
seven types of ambiguity william
empson
Seven types of ambiguity is a concept introduced by the British literary critic William
Empson in his seminal work published in 1930. Empson's exploration of ambiguity has had
a profound impact on literary criticism, poetry analysis, and the understanding of language
itself. In this article, we will delve into the seven types of ambiguity that Empson identified,
providing examples and discussing their significance in literature and communication.

Understanding Ambiguity in Literature

Ambiguity in literature refers to the presence of multiple meanings or interpretations within
a text. Empson argued that ambiguity enriches a work, allowing for deeper engagement
and reflection. His analysis of ambiguity can be categorized into seven distinct types, each
illustrating a unique way in which language can convey complex meanings.

The Seven Types of Ambiguity

1. Ambiguity of the Word

The first type of ambiguity that Empson identifies arises from the use of a single word with
multiple meanings. This can create confusion or add layers to a text. For instance, the word
"bark" can refer to the outer covering of a tree or the sound a dog makes. Depending on
the context, the interpretation will vary significantly.

Example: In Shakespeare's "The Merchant of Venice," the word "pound" refers both to a
unit of weight and the monetary unit, leading to different interpretations of the character
Shylock's demand for a "pound of flesh."

2. Ambiguity of the Phrase

This type of ambiguity occurs when a phrase can be understood in more than one way,
often due to its syntactical structure. Empson highlights how the arrangement of words can
lead to multiple interpretations.

Example: The phrase "I saw the man with the telescope" can imply that the speaker used a
telescope to see the man or that the man was holding a telescope. The intended meaning
depends on how one interprets the phrasing.



3. Ambiguity of the Sentence

At the sentence level, ambiguity can arise from the overall structure and context. A
sentence may convey conflicting ideas or emotions, leading to varied interpretations.

Example: In the sentence "She didn't steal the money from her sister," the ambiguity lies in
the negation. Did she steal the money from someone else, or did she not steal it at all? The
focus can shift depending on what is emphasized.

4. Ambiguity of the Context

Contextual ambiguity refers to instances where the surrounding situation or background
information can alter the interpretation of a text. Empson emphasizes the importance of
understanding the context in which a work is written.

Example: In T.S. Eliot's "The Waste Land," the meanings of various references shift
depending on the reader's knowledge of history, mythology, and personal experiences. A
reader familiar with Eastern religions may interpret certain passages differently than one
who is not.

5. Ambiguity of the Tone

Tone can significantly influence the meaning of a text, and Empson identifies ambiguity
arising from the emotional quality or attitude conveyed by the language used. The same
statement can be perceived as sarcastic or sincere depending on the tone.

Example: Consider the phrase "Great job!" Depending on the tone—enthusiastic or
sarcastic—the meaning can shift dramatically, impacting the reader's perception of the
speaker's feelings.

6. Ambiguity of the Reference

This type of ambiguity occurs when a reference within the text can point to multiple
subjects or meanings. Empson illustrates how references can create a complex web of
interpretation.

Example: In Robert Frost's poem "The Road Not Taken," the phrase "the road" can be
interpreted as either a literal road or a metaphor for life choices. The ambiguity in reference
invites readers to derive personal meaning from the text.

7. Ambiguity of the Intention

The final type of ambiguity Empson discusses pertains to the author's intention. An author's



purpose may not be clear, leading to different interpretations of a work. This ambiguity can
arise from the complexity of human emotion and experience.

Example: In Franz Kafka's "The Metamorphosis," the protagonist Gregor Samsa's
transformation into a giant insect raises questions about existentialism, societal pressures,
and personal alienation. Readers may interpret Kafka's intentions in multiple ways based on
their perspectives on these themes.

Significance of Empson's Seven Types of
Ambiguity

Empson's exploration of ambiguity has left a lasting mark on literary criticism and analysis.
By recognizing the multifaceted nature of language, readers and critics can engage more
deeply with texts. Understanding these seven types of ambiguity allows for a richer
appreciation of poetry, prose, and everyday communication.

