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Annotation: This article explores the mechanisms of contextual disambiguation of polysemous
words in English and Russian through a comparative corpus-based approach. Using data from the
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) and the Russian National Corpus (RNC), the
study analyzes the role of syntactic and lexical environment in determining word meaning. It identifies
patterns that aid in meaning differentiation and discusses cross-linguistic similarities and differences.
The findings contribute to better understanding of polysemy in natural language processing and
bilingual lexicography.
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KonTekcTyasnbHasi Au3aMOMTyanus NOJIMCEMAHTHYHBIX CJIOB B AHIVIMHCKOM U PYCCKOM
SI3bIKAX: CPABHUTEIbLHOE KOPIYCHOE HCCIIeI0OBAHNE

Kapumbaesa Acanv Lllyxpamosna
Cmaoicep-npenodasamers
Vs6exckuii I'ocyoapcmeennwiii Yuueepcumem Muposvix H3v1k08

Annomayusa: Jlannas cmamovs nocéaujena Uccie008aHUul0 MexXaHusmo8 KOHMeEKCMYaabHOU
oezambueyayuu NOIUCEMUUHBIX CNO08 8 AH2IUUCKOM U PYCCKOM S3bIKAX HA OCHOBE KOPHYCHOZO0
ananuza. Mcnoiv3ys mamepuansl U3 KOpnyca co8pemMenHno2o amepuxanckozo auveautickoeo (COCA)
u Hayuonanvnozo xopnyca pycckoeo sizvika (HKPA), asmop ananuzupyem énusiHue CUHmMaKcu4eckol
U JIeKCUYecKoll cpedbl HA 6blOOp 3HAYEHUU MHO203HAUMbIX CH06. Buviasnenvi 3akoHomMepHOCmU
paspewieHuss amouzyumema, a maxdice cxo0Cmed u pasiudsi 8 MeNCvA3blKosom niane. Pezyiomamot
Mo2ym 6bimb Noae3HbL 8 001ACMU MAWUHHOU 00PAOOMKY MeKCMa U OUNUH2E8AIbHOL IeKCUKOSPADUU.

Knwuesvie cnoea: nonucemus, Koumexkcm, oOezambueyayus, KOPNYCHAs JUHSBUCUKA,
AHEIUUCKULL SI3bIK, PYCCKULL A3bIK

Ingliz va rus tillaridagi ko‘p ma’noli so‘zlarning kontekstual aniqlanishi: taqqosloviy
korpusga asoslangan tadqiqot

Karimbayeva Asal Shuxrat qizi
Stajyor-o qituvchi
O’zbekiston Davlat Jahon Tillari Universiteti

Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqolada ingliz va rus tillarida polisemyaga ega so ‘zlarning kontekstual
anglanishini taqqosloviy korpus asosida tahlil gilish ko ‘zda tutilgan. COCA (Amerika ingliz tilining
zamonaviy korpusi) va Rossiya milliy korpusidagi ma’lumotlar asosida sintaktik va leksik muhitning
so ‘z ma’nosini anigqlashdagi o ‘rni tahlil gilinadi. Tadgiqot natijalari ma’no ajratishdagi umumiy
qonuniyatlarni hamda tillararo o xshash va farqlarni ko ‘rsatadi. Natijalar matnni avtomatik qayta
ishlash va ikki tilli lug ‘at tuzishda foydali bo ‘lishi mumkin.

Kalit so ‘zlar: polisemiya, kontekst, dizambiguatsiya, korpus lingvistikasi, ingliz tili, rus tili.
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Introduction

Polysemy — the phenomenon where a single lexical item carries multiple related meanings — is
one of the most complex and intriguing features of natural language. It allows languages to be
efficient, enabling speakers to use a limited number of words to express a wide range of ideas.
However, this economy of expression comes at the cost of increased interpretive complexity,
particularly in tasks such as language comprehension, translation, language teaching, and natural
language processing (NLP). Determining the intended meaning of a polysemous word requires
careful attention to context, making disambiguation a critical challenge in both theoretical and applied
linguistics. In both English and Russian, polysemy is not only widespread but also highly productive,
meaning that new meanings often emerge through metaphor, metonymy, collocation, or grammatical
variation. Learners, translators, and computational systems frequently struggle with such words,
especially when dictionary definitions are ambiguous or when the same word takes on different roles
depending on genre or syntactic structure. Despite the longstanding interest in polysemy in fields
such as semantics, cognitive linguistics, and lexicography (e.g., Cruse, 2004; Geeraerts, 2010), the
majority of existing studies focus on monolingual analysis. While such work is valuable, it often
overlooks how different languages may employ distinct mechanisms for resolving ambiguity. This is
particularly important in bilingual and cross-linguistic contexts, where polysemous words do not
always align neatly across languages.

