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Multipl e Simultaneou s Interpretation s 
of  A m b i g u o u s Sentence s 

Peter Norvig 
Universit y  o f  California ,  Berkele y 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper is concerned with the problem of semantic and pragmatic interpretation of ambiguous 
sentences .  W e star t  b y offerin g a  simpl e ye t  commonl y adopte d interpretatio n strategy : 

Strategy 1: Apply syntactic rules to the sentence to derive a set of parse trees. Next apply 
semanti c rule s t o th e tree s t o ge t  a  se t  o f  logica l  formulae ,  an d discar d an y inconsisten t  for -
mulae .  D o a  pragmati c interpretatio n o f  eac h formula ,  an d giv e a  scor e t o eac h possibilit y 
based o n consistenc y o r  likelihoo d i n th e give n context .  Finally ,  choos e th e interpretatio n 
wit h th e highes t  score . 

In this framework, the lexicon, grammar, and semantic and pragmatic interpretation rules deter-
min e a  mappin g betwee n sentence s an d meanings .  A  strin g wit h exactl y on e interpretatio n i s 
unambiguous ,  on e wit h n o interpretatio n i s anomalous ,  an d on e wit h multipl e interpretation s i s 
ambiguous .  T o enumerat e th e possibl e parse s an d logica l  form s o f  a  sentenc e i s th e prope r  jo b o f  a 
linguist ;  t o the n choos e fro m th e possibilitie s th e on e "correct "  o r  "intended "  meanin g o f  a n utter -
ance i s a n exercis e i n pragmatic s o r  Artificia l  Intelligence . 

One majo r  proble m wit h Strateg y 1  i s tha t  i t  ignore s th e differenc e betwee n sentence s tha t 
see m trul y ambiguou s t o th e listener ,  an d thos e tha t  ar e onl y foun d t o b e ambiguou s afte r  carefu l 
analysi s b y th e linguist .  Fo r  example ,  eac h o f  th e followin g i s technicall y ambiguou s {wit h coul d 
signa l  th e instrumen t  o r  accompanie r  case ,  an d por t  coul d b e a  harbo r  o r  th e lef t  sid e o f  a  ship) , 
but  onl y th e thir d woul d b e see n a s ambiguou s i n a  neutra l  context . 

(1 )  I  sa w th e woman wit h lon g blon d hair . 
(2 )  I  dran k a  glas s o f  port . 
(3 )  I  sa w he r  duck . 

Zadeh ̂ persona l  communication )  ha s suggeste d tha t  ambiguit y i s a  matte r  o f  degree .  H e assume s 
each interpretatio n ha s a  likelihoo d scor e attache d t o it .  A  sentenc e wit h a  larg e ga p betwee n th e 
highes t  an d secon d ranke d interpretatio n ha s lo w ambiguity ;  on e wit h nearly-equa l  ranke d 
interpretation s ha s hig h ambiguity ;  an d i n genera l  th e degre e o f  ambiguit y i s inversel y propor -
tiona l  t o th e sharpnes s o f  th e drop-of f  i n ranking .  So ,  i n (I )  an d (2 )  above ,  th e degre e o f  ambiguit y 
i s belo w som e threshold ,  an d thu s i s no t  noticed .  I n (3) ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  ther e ar e tw o similarl y 
ranke d interpretations ,  an d th e ambiguit y i s perceive d a s such .  Man y researchers ,  fro m Hocket t 
(1954 )  t o Jackendof f  (1987) ,  hav e suggeste d tha t  th e interpretatio n o f  sentence s lik e (3 )  behave s 
lik e th e perceptio n o f  visua l  illusion s suc h a s th e Necke r  cub e o r  th e vase/face s o r  duck'rabbi t  illu -
sio n I n othe r  words ,  i t  i s possibl e t o shif t  bac k an d fort h betwee n alternat e interpretations ,  bu t  i t 
i s no t  possibl e t o perceiv e bot h a t  once .  Thi s lead s u s t o Strateg y 2 : 

Strategy 2: Do syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic interpretation as in Strategy 1. Retain 
onl y th e highest-rankin g interpretation(s) ,  accordin g t o som e threshol d function .  I f  ther e i s 
more tha n on e interpretatio n remaining ,  alternat e betwee n them . 

