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Danko Sipka

ON THE CLASSIFICATION OF HOMONYMS'

0. Introduction

The issue of homonyms i an ever present subject of interest in linguistics. As
can be seen in Ivié (1990), homonymy has been used as an argument in the
discussion between so-called anomalists and analogists, as early as in ancient
Greek tradition. One way or another, homonyms were used in various linguistic
approaches, e.g. linguistic geography, glossematics, generative theories, and
others. Furthermore, the monographs and dictionaries of homonyms, such as
Philoponi's dictionary (Phitopeni [983), dating probably from 6 a.d, as well as
the monograph by Sosnecki (1874) on Russian homonyms, reveal early and
continued presence of this issue in linguistics. White's (1981) agricultural paper
clearly illustrates the interest among non-linguists.

Careful analyses of the relevant literature (cf. Sipka 1991) evidenced nine
central problems in the research of homonymy, as follows:

1. definition of homonymy,

2, homonymy vs. polysemy,

3. lexical homonymy vs. homonymy at other levels,
4, classification of homonymy,

5, causes of homonymy,

6. differentiation of the homonymic lexemes in text,
7. use of homonyms (e.g. in poetry),

8. role of homonymy within the lexicon,

9. language reactions to homonymic conflict.

This paper is based upon a part of my doctoral dissertation "Lexical homonymy in con-
tempotary standard Serbo-Croatian” {(defended at the University of Belgrade in May 1989), 1
would like to express my gratitude both (o the Alexander von Humbeldt Foundation, which
made ihe writing of the paper pessible, and Prof. Leonhard Lipka, of the University of
Munici, my adviser during the Humboldt Post-Dactoral Program, fer his suppert and various
uscful comments on a former versicn of the manuscript.
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In this paper we will restrict our discussion to just one of the above problems
- the classification of homonymy. For our purposes, therefore, even a very loose,
and ¢thus inaccurate, definition is sufficient that homonymy is a lexical relation
between two lexemes having (partially) identical form and different meaning,

1. Existing classifications

Two major approaches to the classification of lexical homonyms can be
identified in the relevant literature. The first and dominant one is based upen
systemic features of the homonymic lexemes; the second, however, concentrates
on their other properties or classifies them according to the specific theory
developed by the scholar in question.

Within the first approach the following categories can be distinguished:

a) full homonymy,
b) homomorphy,
¢) homography,

d) homophony.

Depending on whether they distinguish all four, or only some of the
categories stated above, scholars can be divided into the following four groups:

1) all four categories are distinguished,

2) only full homonymy vs. homomorphy,

3) full homonymy, homography, and homophony,

4) full homonymy (or full homonymy and hemophony) vs. homography,

The first group can be illustrated by the following passage from Shanskii
(1969:16f): ,

"Homonyms are words which sound identical but which have
completely different meanings.. Homomorphs, in contrast to
homonyms, may or may not be the same parts of speech; they
coincide in sound, but always in isolated forms only... Homophones
resernble homonyms and homomorphs in that they too are words and
forms of different meanings which are’ pronounced identically, but
differ from these in that they are written differently... Homographs,
which are words and forms which are different in meaning but
written alike, must be distinguished from homonyms, homomorphs,
and homophones, which are words and forms which are different in
meaning but sound alike."
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Homonymy is treated in this manner in Galkina-Fedoruk (1954), Winkel
(1958), Mel'nikova (1974), Fomina (1978), Singh (1980), Defi¢ (1982), Gortan-
Premk (1984), Kaliszan (1997) and by many other scholars. This approach is
doubtless the dominant one.

The treatment formulated in 2 can be found in Trnka (1931), and Hervey
(1978:80):
"Homonymy may be total or partial, depending on whether all the
morphs of sign x have their corresponding homomorphs among the
moerphs of sign y, or whether some of the morphs of sign x are not
homomorphs of any of the morphs of the sign y, or vice versa."

