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Polysemy as Complexity? 

Abstract 

The author presents an opening to the discussion of the possible alternative relationships 
between polysemy and complexity. It will turn out that increasing polysemy can, for 
instance, be seen either as increasing complexity or decreasing complexity, depending 
on the perspective.1 

1. Introduction 

Studies of linguistic complexity have thus far mainly concentrated on such 
realms as grammar, morphology, and phonology. Even if researchers often 
acknowledge (e.g., Miestamo, in press) the difficulty of determining the 
scale of such complexity—e.g., which of two options in expressing a 
functional category is actually more complex—a starting assumption or a 
working hypothesis would be one where the number of morphemes, the 
number of different grammatical categories, and the degree of irregularity 
are accepted as factors pertaining to complexity. In the following, as the 
phenomenon under study is a semantic one, several stands on complexity 
are adopted and let to compete. 

Polysemy is a non-straightforward case, despite its name: a hasty 
assumption would be that as there are “many senses” (polus + sēmeion / 
πολυσηµεία), increasing polysemy should involve increasing complexity. 
This is only one part of the story. The problem has to do with the many 
perspectives on polysemy: we can look at it from the point of view of the 
word (that is polysemous), of the many meanings (that are assigned to a 
word), of meaning in general (incorporating that meaning needs to be 
                                                 
1 The author wishes to thank an anonymous referee for helpful comments and the 
editorial secretary for logistical benevolence. 
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expressed), or from the viewpoint of the lexicon (relating, e.g., to the 
number of words in a lexicon). 

2.  Six perspectives 

(1) In the most simple (and naïve) (semasiological) case, we start from a 
lexeme and see how it is used semantically. In the least complex extreme, 
one word would have one meaning: once we had learned about one 
instance of the correct use of a word, we would then know the fixed 
semantic value of a word irrespective of the instance and context it is used 
in. If a word acquired more meanings, complexity would increase. 

(2) In a mirror-image way of looking at the pairing of words and 
meanings, we could (onomasiologically) start from one meaning that a 
word can have. Whether this meaning should be expressed with the same 
word as, or a different word than a word that is used to express another 
meaning, would be irrelevant for complexity. In turn, complexity would 
arise if that one meaning could be expressed by two alternative means: in 
this (still naïve) view synonymy would be complex, but polysemy would 
not be more complex than monosemy. 

(3) Semantics should, then, be looked upon as a more dynamic 
system, where the interrelatedness of such meanings that were discussed in 
(2) would be taken into account when determining complexity. Namely, if 
a set (or network) of semantic values that have much in common were 
expressed via one word, learning and handling this system would require 
less effort than if semantically distant values would be associated with one 
and the same word. Thus homonymy would definitely be more complex 
than polysemy. In the same vein, “natural” and “predictable” polysemy—
recurrence of certain types of semantic links throughout the lexical-
semantic system—would be less complex than highly conventionalized and 
idiosyncratic traits of polysemy.  

(4) Semantic complexity could also refer to the very complexity of a 
semantic value. Such thinking can be seen in the theory of semantic 
universals and primitives. A semantic primitive à la Wierzbicka (e.g., 
1996) would be maximally simplex. The more features a description would 
require, the more complex such meaning would be. This distinction bears 
no direct link to polysemy, as semantic values can be either complex or 
simple in the case of both monosemy and polysemy. However, one place of 
finding less complexity would be the “abstract core meanings” of highly 
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polysemous words, the shared components. The more general a shared 
meaning should be, the less features it could have; the more primitive it 
should be. 

(5) Relating from the previous, we could think that “semantically rich 
meanings” would be very specific, very context-dependent,2 and very 
specialized. In contrast, vague, loose, and general meanings would be 
“semantically poor”. At worst, this notion could be reduced to the number 
of referents: as there would be more referents of dog around than referents 
of spaniel, the meaning of dog would be poorer—and less complex—than 
the meaning of spaniel. Again, a very polysemous word, taking into 
account all the instances it could refer to (such as get), could be seen as 
semantically poorer and less complex than a nearly monosemous word. 
Here we would arrive at an opposite conclusion from (1) as to whether 
polysemy is complex or not. 

(6) Finally, from the point of view of the lexicon, we could have an 
over-simplistic starting point that “we need to express 1,000,000 meanings” 
through words (here artificially excluding combinations of words). If we 
could accomplish this goal with 10,000 polysemous words each of which 
had 100 meanings, the lexicon would be smaller, i.e., less complex, than if 
we had 500,000 or 1,000,000 words to meet the same needs. Again, 
polysemy would involve less complexity than no polysemy. 

3. Conclusion 

As we can see in the thought play in (1) through (6), there is not just one 
way of deciding how polysemy relates to complexity. What is more 
important, several points have violently taken polysemy as a quantifiable 
phenomenon. For example (1) and (6) take for granted that we can start by 
counting the number of senses in a case of polysemy. Point (3) is more 
careful in assessing the semantic relatedness between senses. In fact, the 
better we realize that polysemy usually involves chains of gradually 
changing meanings, the less we can assume easy segmentation and 
quantification. 

                                                 
2 Here context-dependent means that the applicability and availability of a meaning is 
highly dependent on the context. Thus, in the same vein, a vague meaning would as 
such be context-independent, and in order for it to have a more specific (and richer) 
meaning in our interpretation, it would need context.—I thank the anonymous referee 
for the request to clarify this conceptually. 
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Whether polysemy represents increasing or decreasing complexity is 
not irrelevant for many studies of grammatical complexity. For example, 
one of McWhorter’s (2002) examples of English (grammar) becoming less 
complex is the disappearance of the distinction between ‘to here’ and ‘in 
here’ (as in Swedish hit vs. här). However, at the same time the remaining 
English item here has gained semantic complexity in acquiring both of the 
meanings.3 

One oversimplification could be that a system that is “working well 
and smoothly” is not complex. In this vein, if language involved too few 
lexemes with too big a polysemy load, that would be unfunctional and 
complex for the user. If language involved too many lexemes with only one 
meaning for each, that would be complex too. Thus (cf. Ferrer i Cancho 
2005) an intermediate system (the one probably all languages have) is the 
best functioning and the least complex one: it allows flexibility for use, but 
offers multiple means for expression. 

All of the points (1) to (6) above may capture some facet of truth that 
is relevant in appreciating the links of polysemy to complexity. I am happy 
to leave the final answer open.  
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referee for this remark. 



POLYSEMY AS COMPLEXITY? 
 

 

361

Wierzbicka, Anna (1996) Semantics: Primes and Universals. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Contact information: 

Jarno Raukko 
Department of English 
P.O. Box 24 (Unioninkatu 40 B) 
FI-00014 University of Helsinki 
raukko(at)ling(dot)helsinki(dot)fi 
http://www.eng.helsinki.fi/~raukko/pages/raukko_j.shtml 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