A proble m wit h Strateg y 2  i s tha t  i t  assume s al l  possibl e interpretation s wil l  b e considere d an d 
ranked .  However ,  man y sentence s hav e a  prohibitivel y larg e o r  infinit e numbe r  o f  interpretations . 
Conside r  th e followin g sentence : 

(4 )  H e seem s olde r  now . 

Here he can refer to one of several billion males, and now can refer to one of an infinite number of 
tim e points .  Thus ,  whil e synta x an d semantic s ma y b e producin g discret e list s o f  possibilities ,  i t 
seems tha t  pragmati c interpretatio n mus t  operat e b y proposin g likel y interpretations ,  rathe r  tha n 
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enumerating all possibilities and then choosing among them Hobbs (1983) has argued that 

enumeratio n shoul d b e minimize d eve n i n syntacti c an d semanti c analysis .  Acceptin g tha t  intui -

tion ,  w e ge t  Strateg y 3 ,  whic h i s simila r  t o th e approach s use d b y severa l  recen t  authors ,  includin g 

Hobbs (1987) ,  Stellar d (1987) ,  an d Charnia k (unpublished) . 

Strategy 3: Do lexical, syntactic and semantic analysis to produce one (or occasionally 

more )  neutra l  representatio n o f  th e input ,  whic h ca n contai n ambiguou s an d vagu e predica -

tions .  Pragmatic s the n attempt s t o 'solve '  fo r  th e ambiguou s predication s an d som e o f  th e 

vagu e ones .  Solution s ar e generate d i n a  roughl y best-firs t  manner ,  an d whe n ther e i s a 

larg e drop-ofi f  i n th e rankin g o f  solutions ,  w e sto p an d th e final  interpretatio n alternate s 

betwee n th e hig h rankin g one(s) . 

This might represent an efficient interpretation mechanism, but it doesn't mirror the human 

interpretatio n mechanis m particularl y well .  Sentence s lik e (5-9 )  eac h hav e onl y on e goo d prag -

mati c interpretation ,  whic h woul d b e foun d easil y b y Strateg y 3 .  Bu t  (5-9 )  ar e notoriousl y har d fo r 

humans t o ge t  righ t  withou t  a t  leas t  a  consciou s sens e o f  havin g t o bac k u p an d re-pars e th e sen -

tence . 

(5 )  Th e hors e race d pas t  th e bar n fell . 

(6 )  Th e astronome r  marrie d a  star . 

(7 )  Th e rabb i  wa s hi t  o n th e temple . 

(8 )  Th e landlor d painte d al l  th e wall s wit h cracks . 

(9 )  Ros s wa s tol d wha t  t o d o b y th e river . 

Strategie s lik e Kimball' s  (1973 )  o r  Frazie r  an d Fodor' s (1978 )  tr y t o accoun t  fo r  phenomen a lik e 

thes e i n term s o f  genera l  syntacti c preferenc e principles ,  whic h appea l  t o performanc e issue s suc h 

as limit s o n availabl e memor y spac e Schuber t  (1984 ,  1986 )  an d Kurtzma n (1984 )  argu e convinc -

ingl y tha t  n o simpl e syntacti c preferenc e wil l  do .  Rather ,  man y factor s mus t  b e considered ,  a s i n 

Strateg y 4 : 

Strategy 4: Do lexical, syntactic, and semantic analysis on a word-by-word basis, identify-

in g point s o f  ambiguit y alon g th e way ,  an d usin g al l  source s o f  evidenc e t o ran k alterna -

tives .  Evidenc e fo r  a  particula r  choic e ca n includ e lexica l  frequenc y preferences ,  pragmati c 

associations ,  an d othe r  factor s outsid e o f  th e simpl e logica l  form .  A  high-rankin g interpre -

tatio n ca n b e accepte d (an d it s alternative s discarded )  befor e th e pars e i s complete ,  i f  it s 

scor e remain s sufficientl y abov e th e alternative s fo r  a  sufficien t  amoun t  o f  time .  I n addi -

tion ,  i f  a t  an y poin t  ther e ar e mor e tha n a  m a x i m u m numbe r  n  ( n =  3? )  alternatives ,  dis -

car d th e lowes t  rankin g alternative ,  eve n i f  it s  scor e i s clos e t o others .  A t  th e end ,  alter -

nat e betwee n th e highes t  rankin g interpretations ,  a s before . 

