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Annotation: The article discusses the verious definition of  antonymy. It is emphasised that,  

Egan’s definition of antonymy may be fitter or easier to be employed. 
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The word “antonymy” was coined by C. J. Smith as an opposite of “synonymy”. Since 

1867, lots of efforts have been taken to define “antonymy”, but the problem is that the definition 

of antonymy tends to illustration rather than description. 

For example, if we would like to tell others what antonymy is, to give some examples like 

old/young, tall/short, open/close, bad/good, etc. will be more effective than to give a definition. 

However, finding a definition which could account for every example of antonymy is difficult, 

even problematic. 

Lyons (1977) defines “antonym” as the words which are opposite in meaning and “antonymy” as 

the oppositeness between words. For example, “buy” and “sell” is a pair of antonyms and the 

relation between these two words is termed as antonymy. Leech (1981) puts forward the definition 

of antonym and antonymy in Semantics that the opposite meaning relation between the words is 

antonymy and word of opposite meaning is antonym. And a famous Chinese linguist Hu Zhuanglin 

(2001, p.164) simply says “antonymy is the name for oppositeness relation”. 

Traditional definitions of antonymy only concentrate on the oppositeness of meaning. Some 

traditional definitions are as follows: 

word of opposite meaning; (Leech, 1981) 

word of opposite sense; (Pyles & Algeo, 1970) 

words that are opposite. (Watson, 1976) 

These definitions are only rough ideas and over ambiguous. First, they don’t explain the ways of 

oppositeness very concretely. The antonym pairs like hot/cold, dead/alive and lend/borrow differ 

from each other in the way of oppositeness. 

The pair hot/cold belongs to the gradable antonyms; the pair dead/alive belongs to the 

complementary antonyms; and the pair lend/borrow belongs to the relational antonyms. Second, 

these definitions focus more on the discrepancy of the antonyms but they ignore the similarity of 

the grammar and usage of each of the antonym pairs. Just look at another three pairs, heat/cold, 

single/married, and beauty/ugly. Although either of them is opposite in meaning, they could not 

be regarded as antonyms in that they are not the same in grammatical units. Furthermore, people 

use the antonyms most of the time just for the effect of contrast. For instance, the juxtaposition of 

spring and winter can constantly be found in the English literature, as is presented in Ode to the 

West Wind, “If winter comes, can spring be far behind?” 

Taking the above factors into consideration, Lyons classifies opposition into three 

categories: antonymy, complementarity and converseness in Semantics (1977) and Introduction to 

Theoretical Linguistics (1968). Lyons only regards words that are gradable and opposite in 

meaning as antonyms. Cruse (1986) thinks the same way in his Lexical Semantics. So the term 

“antonym” only refers to the set of gradable opposites, which are mostly adjectives, for gradable 

antonyms reflect one distinguishing semantic feature: polar oppositeness. However, in our daily 

life, words like male/female, dead/alive, husband/wife are also considered as antonym pairs, for 

these words are also opposite in meaning. Therefore, the other two categories, complementarity 

and converseness, are included in the field of antonymy only in a very broad sense. 

In general, there are two criteria in defining antonymy: semantic and lexical. We explain 

elaborately the antonymy being semantic above, and yet not all semantically opposed words are 

antonyms. Cruse (1986) exemplifies this with the 

words tubby and emaciated. Almost all established antonyms have synonyms which could not 

constitute the antonym pairs, for example, the antonym pair of heavy and light is better than 
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weighty and insubstantial; antonym pair of fast and slow is better opposites rather than speedy and 

sluggish; antonym pair of happy and sad is more reasonable than ecstatic and miserable. 

Although both of the antonymy and synonymy link words together in the lexicon, Gross et 

al. (1988) argue that antonymy and synonymy are different. They say while synonymy is “a 

relation between lexical concepts”, antonymy is “a relation between words, not concepts”. 

Justeson and Katz (1991) also refer to antonymy as a lexical relation, “specific to  words rather 

than concepts”. As a matter of fact, the definition of antonymy must be lexical as well as semantic.  

Antonyms need to have “oppositeness of meaning”, but they also need to have a strong, well-

established lexical  relationship with one another.(Jackson, 1988) Lexicographer Egan (1968) 

makes a rather satisfying definition of “antonymy” based on her understanding of the nature of the 

antonymy: “An antonym is a word so opposed in meaning to another word; it’s equal in breadth 

or range of 

application, that is, negates or nullifies every single one of its implications”. This definition shows 

clearly what makes two words be antonyms. The antonym pairs are equal in breadth or range of 

application but opposed in meaning. And the words which contrast in meaning may not be 

antonyms because they may be different in their breadth or range of application. Therefore, we 

can draw a conclusion that Egan’s definition of antonymy may be fitter or easier to be employed 

into the actual cases than the theories and definitions of antonymy that have been referred to above. 
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Вопрос о статусе местоимений как части речи до сих пор в русском языкознании 

остается нерешенным. Такое положение сложилось потому, что нет единства 

грамматической природы местоимений, а есть некоторая общность  лексико- 

семантических  признаков.  Это  и  порождает  два  противоположных  отношения  к 

местоимению как части речи. Но в каждой из частей речи есть, хотя бы малое, количество 

слов, которые не до конца  выдержаны  в  грамматической  природе  данной  части  речи.  

Например,  не  все  имена  существительные обладают  морфологическим  единственным  

или  множественным  числом,  часть  из  них  имеет  синтаксическую форму числа: пальто, 

какаду, такси и др. Есть же среди существительных и такие слова, которые не выражают 

понятия числа ни морфологически, ни синтаксически: (одни) ножницы – (пять- десять) 

ножницы: 

Эти ножницы тупые. – все ножницы тупые. 

Но никому не приходит в голову слова типа «пальто», «ножницы» на этом основании 

вывести из имен существительных.  Поэтому,  на  наш  взгляд,  неправомерно  отказывать  

местоимениям  в  статусе  части  речи  на основании отсутствия у них единства 

грамматической природы.  

Части речи –  это определенный класс слов, объединенных одной грамматической 

природой и близких по  лексико  -  семантическим  признакам.  Местоимения не  имеют   