This article aims to address this gap by conducting a comparative corpus-based study of
contextual disambiguation in English and Russian. The study is grounded in the belief that context —
encompassing both the lexical and syntactic environment — plays a crucial role in determining
meaning. By analyzing real usage data from two large and balanced corpora (COCA and the Russian
National Corpus), the study seeks to uncover how contextual cues help resolve semantic ambiguity
and whether these cues operate similarly or differently across typologically distinct languages. The
main research goal is to examine how contextual factors disambiguate polysemous lexemes in both
languages and to explore the extent to which these mechanisms are universal or language-specific.
More specifically, the study sets out to: (1) analyze contextual cues such as collocations and syntactic
patterns that guide the interpretation of polysemous words; (2) compare the semantic behavior of
selected high-frequency polysemous lexemes in English and Russian corpora; (3) identify syntactic
and lexical strategies used to differentiate meanings; and (4) discuss the implications of these findings
for translation, second language acquisition, and computational linguistics. We hypothesize that while
the broad contextual cues used for disambiguation — such as collocation, syntax, and genre — are
similar across languages, their specific linguistic manifestations and frequencies differ due to
typological, grammatical, and cultural factors. For example, Russian’s rich morphological system
may provide different cues than English’s relatively analytic structure. By situating this study within
a comparative framework and grounding it in empirical corpus data, we aim to contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of polysemy and its contextual resolution. The findings are expected to offer
practical value for educators, translators, lexicographers, and developers of NLP systems who work
with English and Russian.

Methods

This study adopts a comparative corpus-based methodology to explore how context helps
disambiguate the meanings of polysemous words in English and Russian. The choice of a corpus-
linguistic approach is motivated by its ability to provide authentic, real-world examples of language
use, allowing for empirical observation of disambiguation strategies in naturally occurring discourse.
Two large, balanced corpora were used as primary data sources. The Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA) contains over one billion words across genres such as fiction, newspapers,
magazines, academic writing, and spoken language, covering texts from 1990 to 2020 (Davies, 2008—
2020). It provides a rich database for observing the contextual behavior of English polysemous words.
The Russian National Corpus (RNC), on the other hand, offers a balanced representation of the
Russian language, containing more than 300 million words drawn from both written and spoken
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registers. It includes diverse genres such as literary prose, news media, legal documents, and everyday
conversations. The selection of lexical items was based on several stringent criteria. First, only high-
frequency polysemous lexemes were considered to ensure that there would be sufficient data across
contexts and registers. Second, each selected word had to demonstrate at least three clearly
distinguishable senses, as documented in established dictionaries and prior linguistic studies. Third,
the lexemes had to appear in both COCA and RNC in sufficient frequency to allow meaningful cross-
linguistic comparison. The English words selected for analysis were run, charge, set, and light, all of
which are among the most polysemous in the language. For Russian, the words uaru (to go), ximou
(key), mpoBox (wire/conductor), and Hoc (nose) were chosen based on their semantic diversity and
frequency. These words cover a range of domains, including physical motion, technology, metaphor,
and abstract meaning, providing a robust sample for comparison. For each lexeme, between 50 and
100 concordance lines were extracted using random sampling from both corpora. Each instance was
then subjected to manual annotation. The following variables were coded: (1) the intended sense of
the word, based on dictionary definitions and contextual interpretation; (2) the collocational
environment, including adjacent nouns, verbs, and modifiers; (3) the syntactic function of the word
(e.g., subject, object, modifier); and (4) the genre and register in which the word occurred. The
qualitative data analysis involved identifying patterns of semantic differentiation, focusing on how
the meaning of a polysemous word is guided by its lexical and grammatical context. Where
appropriate, quantitative measures such as frequency counts and co-occurrence patterns were used to
support qualitative observations. The analysis also sought to highlight contrasts and parallels in how
English and Russian speakers rely on context to resolve ambiguity. This mixed-methods approach —
blending qualitative insight with empirical, quantitative backing — aims to provide a well-rounded
picture of contextual disambiguation and to draw linguistically meaningful comparisons between two
typologically different languages.

