s are c'learly swna]ed N
| :
A]though a modern 5 wimnarian, Roverhs .joins;, the tradition js"’° who down
ambngutty and praxse claut_y _f_:'.‘hv Tress!.er Chr.tst grammar ser.\es gnves ele-—

Venth grade students a long lls\, of words often confusad. Lt \"'Vf'v;é:,‘oﬁ' th_g"\ oo
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sound or suvesrance.. Master them [the avihors say] and you will take a lon
20! a i o A - »

r‘.

sten toward. safeguarding yourself agalnsi vv%a:rassxnu mistukes { And John

1--3 ., 'a ' . . 6;

BE nu‘n s should state clearly what things are being conoﬂwe“.".

- Harriuer, in hig usuzl crisp, unambiguods vay. wvarns ninth greders: "Your

“As the only poreon in the world who has edited Tresale «VhrLut, Warrlnﬂr

Y . o
“and Roverts, T om not sboul to declare that beSG autnorrE eS8 are wrong.

atill,

) E X ¥ g -‘ ) 0 E y ' LI | fal
anyone can mise ach of the fun in life by steadfastly and straight-facedly

rafusing o cnjoy ambiguity in statements vithout context, in unclesy com-

~

paricons, in words Vfton confused, and in coounl disoxders. WMy defense

-
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ambisuity is trigeered not by the warnings of Warriner, Christ, and RODQILU

el
PSR

of ene of the ¢cast Lﬂblh“uvs words evcr-—aLuannLruqie. Lhcn they tell me

u

| “

o

s¢crets, T balk., I am not at all sure that I trust decp-structure explan

N

but 1 do trust ewbiguity.,. - o T

I doubt ¥that any wilful_act Gr even any combination: of wilful acts caw

row

w
—

.1

to any-shabement or situstion.that bears more then one LnLeTp @ Jthﬂ.n

1

am Fn p.mn 5 oon jots 5',’3 one - of The Saven Types of -Az'hb'.i.gm:i.‘b},ﬁ,.‘..*:x:'i*!;es: S MIn s

c1cA“ y becnued sense. any pﬁdse.a,‘tc'ent coxla be called ambiguous.”

Langusge is a syastom ol s

pay]

W

mbols. The_elbmenr of Jdn“ulﬁe—~ ounas,

»

28 of men's Hunght}witemuu _m&ﬂglﬁw'cmwz% 2. Lot Cf nntvﬁ: it vef

o

0 the deep structure where lie all
: r

Ations

*-hy

Jat

‘urdh~—¢:e g L.."gun-n. Tince a’symbol i one thiag theb stands fOr ancther,

!

@ wey to avoid this kind of azhi

lenguage is horn

ambiguity,

liminate ambignity, Like ]anguabe 1tsc]f ambiguity reaqhes deep into the
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gdvenced catirieally by Jonathen Swift. ILemuel Gulliver met a'lcnrnﬁ1 men

vho thousht to improve langusge bLy'abolishing words: "Since words are only
. . , ' R

Names T'or things., it would be more convenient for all men to carry qnout prr‘ 1

such things as wore necessary Lo eX (D esg Lhe particular businsss they are to

discourse. on." He admits one dravbac "If a man's business be very'great, and
] . ) . ’ ’ .

of varicus ¥inds, he must be obliged .in propo srtion to carry a greater bund-

of thirgs upon his back.” How, by this system, would Alan Shepherd dercribe
- . |

- T (VU PO Y
LD ¥

PR cde eme mempe e . T Do . . ) L~ Lo
sioneer trip Lo cubter 5hACe or hids goll shiol un the moon Huw woula Aency

—

4
£

Kissinger describe his trip te China? How would you tell of future plans cr

prograns or daﬁgerﬂ? The duality of "yhbolq vsu2lly doesnfﬁ trﬁ&blé ué ha-
czuse we move Taster then a épceding computgr from the‘syﬁtem of'symboliZﬁtidn
to.thé systém‘ofhreferents. Ever&lchiid iearningﬂto talklsorts out sounds and
‘maéchCS t%ém:np with . referents. Aliifhe ;ouﬁaécqf'all'knﬁwn iﬂﬁguage hd#e
been ﬁi;cuvcred wrnthé méaningless babble of~babéé. fhe infanﬁ, &s he ﬁ ovies from the
SQUIEsY, amorphou$ anhﬁg dty. of iﬁg untqmﬁu natur ] wor]d to thc mqve c ﬂtr;|
human. ,y}d picks out ﬁh@sé soupdé,he find§ uSeful and Qiscards the rest;.>3y'
the time:he ”tukés'a_lanéuagc” in-hig*fséhooi-he‘éan nq lbngér'say'thoéeRSOQnd;_t
he‘babbled'as a Jaﬁe, | | - - ‘ B
: sl
Bﬁt (b')]buC cvnuxﬂl und conmloup c]qufy ars bcvood human povﬂ?s.' The
N o ‘ . )
vee ofl s} ool Lzeatc DOLH lexical. and vhonotnc dmbngult ‘ Thc rougnJy for'vlb
sounds of'English, for'e\;ﬁnle;are we‘haverfrom-which toﬂform»hundred .or
thoﬁéands of words. Our Lanrlag iéiﬂenp*"cd with hOmonfMu; hoﬁor rup p‘; énﬁ-
hor ﬁnn.- - . ‘
i géing'toxﬁiaské~to'hﬁnt'bear}ﬂ* o %f'- '?.Jf
‘ . . | o ; : Ly
) "Wall, don't catch cold.”
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There are even: single words so.amb;guous that they have dictionary do-

