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Examples of intended ambiguity abound in literature. Under
the pen of literary masters, words demonstrate an astounding
capacity for suggesting two or more equally possible senses in a
given context. Take the line “And all the air a solemn stillness
holds” from English poet Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country
Churchyard. 1t is wonderfully ambiguous, capable of being
interpreted as “all the air holds a solemn stillness” (where “all the
air” is the subject) or “a solemn stillness holds all the air” (where
“a solemn stillness™ is the subject).

Understandably, ambiguity is not desirable in official
documents, especially legal writing which calls for absolute
accuracy. The possibility of varying interpretations might result in
endless discussion. In general, there are three kinds of ambiguity,
namely lexical, referential and syntactic ambiguity.

Lexical ambiguity arises when it is difficult to determine the
meaning of a particular word within a context. For example, from
the sentence “Ryan is young™ alone, it is hard to tell whether Ryan
is “inexperienced” or simply “young of age”, since both
interpretations make good sense. To find out the exact meaning,
we need to examine the text for further clues.
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Let's Make It Clear

Sometimes the use of pronouns gives rise to referential ambiguity.
Take the sentence “Rita and Phoebe collided and then she started
bleeding”. We have no idea whether it is Rita or Phoebe that got hurt,
because the pronoun “she” may refer to either. To remove referential
ambiguity, simply avoid using a pronoun when the person or object
that it replaces in a sentence is not specific enough.

Syntactic ambiguity is related to the word order of a sentence.
For example, “We will discuss violence on TV” could mean two
different things. Either the discussion on violence will be conducted
on a television programme or “violence on TV” is the topic of
discussion. To avoid misunderstanding, we need to reconstruct the
sentence. Here is another example of syntactic ambiguity arising from
word order: “Michael saw Susan driving down the street”. Who was it
driving down the street? It is better to rewrite as “Michael, while driving
down the street, saw Susan” unless the intended meaning is “Michael
saw Susan, who was driving down the street”.

Unintentional ambiguity is a common
linguistic pitfall. Fortunately, it is absolutely
avoidable if we give more thought to the way of
expression and sentence structure.

Dreams are illustrations... from the book your soul is writing about you.

Marsha Norman