MUTUALLY COMPATIBLE INTERPRETATIONS AND CONNOTATIONS 

Conside r  th e followin g quot e fro m Richar d Parsons ,  o f  th e America n Fu r  Industr y Inc. ,  o n thei r 

ne w advertisin g sloga n Fu r  i s fo r  Life : 

"It has a good sound, a good connotation. Yes, they last a long time. Yes, they're a good 

product .  Yes ,  fur s suppor t  wildlif e conservation. " 

Parsons (although not a professional linguist) is making a claim about language use: that the 

prope r  o r  intende d meanin g o f  a  phras e ca n b e a  combinatio n o f  a  numbe r  o f  interpretation s an d 

connotations .  Strategie s 2- 4 assum e tha t  th e reade r  eventuall y arrive s a t  a  singl e interpretation , 

or  a  Necker-cube-lik e alternatio n betwee n interpretations .  Bu t  Parson s i s sayin g tha t  hi s sloga n 

Fu r  i s fo r  Lif e i s different .  Th e sloga n seem s t o hav e tw o primar y interpretations ,  (10 )  an d (11 ) 
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below. But it also has important connotations, listed as (12-14), as well as another interpretation, 

(15) ,  tha t  Parson s presumabl y want s th e publi c t o ignore . 

(10) Fur lasts a lifetime. 

(11 )  Th e fu r  industr y i s pro-conservation . 

(12 )  Fu r  wearer s ar e lively . 

(13 )  Th e recipien t  o f  a  fu r  ma y becom e indebte d t o th e give r  fo r  life . 

(14 )  Lif e i s a  goo d thing ;  henc e fu r  i s a  goo d thing . 

(15 )  Fur ,  whil e o n a n animal ,  protect s it s life . 

Although we would not be likely to say that any of (12-14) are good candidates for the final 

interpretation ,  i t  seem s tha t  th e intende d efifec t  o f  th e sloga n i s fo r  th e reade r  t o entertai n som e o r 

al l  o f  thes e simultaneously .  Whil e thi s i s a  radica l  departur e fro m th e Hocket t  Jackendoflf.Necke r 

theor y o f  'on e interpretatio n a t  a  time, '  i t  appear s t o b e quit e commo n i n poetry ,  politics ,  an d 

advertisin g (se e Burli-Storz ,  1980) . 

The fact s ar e admittedl y slippery ;  I  a m suggestin g tha t  alternativ e parse s ca n sometime s b e 

combine d int o on e interpretation ,  bu t  i t  i s  har d t o distinguis h betwee n distinc t  parse s tha t  hav e 

been combine d together ,  an d a  vagu e interpretatio n tha t  ha s severa l  possibl e entailments .  Also ,  i t 

i s  notoriousl y har d t o introspec t  abou t  th e phenomenolog y o f  thes e cases .  Perhap s th e followin g 

example ,  fro m th e las t  lin e o f  Gerar d Manle y Hopkins '  God' s Grandeu r  wil l  b e mor e compelling . 

(16 )  Becaus e th e Hol y Ghos t  ove r  th e ben t 

Worl d brood s wit h war m breas t  an d wit h ah !  brigh t  wings . 

The wor d brood s i s lexicall y ambiguou s betwee n 't o si t  o n egg s t o hatc h them '  an d 't o thin k lon g 

and deepl y o r  resentfully. '  Thi s i s clearl y no t  a  cas e o f  vagueness .  Ye t  i t  seem s tha t  th e mos t 

natura l  interpretatio n i s o f  a  bird-lik e go d sittin g o n a n egg-lik e worl d (o r  world-lik e egg) ,  pen -

sivel y surveyin g hi s creation ,  an d waitin g fo r  i t  t o com e t o fruition .  Thi s interpretatio n clearl y 

involve s n o Necker-lik e alternatio n betwee n sense s fo r  broods ;  rather ,  i t  involve s a  simultaneou s 

synthesi s o f  tw o images . 