finitions 140 demgrees apart. Retionslize means bhoth to use ressen and not
~ Py

———————-

. tq use reason; C]GdVP means botl to stlc to and to snlit apars: wmvel is
defined as "to unre vel Such words usually don't ‘give us serious trouble:

contgui almost always vrovides necessary clues to the meaning. One mzin sonrce
i : : -

!
}

of confusion is the melding'nf lexical and pnoxetlc enbl u:t,. When we sp:ak

) . 1 A - . . . . ) L o
the sounds symbelized s /bdr/,gwe can mean Bear, the furry enimal; bear,to

-

carry; or pgrg, neked, or.fo meke naked. Etyqologidally these aye~three differ-.
ent words.- The reader mist choose-hetween the fir t two; the ll:tcnor mst:
chooze from all Lhr ree., Sc resdily, however, do we live vith ambi iguous possi- i

bilities that we nearly always choose the right /b 2/ w;ihout atting &n eye -
. ‘ Lo : 1 - .
(o an ear!). . . '
nu~ lexical end phonet¢c ambigul Ly reach beyond pairs like bear/bare.
Thousands of words uound a?moob like CLhLJS'
"What statidn is this?"
0 :
| : PWembly." oo

"th Lnougnt it was Thursda,h

"Me too. Ictfs gct‘off and get a drink."" T

-

When we speo: we don' pwn“rﬁll bother to complete sentences or even

VOrﬂ?:v zach omitted or slurred sound and word creates;itS'bwn écmantic breach

‘t

N o ‘ N ..--.'. I . 3 . .
~through which aw01:u1kJ y seep, or ilood. Because as i Lennrs we inglsi

that langunge “)”uun cate, we tend to fill in yhatever meanings seem most,
' : . ; . T P . . . ! ’ ) ’ » . ’ . Il
provabie.  So r"'* s the resulis .are funny,.SOﬂﬁ“lm“s tragic, somebimes. oriy

I =

Bven wheﬁ'veﬂcareful uard our GnunclatiOﬁ and px yels unCLuulOﬂ we can
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ob"‘ mea nlnr“‘ s

Holdan Lot
Tind ourselves

from the weys

’m’d., becone 1:yc;~ed in meanings as

Shakespeare

ngs.  When

or when we read Lh 2t Go

[

lines weie x-‘rri*.;i'-e'n,

wandering

our nﬂrr'*nta, prg.nrhn enl

or the Dible,

“the words

Ambiauity--page 5

in odd hidden bogs of meaning., We use words ruf‘i'c'leaﬁ:].y

g, and other remote ancestors.did.

onions are 'tayer l in flesn. When we rced

we get {lummoxed by th..c- common words with cormon,

o .i\ i g v
N L

Ve h to a nunnery, 'l

ear Hamleb "Get thee

tell Oph 911 o,

is .awiul, we think

wve understand.

t when those

nunnery Iftcantly

difforent from the modern ones.
Tre the bast-known bob}: on Gensral u";nﬂuiﬁ ,; 2.1, Heyakawe gives the
- .
examnle ‘broad' st. About 1921 its principal meaping switched suddenly p]
"shreading sead” to Msending ovh ysdio wauRs,™ The word ds Anyioely o come
vound of ko (xcl cnc] 13, indicating even carlier meanings. To move in the
cpnnsite clircc:‘i;ion in time: the radio ilistener of . Twenties would be con-

add at <the

gt \fm et s

at

ins
il )
‘chrec m,::;a'n'ings and conta

= i

still extunt fror ds.

" Anoiguity lurks eve

reference wibth cve I)C»)lf-)f Aty

and Bgni-l:-os .hm’e'

: "‘lal"Jy uwnﬂa; in
assure- us

L ~

U

" e Fal
J.easb .lo*' o

n in proper nmumes,

1 by co;;nn wirel confusion.

no ‘l-;m'_gcr populen anyvhere. S e

reaod
e Jt

e\pref:‘icm wvateh a breade

Sin'c.c we usually retsin

j'imw. broadcast 1 od &y

':unb'iguou sly cary ies all

4

.

ins thc met p‘n’n‘lcaL vemains of the two carlier and

desig -\ate 28} Lt‘sx the

iionally‘as.