The third position is advocated by TySler {1963), Franklyn (1966), and Truby
(1966:1911):

"Words, parts of words, and/or combinations of words which sound
.alike and are spelled alike and differ as to semantic content (where
this last is relevant) are HOMONYMS... Words, parts of words,
and/or combinations of words which sound alike but are spelled
differently and differ as to semantic content (where this last is
relevant) are HOMOPHONES... Words, parts of words and/or
combinations of words which are spelled alike but do not sound
alike and which differ as to semantic content (where this last is
relevant) are HOMOGRAPHS."

The group 4 can be observed with KneZevié (1970), and Salomon (1966:9):
"Words that are pronounced alike, regardless of how spelled, are
called homophones; those that are spelled alike, regardless of how
pronounced, are called homographs..."

The second approach, having other underlying criteria, rather than systemic
properties of homonymic lexemes can be subdivided into two groups, the first
using other lexemic properties, for example etymology, the second using a
specific theory as their classifying criterion.

The first group is advocated in Kuznecova {1982), and Akhmanova (1974),
the second by Maslov (1963), and Belokrinickaja (1960).

The approaches outlined above, can be summarized as in diagram (1):
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(1
approach 1 systemic features 2 other
group l—1.1 all four categories 2.1 other
[— 1.2 full homonymy vs. homomorphy features
= 1.3 full homonymy, hcmography, 2.2 apecific
homophony theories

1.4 full homonymy vs. homography .

As already mentioned, the classification 1.1 is the most commonly used. Tt
will thus be the primary subject of our critical remaris.

It can be observed that (although the Slavic literature prevails) the classifi-
cations discussed above pertain to various languages, and therefore cannot be
considered language-specific,

2. Critical remarks

Existing classifications are a natural result of the somewhat indistinct
position of lexicology towards lexicography, as it was till the early 1970s. The
categories distinguished were directly caused by the lexicographic treatment of
homonyty. After Zgusta's (1971) trail-blazing Marual of Lexicography, the two
disciplines managed tc obtain their autenomous positions (with continued
cooperation, of course), as it can be clearly observed with the recent lexicologic
crescendo, Lipka's (1990) Ouiline af English Lexicology. Therefore, a new, more
"lexicologic" classification is needed.

From the lexicologic standpoint, the following, purely theoretical, remarks
can be made on the existing lexicologic classifications,

1. They do not distinguish between the homonymy within the lexicon, as a
part of Saussurian langue, or Chomskian competence, and homonymy within a
text, as its concrete realization, as a part of Saussurian parole, or Chomskian
performance.

2. They, furthermore, do not stress the difference between really existing
homonymy in the language and its realizations on one side, and technical
treatment of homonymic lexemes in dictionaries (as idealized, one-sided
projections of the lexicon) on the other.
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3. They are, finally, one-dimensional in the sense that three different and
level-specific criteria {i.e. paradigmatic, graphic, phonetic features) are used as if
they were one-level criteria, which results in the discernment of only four, rather
than 12 categories, as it will be shown further on, (i.e. full homonymy,
homomorphy, homography, homophony).

This theoretical inadequacy leads into two major practical disadvantages:

a) a number of instances of homonymy remains unaccounted (for example the
lexemes coinciding in some paradigmatic form other than in the so-called
canonical dictionary form), or only partially accounted (for example the lexemes
that are homomorphs and homophones at the same time);

b) the existing classifications are of little use for the textual solution of
homonymic clashes; the information, for example, that two lexemes are
homomorphs, does not help to discem the two coinciding forms, for they
coincide, irrespective of whether the lexemes share the other paradigmatic forms
or not.

3. A proposal of classification

In order to overcome the disadvantages summarized above, we will propose a
new, more complex, but hopefully more universal and useful classification.

We will use mostly Serbo-Croatian examples. The difference between uni-
versat and lanpuage-specific properties of the classification will be appropriately
stressed.

The term Aomonymy denotes at least three phenomena:

a) a state or situation,

b) a relation between two or more lexemes,

¢) a property of a lexeme.

This holds for ali types of homonymy to be classified as follows.
At the first level three types of iomonymy should be distinguished:
1) homonymity (i.e. homonymy within the lexicon),

2) homonymicity (i.e. homonymy in a text),
3) dictionary homonymy.
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The differences between these three types of homonymy can be
summarized as in the diagram (2):

@

type/attribute 1 2 3 4
homonymity + - - -
homonymicity - + + _
dicticnary homonymy - - + +

+/~ presence or absence of an atiribute,

1 = all paradigmatic forms are involved,

2 = two elements can exist in one form,

3 = limitations due to the scope,

4 = limitations due to the structural features.