Not e tha t  no t  jus t  an y image s ca n b e superimpose d thi s way ;  i f  th e worl d wer e flat,  o r  i f  egg s 

wer e cubical ,  th e combine d imag e woul d no t  work .  I t  i s  permissibl e t o combin e th e image s eve n 

thoug h th e worl d i s quit e a  bi t  large r  an d compose d o f  differen t  materia l  tha n th e averag e egg ,  an d 

eve n thoug h th e protot)T)ica l  imag e o f  Go d doe s no t  includ e wings . 

Poetry ,  lik e advertising ,  seem s t o sanctio n thi s superimpositio n o f  distinc t  parses .  T o suppor t 

thi s claim ,  I  opene d a  poetr y antholog y a t  random ,  finding  th e openin g lin e o f  t o Dyla n Thomas ' 

poe m I n th e Beginning :  "I n th e beginnin g wa s th e three-pointe d star. "  A s th e res t  o f  th e poe m 

makes clear ,  th e three-pointe d sta r  shoul d b e take n a s referrin g t o a  stella r  bod y i n primordia l 

space ,  t o th e ligh t  i n God' s performativ e speec h ac t  "Le t  ther e b e light, "  t o th e sta r  o f  Bethlehem , 

and t o th e Hol y Trinity .  Ther e doe s no t  see m t o b e a  clea r  feelin g o f  shiftin g betwee n thes e 

referents ;  rathe r  the y see m t o b e entertaine d simultaneously . 

Lakof f  an d Turne r  (1988 )  cite ,  bu t  d o no t  full y  analyize ,  anothe r  Dyla n Thoma s poem ,  D o no t 

go gentl e int o tha t  goo d night : 

(17 )  D o no t  g o gentl e int o tha t  goo d night , 

Ol d ag e shoul d bur n an d rav e a t  clos e o f  day ; 

Rage,  rag e agains t  th e dyin g o f  th e light . 

Understandin g thi s passag e require s knowledg e o f  a t  leas t  si x metaphor s fo r  lif e an d death .  Whil e 

thes e metaphor s offe r  conflictin g view s o n th e natur e o f  death ,  ther e i s n o feelin g o f  havin g t o 

switc h betwee n the m i n understandin g th e poem ;  the y ar e al l  activ e a t  once .  I n fact ,  metaphor s 

(18-23 )  ar e al l  use d i n th e interpretatio n o f  th e si x word s g o gentl e int o tha t  goo d night :  (18 )  fo r  go , 
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(19) for gentle, (20) for into, (21) for good night, and (22) for night. Thus, the word night is being 

use d simultaneousl y a s a  time ,  a  destination ,  a  container ,  an d a n adversary ,  al l  withou t  promotin g 

a consciou s feelin g o f  Necker-lik e ambiguity . 

(18) Life is a journey. 

(19 )  Lif e i s a  struggle ;  deat h i s a n adversary . 

(20 )  Lif e i s  'here' ;  deat h i s a  anothe r  world . 

(21 )  Deat h i s sleep . 

(22 )  A  lifetim e i s a  day ;  deat h i s night . 

(23 )  Lif e i s a  fire  tha t  blaze s an d burn s out . 

At this point let us try to modify Strategy 4 to account for these new findings. There are two possi-

bilities ;  w e ca n trea t  th e combinatio n o f  tw o interpretation s a s a n abnormality ,  an d tr y t o sho w 

ho w i t  ca n b e sanctioned ,  o r  w e ca n trea t  i t  a s th e ne w basi c interpretatio n mechanism ,  an d tr y t o 

sho w ho w i t  ca n b e constrained . 

Strategy 5a: The Conservative Simultaneity Strategy: Ammend Strategy 5 to allow a 

simultaneou s amalga m o f  tw o o r  mor e competin g top-ranke d interpretations ,  bu t  onl y whe n 

sanctione d b y som e as-yet-unspecifie d factors ,  an d onl y whe n th e resul t  i s  a  coheren t  combi -

natio n o f  th e two . 

Strategy 5b: The Radical Simultaneity Strategy: Always try to combine top-ranking 

interpretation s int o on e image .  W h e n a  coheren t  combinatio n i s impossible ,  alternat e 

betwee n interpretation s a s i n Strateg y 5 . 