1

or ’smr,gs.~ .'»'Ei‘[é: person named shares the
B . . 1

cever Bore the nams. Most of us go tvough Iife

o>r Johng s have wmore. trouble nost!

>

their own partic:nj_:.—n- K COurse

gi

35 Wil L,H Surveys
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Tike most other words. proper names have their scasons.' lthou"n

Shekesueare's warrior Hﬁtsput was a Pefpy,‘no American boy vanto Lo be cu*1ad
) ! - -

Percy. Proper nemss call up connotations not'only‘of other nanes but also of

;- Other Hor&s:'witnesses ear names like Llp chitz, Ho Gy Hoar and Backhouse.

b

The noted hlack leader Walter I, White turned this ovoca ive oua‘nty to

l'—l
L MR

advanca - when he wery entitled his ut‘ULOGIﬂLJ A Man Callcd White.

The type of ambiguity grammarians hate most is the syntactic kind., To

wwivieh -bhey call the dntvition of the native speaker of the language. Un-
. o : . - : 7 |
prevent intelligent and educated native

"
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speakers s from creating synvactic ambiguitices. TFor example, vhen-.a respecteg

.J . ¥ 3 .
univers 11v chose us its moltto "We believe in doing what we do well,” the

B

scholars ﬁho th se aﬁd thcse who applauded must nobt have seén Lhe uﬁclrtity;

.chnool anﬂ college Lcachor ol composi' ion find awbl d]tleo in

\) . . .
nearly 2vcrw'paper hcv COIICLu, cvun thoubh the ertero afe'nearly alluﬂ?tive
spe ‘V“r%‘wh tcpd‘to write clearly. Norman c. ubageberb ynl 1na that th

SR bL"*ﬁnL 'Aqu this'kind»oL ﬂl"tdhc because he h¢s non dcveloned 'reader’ avare-

.x. Ve

. ness: he iqes.:at‘leéfn to &tep outside himself and‘surVEJ his words as with

Y. the mind of another pesrson. T K
) 1mp)0n 8 ~1L1nrion ior arbiguity is that "somebody might be puzzled, ‘even
’ ' ' : . :

‘ n .L'\).

i not yourself. _.This di;tinétion,is critical. The closed grammar system’

T ofrthe wodern linguist iz, in effect, a fiction when applied to what you or I

say: suy syntactic syvabénm 1o actuallv;ﬂn 1d¢osynn ,.the‘systen of only ‘the

i

© writer himcelf.  VWhenever in a tight s t the f”ﬂufOImuthU&I st fefgrs to
, oo : : . -‘- . ’ . . N ’ -
nig ovm intbuitions, which he labels “thosz of the‘native speaker." “He might

foon : . . N . i Lo
o . . . . . ' i

e i
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a, _ R ‘ !

Cbetier admit that any two nztive speakers ore rlmost certein to interpret

& Serlcﬂ”of statementsﬁi; Jie*enu ways. Somebimes thesc differ ? ces are

,_.
&-\

only sl {nL anu not siéngixccnt omh01 tines the interpretstions differ : )

L. . 1
! . . .. v .. T _ .
enough to create ambipguous situatiopsand wisunderstondings.: It Tnen becomes
the swvorn duty’of grammarians, editors, critics, lawyers, sznd other language\7
hust]urs to disa mhxguauc . '
’ I : ) Lo B
Writers sometimes turn embiguily to edvantage. Poets deliberately seck
the ambigaity of wmetashor, onalogy, and other cemecitc.  Loved conoo, ccopeclelly
womﬁn, turn up in pecu*_Jr parallels and guises. w«11 hokespeare svrangely . .
‘requests:, ”Sh 11 T.compare thee Lo a summer's day?“ What girl (or boy, for
that matber) could Te fuse? Other examples abound: _
. N . | | o
”Oh, my love's like & red, red rose.”. - )
. ' B : o o o
"‘-/LJ ‘S ,v _ . 7 "\"’
R "she is the violet, B
k The d isy delhctabl,,
The colwrbine coﬁmendable..."' SR IR PRSP
--Skelton ;
P@Thd““ Tnomas Campion is,the_éhampion of metaphorical t‘"norarmation in hLS
By . -1'.. t ’
orilliant song:
Hm LA ;.' ' -‘-‘ R ,,," B
There 1s a garden in her face, _
. . o v'. : T '
. Where roses and white lilies grow,
. o ° P“ : .
oy N - h\_r‘\rr"n ly :‘la':'adi'se _iS 15;., I’j],ac‘a
ik Wherein all pleasant Lruﬂu do. Flowe.."
Iﬁ O" es the issus tonargue that : 5. u sevnﬁtanhmf ‘
. | T
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beﬂ”',ﬂmpson,azain:}”M“ ,JNN'”nmre or less f
more or

