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This research investigates lexical ambiguity in English from both theoretical and applied 

perspectives, with special emphasis on media discourse and everyday communication. The study 

aims to (1) identify the main types of lexical ambiguity in modern English usage, (2) explore how 

contextual factors influence meaning interpretation, and (3) analyze how ambiguity is used 

rhetorically in media language. The results show that ambiguity is not merely a linguistic 

challenge but also a stylistic and communicative strategy, especially in media headlines and social 

media discourse. The findings highlight the dynamic interaction between semantics and context, 

contributing to more effective communication and deeper linguistic understanding. 
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Introduction 

Language is inherently ambiguous; meanings shift depending on context, speaker 

intention, and audience interpretation. The phenomenon of lexical ambiguity—when a 

word carries multiple potential meanings—creates both richness and complexity in 

communication.  

The research problem addressed in this study is that lexical ambiguity in English, 

especially within media discourse, often leads to misinterpretation and semantic 

confusion. This gap raises the need to explore how meaning negotiation occurs in such 

contexts. 

The hypotheses of this research are as follows: 

1. Contextual factors significantly influence the interpretation of ambiguous lexical items. 

2. Media discourse intentionally employs lexical ambiguity for stylistic or rhetorical 

impact. 

3. Understanding ambiguity enhances semantic clarity and pragmatic competence in 

communication. 

 

Theoretical Background 

Semantics, as a branch of linguistics, focuses on meaning construction, interpretation, 

and the relationship between language and context. Lexical ambiguity falls under lexical 

semantics, dealing with the multiple senses a word can have.  

Recent studies (e.g., Allan, 2021; Murphy, 2022; Cruse, 2023) suggest that ambiguity is 

not merely a linguistic flaw but a functional tool for creativity and discourse engagement. 

Types of lexical ambiguity include: 

- Homonymy: identical forms with unrelated meanings (e.g., "bark" – sound of a dog / 

outer layer of a tree) 
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- Polysemy: a single word with related senses (e.g., "head" – part of the body / leader of a 

group) 

- Contextual ambiguity: arises from pragmatic and situational factors. 

Understanding how speakers and listeners resolve ambiguity requires both semantic 

theory and contextual inference. 

 

Methodology 

This study follows a qualitative analytical approach. Data were collected from a corpus of 

50 English newspaper headlines, 100 social media posts, and 20 conversational 

transcripts. The materials were selected based on the presence of ambiguous lexical 

items. Each example was analyzed according to type, context, and intended meaning. 

Analytical tools included semantic categorization and contextual inference techniques, 

following frameworks by Saeed (2016) and Allan (2021). 

 

Data Analysis and Discussion 

Results indicate that lexical ambiguity is widely exploited in English media discourse. 

Journalists often use ambiguous words to attract attention or create double meanings, a 

technique known as “semantic play.” For instance, headlines like “Local Bank Crashes” 

can refer to both a financial collapse and a physical accident.  

Social media posts exhibit similar patterns, where brevity forces reliance on contextual 

clues for disambiguation. Everyday conversations further reveal how listeners depend on 

shared knowledge and pragmatic cues to infer meaning.  

These findings align with pragmatic theories (Levinson, 2020) emphasizing the 

cooperative principle and contextual negotiation of meaning. 

 

Findings and Conclusion 

The study confirms that lexical ambiguity serves dual roles: it can hinder comprehension 

yet enrich communication. Ambiguity functions as a rhetorical tool in media, a cognitive 

challenge in semantics, and a natural linguistic phenomenon in daily speech. 

Key findings include: 

1. Contextual interpretation is the primary mechanism for resolving lexical ambiguity. 

2. Media deliberately use ambiguity for rhetorical and persuasive functions. 

3. Understanding ambiguity enhances linguistic competence and communicative clarity. 

Future research may focus on computational models that simulate human interpretation 

of ambiguous expressions in AI-based language systems. 
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