To try to choose between the two, we will first consider Strategy 5b, as it is applied to sentence 

(24) ,  an d it s interpretation ,  th e disjunctio n (24') : 

(24 )  Th e chicke n i s read y t o eat . 

(24') chicken'x^ & ready(x,e) & eating(e) & (agent(e,x) | patient(e,xl) 

Using Strategy 5b, we could combine the two interpretations simply by accepting both parts of the 

disjunction ,  yieldin g 'th e chicke n i s read y t o ea t  th e chicken. '  Thi s i s b y n o mean s a  norma l 

interpretatio n o f  (24) ,  s o w e hav e a n argumen t  agains t  6b .  However ,  tha t  argumen t  onl y goe s 

throug h i f  th e propose d logica l  for m (24' )  i s  accurate .  Suppos e w e us e th e followin g logica l  for m 

instead : 

chicken(x )  &  ready(x,e )  &  eating(e )  & 

((agent(e,x )  &  alive(x )  &  location(e,barnyard )  &  patient(e,seed )  &  ... )  | 

(patient'e.i )  &  no t  alive(x )  &  location'e,table )  &  agent(e,human )  &  ...) ) 

Then we have two interpretations that cannot be combined coherently, neither under Strategy 5b 

nor  5a .  Thus ,  w e se e tha t  fo r  5 b t o b e feasible ,  w e nee d t o insis t  o n ful l  frame-lik e semanti c 

interpretations ,  complet e wit h defaul t  assumptions .  W e nee d a  ric h se t  o f  default s t o rul e ou t 

unwante d unificatio n o f  th e tw o interpretations ,  eve n thoug h w e wan t  t o allo w th e possibilit y  o f 

overridin g som e o f  th e defaults ,  a s i n "Th e chicke n o n th e tabl e i s read y t o ea t  he r  asparagus. " 

N ow let' s  tr y a n exampl e tha t  doe s no t  brin g a s muc h backgroun d knowledg e int o play : 

(25) She opened the door with a key. 

The ambiguity is between with a key as an instrument of opening, and as a modifier of the door. 

Her e ther e seem s t o b e nothin g t o sto p 5 b fro m acceptin g bot h interpretation s fo r  th e phrase , 

wherea s w e kno w tha t  i f  thi s wer e th e intende d meaning ,  on e woul d hav e t o us e somethin g lik e 
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the following: 

(26) She opened the door with the key that was in/near it. 

Thus, Strategy 5b as it stands is rejected. To evaluate Strategy 5a, we need to develop a better 
notio n o !  sanctionin g a  combine d interpretation ,  whic h w e wil l  addres s i n th e nex t  section . 

JOKES AND PUNS 

Consider the following advertisement for Flintstones brand Vitamins: 

(27) We are Flintstones kids, ten million strong and growing. 

The coordinate and growing can attach to either are or ten million strong, with the respective 
interpretation s tha t  th e individua l  childre n ar e growing ,  o r  tha t  th e numbe r  o f  childre n i s increas -
ing .  Mos t  informant s recogniz e bot h alternatives ,  bu t  repor t  a n abilit y  t o fus e th e tw o togethe r 
int o a  singl e imag e wher e eac h individua l  chil d i n a n expandin g grou p i s growing .  (However ,  n o 
one interprete d stron g a s possibl y modifyin g kids ,  perhap s becaus e o f  th e idiomati c natur e o f  th e 
phras e te n millio n strong. )  M y analysi s o f  thi s exampl e i s tha t  th e listene r  arrive s a t  th e tw o 
interpretation s usin g somethin g lik e Strateg y 4 ,  an d i n th e proces s o f  tryin g t o choos e betwee n 
them ,  reaUze s tha t  bot h wer e intende d interpretations ,  an d successfull y superimpose s th e tw o 
images . 

I n short ,  (27 )  i s a  kin d o f  pun .  I n a  regula r  pun ,  th e mai n poin t  o f  th e utteranc e i s tha t  th e 
speake r  ha s bee n clever ,  producin g tw o meaning s i n on e sentence .  A  secondar y poin t  i s  on e o f  th e 
meaning s (and ,  fo r  a  goo d pun ,  bot h o f  th e meaning s take n separately) .  Bu t  i n (27 )  w e hav e a  spe -
cia l  kin d o f  pun ,  wher e th e poin t  i s  tha t  bot h meaning s ar e t o b e take n simultaneously .  A  simila r 
exampl e come s fro m anothe r  ad ,  fo r  Micheli n tires : 

(28 )  Becaus e you'v e go t  a  lo t  ridin g o n you r  tires . 