- of) GEVGlO?ﬁEHtROf_aklaﬂﬁ l? Lauguagefthén_is buil-.llkm coral, on the body .~

a
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r

deliberatoly, they are not deeling in erbiguity.  Emps on, roct os well as

i

- : t

. 3 k) ! ‘ .-" ’ » - ' “. ki » j2 ¥ : ¥
eritic, writes that "all good poetry [15) uuppo,ed to.be ¢m0iguou "1 Rovert

"rost muot havu boen 1 ‘1Tinﬁ his questioner': leg w\en he enswe “ed about ithe
, | ' - e | | .
T h*“ 7‘o'ms "If T hed wanbed to nﬁan_sbm;AiJng Ll,c, T should

o}
~y
8]
e
D
OJ’

Me uﬂﬁn i ambiguity: the point of metaphor is that there is not only &

“possibility but-even o necessity to inte wrprat a »state;ent or a u*tuutwo’fin

!
warions ways., We oan't interplet ‘e gerden in her face” the same way we in-

An ambigsuous liter ary relative of metzphor is displacemsnt, the theory
. . ‘ F )

-
ot dntuitite sworenesr of ooywhalic emotionel orpericnce lifs of the hoort
P . Py A .“n . D vy Te "'.‘ I:‘ ' N o i Ny O -|.' I IR .:‘ ~.
¢t rmmuch m.un, legend, and poetiy. Walt Wiaitman's "Leaves of QLdua,‘ with 4ts
references 10 ¢ 8, nints-of rebirth. Slgnmgé erun ,1rnlnd

. H : N ° . .

dis p‘a ment Jntq_psvchjazélysis_vith bis recogniﬁipn of common,emotional. !

: l . V". N - _..>
experiences wnichrhc_clussified as ch 1octra complex °pd the Oealpus Qompiqx=

Mach of me! Jnnor has a h omey rlp} css‘th ah sinks 1nto tho lungu 5 1ove

loze consciouyne~“ of‘ﬁhe'u o ghur. Man, noti lnp hundred° of real or Fancied

; SR L
¥ sL-u_ture,'uas;qot 3

*th h"‘

L

T the

l”‘.

1.

e
P
[
[p]
fol
—
=3
[
>

A
jo )
>
(¢
[l
[ 3
o
[an
=

]

=
ja
pe
o
(%]
¢
CO

ymvm-] el Lo hle hod

kel

becomc "dead” thrpno 30 head of the companf (o of'cabbé?e), eyé

Spurriceance, moulh ¢f the river, axm.of the»governmeat, elbn mEe (roni;' houiu

'(so as to be uneons 1oas), is Lhajuoxm ~modb

ar-fetched, mbré of’ Jnsu Pombli':“

~of the road, arbichoke heart, bedy of litéfature, khce‘cf tﬁe‘tree ,ioo& of bhh-L
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of' dead metaphors.

One result of school Paglish is that qtudcan sometimes becdme cojvince
| . e L

,

that metarvhor hasn't been used since;Hobert Bro nlnv Lnd mﬁﬁ,atctp B¢11nLL flLd

from bleak Wimpole Street to sw vny Italy. In some class roomv, though, studéntsr

‘

learn that metaphors do §§ill appear, most fer‘enLLJ on the sports pages, where
Len Dawson tosses lo bombs. "Boom,. Boom" Geoffrion blasts holes in onc kind
of nel, Pancho Gonzales 6ooms cannonhalls_mcross'another king of net, and a

oroo-noteni baseball tnum'ls Still oc casionally referred to as the Bronx Bombetrs.
thﬂr in 10 = cven more ventu esome,. demonsy irlte the‘ambiguity’of vopular

[

_songs: What and vhc » in the -world (or'out of this. world?) are “the leuu ils

a—

v

| ‘ i . _
of your m*nd’? o the "back roads of your mlwﬂ Or cven the canyons of the

mind"? Whgt makas'Jssulehriet, like Mrs. Robinson'q friend Jolting Joe, & .

