seven types of ambiguity empson

Seven Types of Ambiguity is a concept introduced by the British literary
critic and poet William Empson in his seminal work published in 1930. This
influential text has had a profound impact on literary criticism and the
study of poetry, emphasizing how ambiguity in language can enrich meaning and
invite multiple interpretations. Empson identified seven distinct types of
ambiguity, each illustrating different ways in which words can carry layered
meanings. Understanding these types of ambiguity not only enhances our
appreciation of literature but also sharpens our analytical skills in
interpreting texts. In this article, we will explore each of the seven types
of ambiguity as outlined by Empson, along with examples and their
implications for literary interpretation.

1. Ambiguity of the Word Itself

Empson's first type of ambiguity arises from the inherent multiplicity of
meanings contained within a single word. Words often have different meanings
depending on context, connotation, and usage.

Examples

- The word "bark" can refer to the sound a dog makes or the outer covering of
a tree.
— "Leaves" can denote the foliage of a plant or the act of departing.

This type of ambiguity can lead to confusion or richness in interpretation,
depending on how the reader approaches the text. It invites readers to
consider various meanings that a word can evoke, enriching the overall
experience of the literary piece.

2. Ambiguity of the Context

The second type of ambiguity is tied to the context in which words are used.
A phrase or sentence can take on different meanings based on the surrounding
text or the reader's interpretation of that context.

Examples

— In the phrase "He saw her duck," the ambiguity lies in whether "duck" is a
noun (referring to the bird) or a verb (implying that he witnessed her lower
her head).

— "The man standing next to the girl is tall" can be interpreted in two ways:
either the man is tall, or the girl is tall, depending on how the reader
constructs the mental image.

This type of ambiguity highlights the importance of context in shaping
meaning and encourages readers to engage with the text more deeply to discern
the intended significance.



3. Ambiguity of the Sentence Structure

The third type of ambiguity arises from the syntactic arrangement of words
within a sentence. Certain constructions can lead to multiple interpretations
due to their grammatical structure.

Examples

— "The chicken is ready to eat" can mean that the chicken is prepared for
consumption or that the chicken itself is eager to eat.

- "I told the man that I saw the woman with the telescope" can imply that the
speaker used a telescope to see the woman or that the woman had the
telescope.

Sentence structure can create a rich tapestry of meanings, inviting readers
to explore different interpretations based on how they parse the grammatical
components.

4. Ambiguity of the Speaker's Intent

The fourth type of ambiguity focuses on the intentions and motivations of the
speaker or narrator. The meaning of a statement can shift depending on the
speaker's emotional state, reliability, or perspective.

Examples

- If a character in a novel says, "I don't care," the tone can suggest
indifference, sarcasm, or a deep-seated concern, depending on the context and
the reader's understanding of the character.

- A narrator who is unreliable may present events in a way that leads the
reader to question the truthfulness of the account, thus creating ambiguity
about what actually happened.

This type of ambiguity emphasizes the complexities of communication and the
ways in which personal biases and emotions can color meaning.

5. Ambiguity of the Referent

Empson's fifth type of ambiguity deals with the reference of a word or
phrase. A word may refer to multiple entities or concepts, leading to
confusion regarding what is being discussed.

Examples

— In the phrase "The king of France is bald," the ambiguity lies in the fact
that there may not be a king of France at all, making it unclear to whom "the
king" refers.



— "When I saw her, she was with a man" can cause ambiguity regarding who the
"man" is, especially if the context does not provide clarity.

This type of ambiguity challenges readers to think critically about referents
and the assumptions they make while interpreting text.

6. Ambiguity of the Genre

The sixth type of ambiguity pertains to the genre of a literary work.
Different genres come with their own conventions and expectations, and a work
may straddle multiple genres, complicating its interpretation.

Examples

— A poem that blends elements of both tragedy and comedy may leave readers
uncertain about how to categorize it, leading to multiple interpretations of
its themes and messages.

