Lecture 11. 
Synonyms.  Antonyms. Classification of Synonyms.

Euphemisms.
SYNONYMY

Synonymy is the kind of semantic relations that implies the coincidence in the essential meanings of linguistic elements, which usually preserve their differences in connotations and stylistic characteristics.  Synonymy does not present a perfect type of a linguistic category. In human languages equivalence of meaning is hardly ever observed because no two words are absolutely identical in their meanings, connotations, ways of usage, register features, or frequency of occurrence. 

2.1.  SYNONYMS


Synonyms are usually defined as words belonging to one part of speech, close in meaning and interchangeable at least in some contexts. Synonyms are characterized by either the semantic relations of equivalence or by semantic relations of proximity. As a degree of semantic proximity can be different, different types of synonyms can be singled out. Full (total) synonyms, i.e. words characterized by semantic equivalence, are extremely rare.

The degree of semantic proximity is best of all estimated in terms of the aspect of meaning, i.e. the denotational, the connotational, and the pragmatic aspect. 

The highest degree of proximity is observed in synonyms which have similar denotational aspects but differ either in the connotational or pragmatic aspect of meaning.

The difference in connotation may be illustrated by the words famous meaning ‘known widely, having fame’ and the word notorious which is defined as ‘widely known because of something bad, for instance, for being criminal, violent, immoral’. Thus, the word famous implies a positive emotive evaluation, and the word notorious – negative. 

The difference in the pragmatic value of words is found in a far greater number of words than the difference in the connotational aspect. It can be observed in synonymic pairs consisting of a native and a borrowed word. In most cases the native word is more informal, whereas the foreign word has a learned or abstract air, cf.: brotherly – fraternal, bodily – corporal. In a few cases these synonymic values are reversed, for example, deed – action, foe – enemy.  

2.2.  CLASSIFICATION OF SYNONYMS

Taking into account the difference of synonyms by the three aspects of their meaning they may be classified into stylistic, ideographic and ideographic-stylistic synonyms.

1) Stylistic synonymy implies no interchangeability in context because the underlying situations are different, for example, children – infants, dad – father. Stylistic synonyms are similar in the denotational aspect of meaning, but different in the pragmatic (and connotational) aspect. Substituting one stylistic synonym for another results in an inadequate presentation of the situation of communication. 

2) Ideographic synonymy presents a still lower degree of semantic proximity and is observed when the connotational and pragmatic aspects are similar, but there are certain differences in the denotational aspect of meaning of two words, for example, forest – woods, apartment – flat, shape – form. Though ideographic synonyms correspond to one and the same referential area, i.e. denote the same thing or a set of closely related things, they are different in the denotational aspect of the meaning and their interchange would result in a slight change of the phrase they are used in.

3) Ideographic-stylistic synonymy is characterized by the lowest degree of semantic proximity. This type of synonyms includes synonyms which differ both in the denotational and connotational and / or pragmatic aspects of meaning, for example, ask – inquire, expect – anticipate. If the synonyms in questions have the same patterns of grammatical and lexical valency, they can still hardly be considered interchangeable in context.

Each synonymic group comprises a dominant element – synonymic dominant, which is the most general term potentially containing the specific features rendered by all the other members of the synonymic group. In this series leave – depart – quit – retire – clear out the verb leave, being general and both stylistically and emotionally neutral, can stand for each of the other four terms. The other four can replace leave only when some specific semantic component prevails over the general notion. For example, when it is necessary to stress the idea of giving up employment and stopping work quit is preferable because in this word this particular notion dominates over the more general idea common to the whole group.   

2.3. EUPHEMISMS
Euphemism is the substitution of words of mild or vague connotations for expressions rough, unpleasant. Euphemism is sometimes figuratively called ‘a white-washing device’. Euphemism is used to replace an unpleasant word or expression by a conventionally more acceptable one. For example, the word to die has the following euphemisms: to expire, to pass away, to depart, to join the majority, to kick the bucket, etc; pregnant – in the family way.  

Euphemisms are words or expressions that speakers substitute for taboo words in order to avoid a direct confrontation with topics that are embarrassing, frightening, or uncomfortable: God, the devil, sex, death, money, war, crime, or religion. These topics seem to be cross-cultural. A linguistic consequence of cultural taboos is the creation of euphemisms. The euphemism as a linguistic phenomenon shows no signs of disappearing.  

3. ANTONYMY

Not so many years ago antonymy was not universally accepted as a linguistic problem, and the opposition within antonymic pairs was regarded as purely logical and finding no reflection in the semantic structures of words. The contrast between heat and cold or big and small, said most scholars, is the contrast of things opposed by their very nature. Antonymy is not evenly distributed among the categories of parts of speech. 

3.1. ANTONYMS. CLASSIFICATION OF ANTONYMS

Antonyms are words grouped together on the basis of the semantic relations of opposition. Antonyms are words belonging to one part of speech sharing certain common semantic characteristics. There exist different classifications of antonyms.

Structurally, antonyms can be divided into antonyms of the same root, for example, to do – to undo; cheerful – cheerless; and antonyms of different roots, for example, day – night, rich – poor.  

Semantically, antonyms may be classified into contradictories, contraries and incompatibles. 

1. Contradictories represent the type of semantic relations that exist between pairs like dead – alive, single – married. Contradictory antonyms are mutually opposed, they deny one another. Contradictories form a privative binary opposition, they are members of two-term sets. To use one of the words is to contradict the other and to use ‘not’ before one of them is to make it semantically equivalent to the other: not dead – alive, not single – married.
2. Contraries are antonyms that can be arranged into a series according to the increasing difference in one of their qualities. The most distant elements of this series will be classified as contrary notions. Contraries are gradable antonyms, they are polar members of a gradual opposition which may have intermediate elements. This may be observed in cold – hot and cool – warm which are intermediate members. Thus, we may regard as antonyms not only cold and hot but also cool and warm. Contrary antonyms may also be considered in terms of degrees of the quality involved. Thus, water may be cold and very cold, and water in one glass may be colder than in another one.

3. Incompatibles are antonyms which are characterized by the relations of exclusion. Semantic relations of incompatibility exist among antonyms with a common component of meaning and may be described as the reverse of hyponymy. For example, to say morning is to say not afternoon, not evening, not night. The use of one member of this set implies the exclusion of the other members of the set. Incompatibles differ from contradictories as incompatibles are members of the multiple-term sets while contradictories are members of two-term sets. A relation of incompatibility may be also observed between colour terms since the choice of red, for instance, entails the exclusion of black, blue, yellow, etc.  