Superstar? - What:is Lucy in the sky‘doing'with.diamondsﬁ, uu"v is a prime‘examplé

" of one men's metaphor -being another man’s meat, - Some drug—CQ.hc1ous adulbs

“are convinced_that‘"Lch'in theiSky Pith TiamopdS” iS‘uhaergrounf‘p094cultare

/ code for LSD.. When‘tge bb.Lleu vere OUGTlCd abovL'Llj themry, compos John

. '.',

" Le nn0u to}d a ‘i“ -eye d Ldl@ aboutebhn drawlng %1tt]c ngl Id r‘ nd buQW“Q

to her:@addy. These dayS'thére isy of‘coursg,'muoh qvcnnn ion: of Lh willingnegs
. C . . L - - . ‘ N v : - ]

\-u

to disbe “13L, nuch fedr of being put on, off or'd own dﬂw i te Lennon's &%

pldﬁatipn;‘LST atill souuds morevlikelyl-” o ":“ e

"

Often,-a&*in‘the Lucy cese, e uttck by Lho anlan'tlou th&t demavd' am- . 0

biguity rmbncrfthanfaccgpt straighforward‘explanations;"-.au g intuition ssems

%o, be that.a_stru_g torvard a&ﬂ‘ nxlnnn can't ne the 2 "1 Gk nne;,HOaf_mentﬁl e

: rﬂots res st'Ockhamfs fazor; ,D@spite>br;'Ockham's‘ﬁarningﬂﬁo»the ch~,-

. [l{lc

L N . “ LI .
R L Cansn T 1 I

el
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perfection,

pastime,

pecple continue to mulbiply conc

I “part this obstinacy may resuldb

eun be fun.

A | '

for cveryone. They are quick and d‘mapa

© Or--to illustrate in the

welrd conpections. Rowan ¢

but the wun goes c Duhff

tovhanes of The Birls and

. Tor -so".lonw

ambi m)] -'V ] o3

is mada. A studént wrot

cpa

The tov TV show is Rowan .4 Martin'

A resder of the Saturday Review found this one on
Read your Bi It will scarc hell

u*olc.‘

&

of;humor‘also

Other forms pcnd orL. aml 1LJ
is the ntznging to 5 her of 1thnglqou° ean nts;

34",

1 on. &x -n:u‘u
' )
clashing perhavs of two conf lJCLLng life > styles:
. | Ry .
young Jady spaesking B'oo&1V1 the
in-dww of a president pushing & dig nJPLedjadvisor5

dnto a

acl.

swimming e

Anotvher form: of rgo sDovE is iromy,
! I G R

PR k]
Ly \..

said, Rr s an hCﬂu-Tth mbn,‘so are

R T .
in one voy--a vay 't.na:l;

P

these wonbrable meh did, ir ithe asséssin

i
-

T o

epts and as

from the fact that ambiguity,

gokoboo and beyond to fivis-

The Golden Ass.

this on & reocent paper:

t.

The viewer :eos 51 muJ 1HPOQS'J uwo
wanker reading Superman LOT]LU, the sist

(e

the

~33rpenbd his

i

‘ Ambigulty-- p" ge-10

\

sumptdons beyond nec ssltyh

Lul].l xe

ersé way-ucaﬁ be pun. Puns

cnourrh 1711. 11 13 ce SR

e:to

‘The veauty of punning
! ’ : B

“

zs some ceanection, however

i
s TPunanza.. !
. .
a Pr Sth”Tiaﬂ Chureh in
" eh o
out of you.™ -
L,

One definition of humor
'recognition(df'incongruity

ituatious, tha

Ln° beuuL“Ful;y“t!rn d-out

ter-

Sfully dressed in dre h%'clpthés,

'ambiguity epitomizad. Whow Marc

y all, all bonovable mbn,ff'

y
‘,\

‘1&tér=poin1 bh"‘

ion. oi Julnus Pjesal.'uct-most'disJV



PRI

Holden - S - — B Amﬁigult"—-uarn 11
, Fl e e R . , . :
e _ N \ : .
- \ . L
honorably. 'Shakespeare loved.this kind of irony which accepts two truths at - F
once: Macbeth intones, "So foul'and fajy a day I bave not’ SLeﬁ Hﬂnr) Iy
addresses his son as my.nearest ond dearest enemy"; the duno in As You Like
o 1t proclaims, 'Sveet are “the uses of adversity.” Students today are as fond of

"

irony as was S;Akﬁ°ﬁ are's school boy "erewling like sneil  umwillingly Lo s;nch

Toey put each other down with remarxs like,"ihphks for nothing"
a Tavor; don't do me any fuvors’ and "I you don't know, I m et Euing to

tell you." : _ U . ;

A'small step leads from the am01uu¢oy of irony to that of sapirve. The

p3

success of Mad magazine may stem from: 11» abzllty Lo make satire fupny Most

R W T RN L A F TR R

P T X R TR T AU AT S LR T S T SR S SIPIE SA E O S
4 S OTH WAL SGUATANG A0 LAl VWK Uy o€ Gwa }_JG»I [V O.L CILE - wor el ittt e WL s
. . - e N X

B : R S .o : e ' 3 ' z o
A - . \ . . y .. i . » . -
together, by tha QMb Lguity ne-builds. © Dean Swilt's Modest Proposal is real;y