- A novel that incorporates both fantasy and realism may create ambiguity
regarding the world-building and the rules governing its narrative.

Genre ambiguity challenges readers to engage with the text from multiple
angles and to consider the interplay between form and content.

7. Ambiguity of the Audience's Response

The final type of ambiguity concerns the reactions and interpretations of the
audience. Different readers can derive varying meanings from the same text
based on their personal experiences, cultural backgrounds, and emotional
states.

Examples

— A poem that evokes nostalgia may resonate differently with a reader who has
experienced loss compared to one who has not.

— A political satire may be interpreted as humorous by some while being seen
as offensive by others, depending on the reader's political beliefs.

This type of ambiguity highlights the subjective nature of reading and
meaning-making, emphasizing that a text can be a canvas for diverse
interpretations.

Implications of Empson's Ambiguity

Understanding Empson's seven types of ambiguity has significant implications
for literary criticism and interpretation. It encourages deeper engagement
with texts, prompting readers to explore the multiplicity of meanings that
language can convey. Here are some key takeaways:



1. Enhanced Interpretation: Recognizing ambiguity allows readers to
appreciate the layers of meaning in a text, fostering a richer reading
experience.

2. Critical Thinking: Engaging with ambiguity encourages critical thinking
and analytical skills, as readers must navigate complex meanings and
interpretations.

3. Cultural Sensitivity: Awareness of audience response and interpretation
underscores the importance of considering diverse perspectives and cultural
contexts in literary analysis.

4. Creative Exploration: Writers can utilize ambiguity intentionally to
create complex characters, themes, and narratives that invite readers to
engage deeply with their work.

5. Expanded Literary Horizons: Empson's concepts encourage readers to explore
a wider range of genres and forms, appreciating the nuances that ambiguity
brings to literature.

Conclusion

William Empson's exploration of the seven types of ambiguity remains a
cornerstone of literary criticism and analysis. By recognizing the
multifaceted nature of language and meaning, readers can engage more deeply
with texts, uncovering the richness that ambiguity offers. Whether it is the
inherent variability of words, the complexities of context, or the subjective
nature of interpretation, Empson's insights invite us to embrace the
intricacies of literature and the art of communication. As we continue to
navigate the world of literature, the lessons from Empson’s work will
undoubtedly enrich our understanding and appreciation of the written word.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the seven types of ambiguity identified by
Empson?

The seven types of ambiguity identified by Empson are: 1) Ambiguity of
meaning, 2) Ambiguity of reference, 3) Ambiguity of identity, 4) Ambiguity of

situation, 5) Ambiguity of intention, 6) Ambiguity of time, and 7) Ambiguity
of taste.

How does Empson's concept of ambiguity apply to
poetry?
Empson's concept of ambiguity suggests that poetry often encompasses multiple

meanings and interpretations, which enriches the text and allows for a deeper
engagement with the reader.

Why is ambiguity considered a valuable literary
device?
Ambiguity is considered valuable because it invites diverse interpretations,

encourages critical thinking, and allows readers to connect personally with
the text, making it more impactful.



Can you provide an example of Empson's ambiguity of
meaning?
An example of ambiguity of meaning is in the phrase 'I saw the man with the

telescope.' This can mean that I saw a man who had a telescope or that I used
a telescope to see the man.

What role does ambiguity of reference play in
literature?

Ambiguity of reference plays a role in literature by creating uncertainty
about who or what is being discussed, which can enhance themes of confusion,
mystery, or complexity in character relationships.

How can ambiguity of intention affect a reader's
interpretation?

Ambiguity of intention can lead to multiple interpretations of a character's
motivations or the author's message, allowing readers to explore different
perspectives and meanings behind actions or events.

What is the significance of Empson's work on
ambiguity in contemporary literary criticism?

Empson's work on ambiguity remains significant in contemporary literary
criticism as it encourages scholars and readers to appreciate the complexity
of texts and the multitude of meanings that can arise from them.
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