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Problem statement. Many translators and 

teachers of foreign languages face the problem 

of choosing the proper word to convey its exact 

meaning in the translated text. This issue is the 

most difficult in translation studies because the 

majority of English words are polysemous: one 

word may vary in meaning according to the 

context, grammatical meaning etc. The 

significance of this study consists in elucidating 

of polysemy and motivation of word meaning in 

English language.  

The analysis of the recent research 

publications. The problem was considered by 

many famous scientists, such as: Alan Cruse, 

David Crystal, Francis Katamba, John L. 

Austin, John Lyons, Klaus-Uwe Panther, V.A. 

Hladka, V.V. Levytskyi, O.O. Taranenko. They 

described the main aspects of polysemy and 

motivation of word meaning in English 

language in their research publications. 

The aim of the study is to explore the 

phenomenon of polysemy in English language, 

establish the causes of its occurrence, identify 

the specific and methods of translating 

polysemous words and motivation of word 

meaning. 

Objectives of the study. To achieve this aim, 

we set following objectives: 

- the scientific literature review, 

- the clarification of the phenomenon of 

polysemy in English language, 

- the classification of types of motivation 

of word meaning. 

The word «polysemy» comes from the Greek 

for «many signs». Polysemy is characterized as 

the phenomenon whereby a single word form is 

associated with two or several related senses. 

For example: 

1. John has his mouth full of food. 

2. Mary kissed him on the mouth. 

3. My mouth is sore. 

4. Watch your mouth. 

5. The mouth of the wine was dry. 

6. I have three mouths to feed 

7. You can see the mouth of the river from 

here. 

The relations between the senses are often 

metonymic (part-for-whole), as in (4) to (6), or 

metaphorical, as in (7). A one-to-one match 

between a word and a meaning is called 

«monosemy». Polysemy is contrasted with 

monosemy, on the one hand, and with 

homonymy, on the other. While a monosemous 

word form has only one meaning, a 

homonymous word form is associated with two 

or several unrelated meanings, and is standardly 

viewed as involving different lexemes. 

Polysemy is pervasive in natural languages, 

and affects both content and function words.  

According to a standard linguistic taxonomy, 

instances of polysemy belong to one of two 

classes: regular polysemy and irregular, 

idiosyncratic, or accidental polysemy. 

Regular polysemy is typically associated 

with senses generated by metonymical relations 

and irregular polysemy with senses that are 

derived metaphorically.  

We can identify the following factors that 

determine the frequency of polysemy: 

1. Extra-linguistic: 
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- the length of the period during which a 

word exists in the language, the longer the word 

exists, the greater number of meanings, 

- progress of civilizations, 

2. Linguistic: 

- meaning of a word, 

- frequency of usage. 

There are such sources of polysemy as: 

- change in the semantic structure of a 

word (lexical-semantic meaning), 

- homonymy. 

Polysemantic words has its semantic 

structure: 

1. according to diachronic approach (its 

historical development, change of meaning 

becomes central): 

- primary meaning (original) is placed in 

historical dictionaries first, 

- secondary meaning (derived) is placed 

after the primary one, 

2. according to synchronic approach: 

- major/basic meaning 

- minor/peripheral meaning. 

We may classify the types of word meaning 

according to: 

1. the aspect relation of a word to the 

components of the situation where it is used: 

- referential meaning — determined by the 

relation of linguistic sign to the referent in the 

material world, 

- significative meaning — determined by 

the relation of a linguistic sign to its user, the 

speaker’s intention, 

- differential (systematic) meaning — 

determined by the relation of the given 

linguistic sign to other signs in the language 

system of speech, 

2. the conception of word meaning as 

specific structure: 

- grammatical, 

- lexical, 

- denotational, 

- connotational. 

Motivation is the suggestion of the meaning 

of the word by the lexical form of the word. 

Identified such types of motivation as: 

- morphological motivation (implies a 

direct connection between the lexical meaning 

of the component morphemes, the pattern of 

their arrangement and the meaning of the word), 

- phonetical motivation (implies a direct 

connection between the phonetic structure of the 

word and its meaning), 

- semantic motivation (implies a direct 

connection between the central and marginal 

meanings of the word). 

In every language, the most frequent word 

occurs twice as often as the second most 

frequent word, this phenomenon called «Zipf’s 

law».  

Zipf’s law describes how the frequency of a 

word in natural language, is dependent on its 

rank in the frequency table. So the most frequent 

word occurs twice as often as the second most 

frequent work, three times as often as the 

subsequent word, and so on until the least 

frequent word (see Figure 1).  

The law is named after the American linguist 

George Kingsley Zipf, who was the first who 

tried to explain it around 1935. Zipf’s law is the 

biggest mystery in computational linguistics. In 

the English language, but also in Dutch, there 

are only three articles, and tens of thousands of 

nouns. Since you use an article before almost 

every noun, articles occur way more often than 
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nouns. But that is not enough to explain Zipf’s 

law. Within the nouns, you also find big 

differences. The word «thing», for example, is 

much more common than «submarine», and 

thus can be used more frequently. But in order 

to actually occur frequently, a word should not 

be too general either. If you multiply the 

differences in meaning within word classes, 

with the need for every word class, you find a 

magnificent Zipfian distribution. And this 

distribution only differs a little from the Zipfian 

ideal, just like natural language does, as you can 

see in Figure 1.” 

Conclusions. We explored and clarified the 

phenomenon of polysemy in English language, 

established the causes of its occurrence, 

identified the specific and methods of 

translating polysemous words and motivation of 

word meaning, classified the types of 

motivation of word meaning. 
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Постановка проблеми. У центрі уваги 

полягає вивчення і дослідження різних 

аспектів пізнавальної діяльності людини, які 

зосереджують увагу на особі, якій властиво 

відчувати та виражати емоції в мовленні. 

Людина живе у контексті культури, тому 

сама формує певні поняття, які утворюють 

ментальні одиниці – концепти. Вагомим 

культурним феноменом є концепт «любов», 

який визначається як уявлення про почуття; 

його специфіка, вивчення семантики дієслів 

«кохати-любити», гендерні аспекти 

концепту «любов». Концепт ЛЮБОВ є 

об’єктом саме лінгвістичного дослідження 

тому, що культура любові в лінгво-

культурному ареалі є передусім культурою 

вербальною, тісно пов’язаною із словесним 

(літературним та повсякденним) 

вираженням. 

Аналіз останній досліджень і 

публікацій. «Любов» це складне та 

всепоглинаюче явище психічного, 