8 Monrtrous PropoSal. “The occnvm cs of Hnglish Lords eat‘ﬁg TTluQ Jlb S
*ig all the wore devastatiﬁg-becauSQ it ounds oO LommOLansical:‘the poOr

iﬁ;aﬁ;s_aré t rvln , Inglish landlbrdsrhave moneyfand can use, the meat. ‘Fney
can, live off the poor, as: it were. o s R : L e T
S There remﬂJas a.final kind of urpubcful EXulohi uluy a kind we use Lyery

a&" and all da W usual]y u“konuylcu y; Tﬂ]q Torm may be th 1Caob ameguous

.-iiu d on of the human need~for‘“wu3qu¢tv It dis pkduJC 14unu¢ 9,.d*fv od
. by‘Tbu:as Pylcs as the "everyday “mJJL Zk_wc use to establishprappmrt,'make

) B : [

contact with our fellows, and,assure m@oual good willk.™3 Phatic exchence

pe 1s
L & human necessity. We say ' L\ou morn*pb when it‘S*blowing up 8 gtorm. Ve

L]

e o . e . ; . N . . . PR ‘ . )
ask "How arc you?' when we'd ratner not. know.  We ngagc in uLa1ogu 1mke tnls

"Hice ;eejur voL,‘ vain.  Let's have Juqcn Log Culvr 500n.

] ) '
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A

"1'1) give you a call one of thase days.’

"Iine. I'm Joohlng torward to iu.'

»

This may all te double talk but it is ‘better than that talk that leads

to trouble, to viclence.

Altnough the anclent Greek ancestor woré of ochatic means "talking,” the

talking itsell counts For little. It could as well be growls, groans, nudges,

punches, pots, winks, or kicks. Phatic conversation is voth iceberg and iceo-

brcuhﬂr; the visible paxt ﬁllows veople tn say wbat lhey can't say straight
out. " Dr. Karl Menoinger tells of the,friendly young man who comes up Lo Lhz
roadside whéfo we've changing & tire and asks: "Gob a Tlab tice?”  The vouns
10513 couid say, "I'd 11kc to hzlp you fix the tire"j bUb, as Menninger explains,
"People are too vimid and mutually distrustful to be so direct. They Lan o
hesr ooe ancthev's voices. They need assurance that others sre just like

1 . ‘ .

themsalves. ' o

195

JI. Hayakewe explains: "Many situations in 1ife demand that we pay no

attention Lo vheb the words say, since the mweaning msy often be a great deal

. . v anl . - . ' ’ nlt
-ent and intelligible than the suriuce of the words themselves." 7

Bueet are the uses of ambiguity--metaphdr, hwmor, irvony, rhatic exchange.

Yel abunes by ambiguity do oxist. Unintended ambiguity leods to undesired

Cand eved nmdcﬂirznle resulis. There is a story about the early days of the:

Civil Vox vien Union cemmnnders in the South carefally oltserved scivilion prop-

. L.
eriy

shhs. Qan o1d night afler o doy-long norch 2 New lanpshire regiment
of Uhe ﬂzm' o Lhe Potomac bivouzckad in o Virginia field surronnded by :

four-ticwal gniit-rall feace. Themen asked 10 they could use the fence rails

to make cumpfires. The divieion compander reluciantly conceded: "All vight.

RBob toke wniy the top rail jn esch scetion.”  When the general rode back an
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hour later, the fence rails were ell gone; yeb none of the Hew Hampshirs boys
had dizobeyed the letter of his order.
The’genz,al'o order typifies the brand of ambiguity that bothers grammarians,

1

It

achers, snd other purists like writers for Time ra*uLan.' Gne -ime-aérber
ecently began a rovie review: ''Ambiguous, ! appropriateiy, has two d;finition;.

Tt means ‘capable of being understood in'twotpr wore senses. ' Iv slso monns

The reviewer's -

uncertain, eswecially Trom obscurity or indistincetasss.

7 B - Bt .

“point was that a leap for the first category often ends in a fall into the

I Jooked up subiguous in four desk dictionaries. Three, like the
vriter, give-the tvo-or-more senses meaning first; the Tourth is Vebster’sz

- Seventh New Cclleginte Dictionary, vhere "the earliest sscerbasinable definition

! . 4 T
KR I .1 o Lo el TS T A S P |
L0 Pabldl Lalsle LIlC OUACT et W

-
Lo Onaries
s

. - LA TR S B S Py R,
LHG e LN e CXdn BE s oradit

frequency of usage rather than in chronological order. These thiee dice
cnaries shbw that the uni:vorach connotation. is losing favor; people are now

ring the word swhigaous in a more favprable sense. Yenoring contimmal

—-—

varning:s iron gramurians and educationalicte, people are moving, even if un-
vittingly, teward a favorable attitude towzred smiguity.
! . . )
The more chances there are to be confused by ambignous construntions, Lhe

more we seem tO gencrete them. Hormun C. Stageberg list twenmy hldd' o

biguity from "o dull boy's knifce" to "She uold me Joe had come, which pleased

a0 .