The lexicon contains all paradigmatic forms of a lexeme, so there is a
possibility for all of them to be involved in homonymic relations. In a text and a
dictionary, on the contrary, only the forms actually present in it can be
homonyms of each other. The attribute 1, therefore, can be assigned only to
homonymity. :

QOnly homonymicity can be assigned the attribute 2, i.e, the possibility that
two or more lexemes are present in just one physical form, as in the car
commercial slogan: Designed for the human race (race ‘a group of humans,
sharing certain bodily features’ and race ‘a competition in speed’). This is
impossible both in the lexicon and the dictionary, where each lexeme has its
own separate forms.

There is no dictionary or text which can contain all lexemes existing within
‘the lexicon. They are, thus, limited in their scope, and therefore can be assigned
the attribute 3.

Besides being limited in their scope, dictionaries can also be limited by their
structural characteristics. Dictionaries normally contain only the so-called
"canonical forms", and thus exclude (as a possibility, as well) all homonymic
pairs coinciding in a non-¢anonical form (such as in Eng. rose ‘a flower’ : rose,
the verb rise in Past Tense, as a non-canonical form). The attribute 4, therefore,
can be observed only with dictionary homonymy.

It should be quite clear that the three homonymy types distinguished differ
both in qualitative and quantitative manner, and thus should be understood and
treated as separate phenomena.
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Further classification of dictionary homonymy does not substantially differ
from the one applied to homonymity. We will, therefore, provide a com-
prehensive insight into sub-classes of homonymity, specifying the differences
towards dictionary homonymy at the appropriate places.

3.1 Homonymity

As already pointed out, homonymity pertains to the lexemes within the
lexicon. In our further discussion, we will use two different eriteria, resulting in
two possible, compatible classifications. Homonymity can be classified accord-
ing to:

1) the inherent systemic features, i.e. which homonymic relations do the
lexemes develop within the lexicon, and

2) their likelihood of forming homonymic relations in a text, i.e, their
systemic features with respect to their possible usage.

The first classification can be summarized in diagram (3).

(All examples are Serbo-Croatian, We present, and in further text mention
homonymic pairs, since each group consisting of more than twoe homonymic
lexemes can be broken into the binary relations - A:B:C = A:B, A:C, B:C.)

3
1 absolute homonymity

1.1 full absolute homonymity

- atlds {textile) and atlds (book of maps)

- biza (base) and bdza {elder)

- vdl (wave) and vdl (veil)

1.2 homographity

- 1dk {onion) and 18k (bow)

- jarica (young female goat} and jarica (early wheat)
- bédrenica {cattle disease) and bedrénica {sabre)
1.3 hemotonity

—- Atlas (mountain) and atlds (book of maps)

- Marica (proper name) and mdrica (marijuana)

- jat {ancient Slavic vowel) and JAT (Yugoslav Airlines)
1.4 homophonity

~ Azija (continent) and dzija {letter]

- Nin (Yugoslaw weekly) and Nin (town in Croatia)

- Lika {region in Croatia} and Iika (bast)
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partial homonymity

.1 homoformity

1.1 full homoformity

sté,ela m (table} and sté (hundred)
piit,a m {road) and pdt,l £ (carnation)
dstar,tra,tro [{sharp) and dstar,a,o (rather old)

.1.2 homographity

bésan,sna,sno {rabid) and bésan,az,0 {insomnic)
sdd,a m {orchard} and gad {now)
F& (I) and Fd (ves)

.1.3 homotonity

siv,a,o [gray) and S$fV (Federal Executive Counqil)
sik,a m (Indian ethnic group) and sic [silk] (sic)
fris f (proper name) and Iris,a m {iris)

.1.4 homophonity

siv {gray} and stv {Federal Executive Council)
Grk,a m {Greek} and gfk,a,o (bitter)
ANO (civil defence) and ono (it}