Encourages Critical Thinking: Empson's framework encourages readers to question
and analyze texts, fostering critical engagement.

Enhances Interpretation: By recognizing different types of ambiguity, readers can
arrive at more nuanced interpretations.

Reflects Human Experience: Ambiguity mirrors the complexity of human thoughts
and feelings, making literature resonate on a personal level.

Application of Empson's Theory in Literary
Analysis

Empson's seven types of ambiguity can be applied to a wide range of literary works. Critics
and readers can use this framework to dissect poetry, novels, and even speeches, revealing
underlying complexities.

Case Studies

1. Poetry: John Keats' "Ode to a Nightingale"
- This poem exhibits tonal ambiguity through its oscillation between joy and despair. The
line “I cannot choose” reflects the speaker's internal conflict, inviting multiple
interpretations about the nature of existence and beauty.

2. Prose: Virginia Woolf's "Mrs. Dalloway"
- Woolf's narrative is rife with contextual ambiguity, as shifts in time and perspective



challenge the reader's understanding of character motivations and relationships.

3. Drama: Harold Pinter's "The Birthday Party"
- Pinter's use of language and pauses creates ambiguity of intention, as characters’ true
motives remain obscured, prompting audiences to question their interpretations.

Conclusion

William Empson's "Seven Types of Ambiguity" remains a cornerstone of literary criticism.
By identifying and analyzing the various forms of ambiguity, Empson provides readers with
tools to engage with texts more profoundly. The richness of language, with its capacity for
multiple meanings, reflects the intricacies of human thought and experience. Empson's
work continues to inspire scholars, writers, and readers, encouraging them to explore the
depths of meaning in literature and beyond. Through the lens of ambiguity, we can
appreciate the beauty and complexity of language, enhancing our understanding of the
world around us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the seven types of ambiguity identified by
William Empson?
William Empson identified seven types of ambiguity in his book 'Seven Types of Ambiguity,'
which include: 1) the use of a word with multiple meanings, 2) a statement that can be
interpreted in different ways, 3) the use of metaphor, 4) the combination of different
meanings in a single phrase, 5) the use of irony, 6) the suggestion of a deeper meaning
beyond the literal, and 7) the ambiguity inherent in a character's intentions.

How does Empson's concept of ambiguity relate to
literary analysis?
Empson's concept of ambiguity is crucial in literary analysis as it encourages readers to
explore multiple interpretations of a text. It highlights the richness of language and how
different meanings can coexist, thereby enhancing the depth of literary works.

Can you explain the first type of ambiguity according to
Empson?
The first type of ambiguity, according to Empson, involves the use of a word that has
multiple meanings. This type invites readers to consider the various interpretations that can
arise from a single term, enriching the overall meaning of a text.



What is the significance of metaphor in Empson's seven
types of ambiguity?
Metaphor plays a significant role in Empson's framework as it encapsulates the idea of
suggesting meanings beyond the literal interpretation. Metaphors can evoke emotions and
associations, making them a powerful tool in creating ambiguity.

How does irony function as a form of ambiguity in
Empson's theory?
Irony serves as a form of ambiguity by presenting a contrast between expectation and
reality. This discrepancy can lead to multiple interpretations, as readers may discern
deeper meanings that are not immediately apparent from the literal statement.

What impact did 'Seven Types of Ambiguity' have on
literary criticism?
Empson's 'Seven Types of Ambiguity' had a profound impact on literary criticism by
encouraging critics and readers to appreciate the complexity of language and the
multifaceted nature of meaning in literature, thus paving the way for more nuanced
readings.

How can understanding Empson's types of ambiguity
enhance a reader's experience?
Understanding Empson's types of ambiguity can enhance a reader's experience by allowing
them to engage more deeply with a text. It encourages critical thinking and invites readers
to explore various interpretations, making the reading experience richer and more
rewarding.
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