Her e th e ambiguou s phras e go t  a  lo t  ridin g o n i s ambiguou s betwee n 'muc h depend s o n you r  tires ' 
and 'muc h ride s i n th e ca r  whic h i s o n th e tires, '  wit h th e resultin g combine d interpretatio n 'you r 
family' s safet y whil e i n th e ca r  depend s o n th e tires. '  Her e agai n th e reade r  mus t  recogniz e th e 
'pun, '  an d th e intende d effec t  o f  combinin g th e tw o interpretations ,  bu t  her e ther e i s a n adde d 
hitch :  i t  i s  th e combinatio n o f  th e tw o interpretation s tha t  resolve s th e phras e a  lo t  t o 'you r  family' ; 
neithe r  o f  th e tw o interpretation s strongl y poin t  t o thi s interpretatio n singly ,  bu t  togethe r  the y do . 

Let  u s compar e thes e pun s t o th e followin g exampl e fro m Freu d (1916) : 

(29 )  I  me t  Baro n Rothschild ,  an d h e treate d m e quit e a s hi s equal-quit e famillionairely . 

Thi s i s funny ,  Freu d claims ,  becaus e o f  th e unexpecte d eas e o f  combinin g familiarl y wit h mil -
lionair e t o creat e a  ne w wor d meanin g 'a s familiarl y a s i s possibl e fo r  a  millionaire. '  (I n German , 
familiA Y -f -  MillionA r  =  familionffr. )  Freu d als o present s th e standar d definitio n o f  jokin g a s th e 
abilit y  t o find  hidde n similaritie s betwee n dissimila r  things .  Thi s i s amende d t o allo w fo r  th e 
discover y o f  differences ,  o r  jus t  "t o bin d int o a  unity ,  wit h surprisin g rapidity ,  severa l  idea s whic h 
ar e i n fac t  alie n t o on e another. "  I n othe r  words,-th e combinatio n o f  disparat e ambiguou s interpre -
tation s i s a n unusua l  event ,  bu t  on e tha t  w e hav e a n automati c capacit y for . 

A remainin g proble m i s t o explai n wh y som e suc h ambiguitie s ar e funny ,  whil e other s ar e 
not .  Why i s i t  that ,  t o m y ear s a t  least ,  th e rabb i  wa s hi t  o n th e templ e i s funny ,  whil e th e plumbe r 
li t  hi s pip e i s merel y confusing ? Freu d claim s tha t  th e laughte r  respons e i s illicite d b y th e releas e 
of  suppresse d violen t  o r  sexua l  thoughts .  Tha t  explains ,  perhaps ,  wh y th e followin g i s a  fairl y  goo d 
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joke, while other lexical and structural ambiguities in this paper are not: 

(30) She criticized his apartment, so he knocked her flat. 

Minsky (1980) recasts Freud's notions into the terminology of mental agents acting as censors to 
violen t  o r  sexua l  thoughts .  I n Minsky' s terms ,  certai n menta l  agent s ar e goo d a t  combinin g ambi -
guou s interpretations ,  bu t  othe r  agent s notic e tha t  thi s i s no t  th e norma l  mod e o f  operation ,  an d 
act  t o censo r  them .  Th e laughte r  respons e serve s t o 'shak e up '  th e mind ,  ge t  i t  bac k o n track ,  an d 
post  a  warnin g t o avoi d suc h thoughts .  Presumably ,  th e simultaneou s combination s tha t  snea k b y 
uncensore d ar e one s tha t  d o no t  represen t  'dangerous '  mode s o f  thought . 