. wQ 3 UL TR S ) . e . PRI ’ o S b g £y . e
me. " Without even thinking about it, we tend 1o cownensate for these stme-
tural -ambiguitics by switehing around the groamwar of vhat wie rood and hear. As

William Enpeson writes, "Words are seen &3 clready in a grammayr rather as latters

are seen s already in o vord, bub one is mucn nore plpDﬁT“d to he Ve DEQ WIONg

.

ERIC
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e}
N

eoout the gramaer than aboul the Juz&

Mext to grammar beoks, headline English is the prime source of this type

uchbigudty. You can f£ind this sort of thing in Lr as IV ReWSDADOT.
of ambi 3 You ¢ find i sort of thing in any is sue of any newspaper

. o
N

In one icsue of a loeald papér T found:

)

Program Che n:m Tor PVUJkolox, Yorktown I igh

Undt Forms to Unid Qualily”™ io Lakeland

Phase Oubt of Roa Hooxk Dun@fls Pressed

Labor Scouts Democrs 2t s o . ... v -
Evén'thgdyh soﬁe sentences strain to il the Procrusteam case, utagaberb

- .

IuLuULdL'“JuLleuLC"aTe amusing and instructive, Yor example,

14
=
~
et
[®]
iy
i
-

. ’. .
Husiver 12 is the familiar type "I Llike my roommste as well ss Janice," which

parallels John Warriner's previously n ;Cuc4 "T 11ke her belter than Isabel,"
. P :
. ' pL /
Hers is the way Warriner handles her end Isabel:
NOT CIEAR I like her betfer than Isabel.
BETTRR I like her better than I like Isabel.
r OR I Like her better than,lsmbei 111 s her.
* Th BR meaning is probably meant DJIC times out of ten. A case that

holds nine Himes out of ten Isn't-terribly zmbiguous; textbook writers ake

lews wvheose holding pover is moch 1 wer., . For example, John Varriner himse)T giy

the spelling rule "Keep the final bolov e suffix beginninn with 2 consona

and Tollows 1t by six oexamples and cl?ht \“CG)LL 15, two more exceptions’than

examplzs,  And Varryins,'s lmproved Isabel sentences both neel dizambiguating:
Vho Jdx "her'?  What does "1like" moon heret How dcmf one person know how mich

g sccond parson likes g third personi

My =pad uJat¢0n, and arguments here sre seneral questions.  They are not

inteon n Warrinegr op other wrilers ol 2°)LL'“‘”1.SCR@01 o

TS,
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These graommarians are not cribbed by the confines of conventional texitbooks.

'nﬁﬁiﬁﬂ' A

Henry I. Christ, for ons, writes on General Scmuntico‘a‘ well as on grammar.
In a recent article™ in BUC. he deseribes the disparity batween the rigild™H

"opoxes? of language 'and the categoryveluding reelity of the "real

"the noodle donnr', know or car hat it is cl=ns

from the roogroel down the s¢hreeot.

into animals

Tiving things imals and plants, they discovered exawcles thet shemed
te it beth cotezerics. Our clagsifications attempt Eo manzge nmatuxe by pubtti
everysthing into s convenient box, bubt thal box is man's, nobt nature’s,”

The tranci(rmotional grammarians have. sen WJ taken wup Dr. Ockhem's

wnan one looi
~t

.
SR

mevre cally pos givle evolanaition of

dAn languege, o choose the. simplest eVplanaLwoﬂ. Heverthele
munan oxpreassion is so various that ambiguous lenguzge situations exist where
the rals of ¢ 1m,]i ity would deerec ne ewbiguity. .Noam Chomsky, gives as

| ol “ ’ ' .
ilivstration two s Dntechs wher: ong qem&ntlc 1uterpr°*3tlo eems Lo serve

teyond our

3
anGg

both igle trapsformution rule‘should explain all.

a0
N

vhere

mrecks explanstion and throws discovery of the rule«-if one exist

substitutioh
,

y

Trosent ab

] 4.:._ 4:"
ody il 2

7 ham ky's tvo sentences:

1. I never & men taller than John.
o 2. T'never sav g zl)nr man than John,

ALL right so for. ‘hmu.ChO" sky substitutes Jn Gentence 1: _— !
3. T never sav a mau taller thon Mary. .
Sill &all right, even if unlike) Ly.  But ihen Chouwsky gives us:

T

¢

.
i

1 never saw. a talle ninan Maxry,

Ry

g henomennn

CSwe
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a

jLLu 1h15 cous ructicit. WG .an only assume

o

No syntactic explanation we know of
that some hidden syntactic ambiguity lurks vithin the Cirst two sentonnes, scme
elenant makes the seme~sseming meanings different;