.2 homomorphity

.2.1 full homomorphity

baja f {bug} and baja m {brother)
brica £ {razor} and brica m ibarber)
pasa f (pasture) and pasa m (pasha)

.2.2 homocgraphity

baka [soldier) and bdka (grandmother)

2.3 homotonity

jova £ (sallow) and Jdva m (proper name)
iva £ (sallow) and fva m [proper name)
O [8] {oxigen) and & {ch)

.2.4 homophonity

fva £ (tree) and fva m (proper name)
K [ka]l (kilobyte) and ka (toward)
0 [8] {oxigen} and o {about)

The classification has the underlying criteria, as described in (4),
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{4)

Are the lexemes Yes (1) No {2}
formally identical

Is there a visible Yes (2.1) Nol2.2)
formal difference

Are the identical forms Yes{l.1,2.1.1,2.2.1) Ho
identical in both media,

written and spoken

Graphic identity 1.2,2.1.2,2.2.2 =]
Sound identity 1.3,2.1.3,2.2,3 —
Inherent phonemic 1.4,2.1.4,2.2,4 =~—

features identity

Basic split accounts for the fact that certain homoenymic pairs are not formally
identical. These pairs are traditionally called homomeorphs. Here, however, we
distinguish two types of formally non-identical homonymic pairs, or what we
here call partial homonymity : homoformity, where the pairs differ in respect of
paradigmatic forms {such as noun cases, or verb tenses), and homomorphity,
where the pairs coincide in all paradigmatic forms, but differ as to their other
grammatical properties (such as noun gender, which causes the difference in
congruence: NOM brica, GEN brice, DAT brici... ‘razor’ : NOM brica, GEN
brice, DAT brici... ‘barber’, but: oftra brica ‘sharp razor’ : oftar brica “sharp
barber’).

Further improvement in our classification when compared with the existing
ones is that both the abselute and the two types of partial homoenymity can be
further discerned according to their identity in written and spoken form, which is
traditionally called homography and homophony. Here we can account for the
cases where the lexemes coincide both in written and spoken form (full absolute
homonymity, full homoformity, full homomorphity), cases where they coincide
only in their written form (hemaographify), only in their spoken form (homo-
fonify), or when they share only inherent phonemic features (homophonity),
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The last category is another innovation. The identity of inherent phonemic
features (with the difference in prosody, as well as graphical form), pgives the
lexemes in question the ability to form a homonymic clash in some special
instances, for example in uppercase printed text or at the beginning of a sentence
if one lexeme has an uppercase initial, and there are no further graphemic
differences. They thus form a specific relation of homonymity in the lexicon.

The second classification of homonymity, the one which has in mind the
ability of homonymic pairs to create homonymic clashes in a text, can be
represented in diagram (5).

1} Universal homonymity can be realized in both media, spoken or written
(e.g. S-Cr hig /ashes/; lig /grovel), particular homonymity can be realized only
in the spoken medium (homophonity, e.g. S-Cr Azija /Asia/: Azija /badge/) or in
the written medium (homographity, e.g. S-Cr hik /onions/ and litk foow/).
Avalent homonymity cannot be realized, except in some specific cases, for
instance 8-Cr sdnjd /3.p.sg.Prae. of the verb sanjati - to dream/ and S@nja /a
proper name/ can be realized only at the beginning of the sentence in written
text, e.g SANJA SANIJA SEDMICU /Sanja is dreaming seven (correct numbers
in lotto)/.

2) Lexemes can belong to the same subsystem (homosystemic lexemes, e.g.
lig : lig - both lexemes are contemporary), or they can be members of two
different subsystems (heterosystemic type, e.g. dést /*frequent’ ~ contemporary/ :
dést /‘honor’ - obsolete/).