SIMULTANEOUS INTERPRETATION IN NORMAL' LANGUAGE 

Ther e ar e als o case s o f  combine d simultaneou s interpretatio n whic h don' t  involv e poeti c licens e o r 
puns .  Conside r  th e us e o f  boo k i n (31) .  Boo k i s polysemou s betwee n a  physica l  object ,  a  strin g o f 
words ,  an d a n abstrac t  plo t  o r  sequenc e o f  situations .  Th e us e o f  beautifull y  boun d refer s t o th e 
physica l  object ,  on e ne w ide a refer s t o th e abstrac t  content ,  an d 50,00 0 word s refer s t o a  particula r 
(abstract )  instantiatio n o f  th e content .  (I f  th e boo k wer e reprinte d i n paperbac k i t  woul d stil l  hav e 
th e sam e numbe r  o f  words ,  wherea s i f  i t  wer e translate d int o anothe r  language ,  i t  woul d hav e a 
differen t  numbe r  o f  words ,  bu t  th e sam e numbe r  o f  ideas. )  Al l  thre e polysemou s interpretation s o f 
book ar e use d simultaneously . 

(31 )  Thi s book ,  althoug h beautifull y  bound ,  contain s onl y on e ne w ide a i n 50,00 0 words . 
(32 )  H e i s th e autho r  o f  ove r  10 0 books . 

I t  can' t  b e tha t  boo k i s a  singl e sens e implyin g al l  thes e aspects ,  becaus e i n (32) ,  boo k mus t  refe r 
onl y t o th e 'plo t  o r  sequenc e o f  ideas '  sense .  On e coul d no t  felicitousl y us e (32 )  t o describ e someon e 
who ha d writte n a  singl e boo k whic h ha s ha d a  hundre d copie s printed ,  o r  a  singl e boo k whic h wa s 
translate d b y other s int o a  hundre d languages . 

Len Talm y (1977 )  provide s a  goo d exampl e o f  imag e combinatio n i n non-ambiguou s language . 
I n (33) ,  th e singl e interpretatio n i s 'sh e travele d lightl y an d easil y throug h th e roo m an d th e 
guest s a t  th e party ,  he r  pat h displayin g a  topolog y simila r  t o a  lea f  waftin g throug h air. '  (33 ) 
force s th e reade r  t o combin e th e imag e o f  a  woman walkin g throug h a  part y wit h th e imag e o f  a 
lea f  waftin g throug h th e ai r  (o r  somethin g similar )  t o arriv e a t  th e result .  Talm y explain s jus t 
what  propertie s o f  th e ver b ar e maintained ,  an d whic h ar e take n fro m th e complements . 

(33) She wafted through the party. 

Imag e combinatio n i s mor e obviou s i n th e cas e o f  metaphor s an d cliche s wher e th e derive d mean -
in g i s remove d tha n th e surfac e form .  Compar e (34) ,  whic h i s a  consisten t  us e o f  metaphor ,  wit h 
(35) .  Sentenc e (35 )  provide s a  topologica l  clas h tha t  canno t  easil y b e resolve d int o a  singl e 
interpretation ,  eve n thoug h th e meanin g o f  th e tw o cliche s i s consistent . 

(34 )  I'v e alway s bee n 100'7 c behin d m y husband ,  pushin g hi m o n a s bes t  I  can . 
(35 )  I'v e alway s bee n a t  m y husband' s side ,  100 % behin d him . 
(36 )  The y can' t  affor d t o ge t  ou t  from  unde r  th e rat-hol e o f  ren t  payments . 

Sentenc e (36) ,  take n firo m a  newspape r  articl e o n rea l  estat e prices ,  i s  a n exampl e o f  a  mixe d meta -
phor  wit h varyin g effectiveness ;  som e find  i t  t o b e fine,  whil e mos t  repor t  tha t  th e topolog y i s al l 
wrong :  on e shoul d b e strivin g t o ge t  ou t  o f  a  rat-hole ,  no t  ou t  from  unde r  it . 
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CONCLUSION 

In this paper I have investigated several strategies for pragmatic interpretation, and have 
presente d a  ne w strateg y whic h (1 )  account s fo r  th e little-mentione d phenomeno n o f  a  simultane -
ous combinatio n o f  ambiguou s interpretations ,  (2 )  i s no t  inconsisten t  wit h experimentall y derive d 
human preferenc e results ,  an d (3 )  use s a  combinatio n mechanis m tha t  i s  neede d fo r  non-ambiguou s 
languag e a s well . 
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