In his biography of Dostoev sky, André Gide writes: "We exist on given

premises, and readily aequire the habit of seeing the werld, not so much as

actually is, but &s we have been %0ld and persusded it is.” Another way to

meke the same point: our view of the world is the swbiguity we accept; the
: i " . ' t . R

o . . N - Ty - q
oy q-nj-i--J ey "““—“t namard i A A ~t,~. st ermA A "f\ .s'! A ATen wavrd avmAd A radand 440
LTI “b‘-" . “‘! LIS sedaAnd Lalhaliad o od v — A e s e e LR W PR XX Ad e LI ariva A W L V I <A Ldd

stand. (ur senses are selactive of the vorld; so are our words. ¥e can‘t
know everythlng; we don't need to know EV“”Ythﬁg‘ we don't even went to know
every&hing.

Cne hopeful sign theseidays is that g oplo are beg*nnLIQ to admit the
hece%**uy-nvv~“ tnc d birability—hof living with ambiguity. Recently the lead
jtheat r review in tnﬁ New Vork bundqv Wln s vore the heédline:” fAntigone' Needs
’ s

More P"blgulhy." ’ The>rev1ewer,»Walter Kerr, declares nheiperformance fint

end unprovocativé becausc the diractorv‘bv nresen ng Antaropw .S chastely right
anderéon'as ra 1bJV rrﬂng, has TCLLnud "to stxﬁuq an) pocq > ambigulty

=6

~in a play that is nearly sll ambiguity." = "Life," says Kerr,-
- B 1+] . .

"

is a mpddeningly

Tluid bu ne s, turning firm ground to. soft, shifting as masses under the ocesn

]ifL or as faults that D?Ouda el howak s shiflt, altering its center of
.
w2l

- 3

iving, cheanging.

e .

graVity without w&rning-mcrawling, provwling, evo
finds the plav'° maanage in Lthe speech:

LT cannot say

. Of any condition of humru llic, “T is is fixed,

S 9his 1is ¢l ,lv gomd or bted."

o .
i

e

Without ambil ztouo sltuaxxons 1id

e there vould Le no.susprenseg, no surprise, |
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. . . . ! ° ' ! f
no spice that springs from'variety.j One reason for the horror with which4~

people grect SUEESS tion of tamnor ng ¥3Lh human gnnes is that the results
4 ' . : . ' |
- promise Lo bh monsﬁrously nerfect as well as perfectly monstrous. .IF we cdulq
_ ‘ . o .

- merfect hunen stock, we would live in a sci=-fi fantasy world lacking

]

an

and human opporitunity for human fuifillment. Perhaps evén

3

death would be umnecessary: Coleridge's Nightmare. Llfe 1n—D th would no longer
b merely a perszcnification bubt would be the lot of every weary human

vidusi--~or, betier, nonhwmsi nondividual.

Life's accidental, unczpcéted'éu'li-* whiich irks yeb erlgbms

should be the clue to the clusion that ambiguity is inescapable.  Hature
i amhdpoone . the worid is amhienone, society is ambicvous.  And as we have
2B P N P > g _

ge is ambiguous in at ledst three distinct and bj'. ficant wa

Possibly the mout dmn;guuus ]annuage uf all is modern English with

<

e
ly]
)
hoyil
ol
=
B
at
=
(651
2
0
o]
fo)
e

nflections ‘and its loosanupg of conventions in both .

spesking and writing. Ybu’can try to fight the-inevitaﬁiliby of ambiguity,
or you can relax and'let'it‘#ash‘over you. "The word," say the Gereral
Semanticists, "is ne t‘uhL 1n1na " The more we'ﬁush the false one word/cne
vthimg.notiOﬁ, ihe more griqf we pile into,‘ﬁhe mdrermisundefsﬁandiﬂg.we |

.

Ppile up. In these days when smblance is o favored word and ambivolence a
tesived state, why not give in Lo the joy of not dis ,mojguablnvq ‘Aftér 1

uuPnL I had nﬁaﬁly regred the'transformational granmarlan< as’ 1nvntccate,

IHJ(qu”J ﬂvsemb::vw*ﬁ s, 1 ran acrnﬂs JocoYs and Rogsenbaw's lat st work,

R

In the very firvst chapter comes the

w28

& universal proporiy of languase.’

8o much for

“ERIC ..

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: . o . . - - . Lo . . o . R :
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Robert Louis Stevenson, a writer more familiar than wmost' 'with the
Jokyil/Hyde nature of our language, once wrote in wock despair: "The world
“vas made before the Inglish lenguage and seemingly upon a different design.”

~

And. therein lies the case for, and the use of, ambiguity.
_ , _ T N _

Walter-Holden
18 August 1071
B
; )
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