3) The above mentioned pair Cest is heterotextual, since the latter lexeme is
avalent towards newspapers, textbooks, etc. Homofexfual homonymity is rather
rare. Such a pair is, for example, biti /to be/: biti /to beat/,

4,5) If the pair is homotextual, the lexemes can be commutable, such as
odvesti fto give a lift/ and odvesti /to show the way/ in the sentence Ja ¢u vas
odvesti do poste /Tl give you a lift / T'll take you to the post office/ or non-
commutable - semantically (e.g. kosa /hait/: kosa /scythe/ in the sentence
Ispustio sam kosu /1 dropped a scythe, 1 dropped hair is nonsense/) or
grammatically (like the above-mentioned pair bi¥ in the sentence On de bifi
predsjednik /He is going to be a president/, the noun predsjednik is in the
nominative case, with the verb bifi /to beat/ the form would be accusative - On
e biti predsjednika).
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{5)
criterion homonymity type

1. valence
towards medium univarsal particular avalent

la. physical
features of a text homographity  homophonity

2. membership
in a subsystem heterosystemic homosystemic

3. valence towards heterotaxtual homotextual
text garoups

4, context

commutativity commutable non-commutable

5. the cause r

|
of non-commutativity grammatical semantic

The main advantage of this classification is that it can take into account the
relations between the lexemes and their usage, which was not the case with the
existing models, It can, therefore, also be used as an underlying pattern for the
automatic disambiguation based on usage variations of lexemes, to be discussed
later on.

3.2 Dictionary hormmoehymy

Dictionary homonymy pertains to dictionary relations. It has the same types
as systemic homonymity, but it is applied only to the canonical forms. For
example, the above-mentioned forms kosa : kosa, are treated as full homonymy
even though their stress differs in the accusative singular; the forms sgm /1 am/
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and sdm /alone/, however, are not registered in a dictionary since their canonical
forms differ - biti : sdm.

3.3 Homonymicity

Homonymicity pertains to the usage of lexemes. Lexemes can be realized
monaformically (lexemes are condensed in one form, e.g. Pofetak najduzeg leta
/Beginning of the longest flight or summer, /eta is a condensed form of both
‘flight’ and ‘summer’/) or heteroformically, e.g. the above-mentioned pair
SANJA SANJA SEDMICU /Sanja is dreaming seven, both lexemes are in their
separate forms./

4. Advantages and applications

Using the classification described in 3, both the theoretical inadequacies and
practical disadvantages outlined in 2, can be avoided. The proposed
classification has in mind the difference between the lexicon and text, as well as
between the lexicon and dictionary. It is, furthermore, multidimensional.
Consequently, it can classify all borderline cases and has a much higher degree
of applicability.

Furthermore, this classification could throw some more light on our
understanding of the mental lexicon. There are many more links (in the sense of
Aitchison 1987) between homonymic lexemes in the mental lexicon, than one
should think based on the classifications described in 1. Moreover, the proposed
classification stresses some important factors in one of the processes within the
mental lexicon - the process of semantic interpretation.

The most direct and obvious application can be found within computational
linguistics, and the process of disambiguation. Homonymicity, namely, can be
viewed as a subclass of ambiguity.

The distinction hetween homonymity and homonymicity stresses that in the
construction of a lexicon (for example in form of a database) one has to take into
account quite different factors, when compared with those needed in text-
analysis.

The classification of homonymity according to their systemic features reveals
the fact that the range of situations and lexemic features that are to be taken into
account varies significantly. Thus, for example, if we construct the database to
be used in disambiguation of written text, we can disregard all pairs which do
not coincide in their written forms. In speech to text conversion, however, one
has to take care of all existing pairs. The category of homomorphity can be used
as the basis for the contextual disambiguation, if for example we have a noun
that can be detected using its adjectival modifier (e.g. in the above-mentioned
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$-Cr homomeorphic pair brica ‘barber’ and brica ‘razor’, using adjectives dobar
to recognize the former, and dobra to recognize the latter member).

The second classification of homonymity might be most useful. It can be used
as the underlying patiern of a disambiguating algorithm which, matching
lexemic with textual usage labels discerns the homotextual from heterotextual
pairs, so that the latter {most frequent ones) are disambigunated without searching
for the contextual clues, while the former have to be solved according to the
contextual commutativity. This would bring some advancement in the process of
disambiguation, which is normally carried out with respect to contextual factors
only.

Finally, the two types of homonymicity reveal that besides disambiguation,
there is another situation to be taken care of in the process of semantic
interpretation, namely, the heteroformic homonymicity.
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