Results

The analysis yielded several significant findings that reveal both commonalities and contrasts
in how context facilitates disambiguation of polysemous words in English and Russian.

First, lexical collocations emerged as the most consistent and powerful cues for determining
word meaning in both languages. In English, for instance, the word charge was shown to activate
different senses depending on the collocates: charge a battery denotes a technical process; charge a
fee refers to a financial transaction; lead a charge has a military connotation; and face a charge refers
to legal proceedings. Russian exhibits a similar mechanism. The noun xnrou (key), for example, shifts
its meaning across contexts: ko4 K ycnexy (“key to success”) is metaphorical, BomnbIi kitou refers
to a natural spring, and kimtou ot kBapTHphI clearly denotes a physical object.

Second, syntactic environment and grammatical markers played a substantial role in sense
differentiation. In English, the transitivity and grammatical role of the verb run influence its
interpretation: run a business (transitive, abstract sense) contrasts with run quickly (intransitive,
physical motion). Russian verbs, particularly uaru (to go), showed even greater sensitivity to
grammatical and morphological features. For example, unér noxnap (impersonal subject) refers to
weather; untu no ynuue involves literal movement; and Bpemst uaér implies the abstract passage of
time. Aspectual variation (perfective vs. imperfective) further contributed to semantic nuance in
Russian, a phenomenon largely absent in English.

Third, genre and register had a marked influence on word meaning. Technical and professional
genres favored specialized or abstract senses. In COCA, the word set in academic texts often referred
to mathematical or logical groupings, while in spoken English it was more likely to appear in
idiomatic or phrasal contexts (e.g., set up, set off). In RNC, metaphorical uses of xitou were
particularly prevalent in political speeches, psychological literature, and social commentary. This
genre sensitivity underscores the need for context-aware interpretation, particularly in tasks such as
translation or corpus-based teaching material design.
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Fourth, the study observed frequency imbalances and asymmetries across languages,
particularly regarding the semantic richness of certain lexemes. The English word set has over 400
documented meanings in the Oxford English Dictionary, while its closest Russian equivalent HaGop
does not exhibit the same degree of polysemy. Similarly, many Russian verbs derive semantic
variation from grammatical aspect or prefixation, mechanisms that lack a direct parallel in English.
This suggests that while both languages rely on context, the means by which meaning is encoded and
retrieved differ substantially.

In addition to these findings, the study also noted cross-linguistic gaps in lexical alignment.
Some senses of a word in one language have no direct equivalent in the other, creating challenges for
translation and bilingual lexicography. These gaps highlight the necessity for flexible, context-
sensitive approaches when handling polysemous terms in multilingual applications.

Discussion

The comparative analysis between English and Russian reveals both universal and language-
specific mechanisms employed for contextual disambiguation of polysemous words. Universally,
lexical collocations and syntactic structures function as primary disambiguators, reinforcing
cognitive-linguistic theories which argue that meaning is shaped through usage patterns, mental
schemas, and contextual associations (Langacker, 2008). These mechanisms operate in both
languages, reflecting shared cognitive processes in language understanding. However, the study also
highlights significant language-specific strategies that influence the interpretation of polysemous
lexemes. Russian, for example, makes extensive use of grammatical tools such as aspect, case
inflections, and morphologically rich verb forms. These grammatical elements often provide
additional cues that help to distinguish between meanings, especially when the lexical context is
ambiguous. In contrast, English relies more heavily on prepositions, phrasal verbs, and the flexibility
of syntactic positioning to express meaning variation. Another noteworthy difference lies in the
structural diversity of collocational patterns. English exhibits a wider variety of collocations due to
its analytic nature and high frequency of idiomatic expressions. Russian, while also rich in
collocations, tends to favor metaphorical extensions and aspectual alternations that are grammatically
encoded. For example, the Russian verb unrtu (to go) demonstrates nuanced shifts in meaning based
on aspectual pairs and syntactic roles, which are less common in English. Moreover, the analysis
underscores the importance of genre in shaping word meaning. Different text genres activate different
semantic frames: academic and journalistic writing, for example, favor technical and formal senses,
while fiction and conversational texts tend to evoke more figurative or colloquial meanings. These
genre-based preferences not only affect frequency of use but also influence the interpretive strategies
readers employ. Importantly, the findings reveal limitations in traditional lexicographic approaches
that present isolated dictionary definitions without sufficient contextualization. Dictionaries often fail
to capture the subtle interaction between collocation, syntax, and genre, leading to potential
misinterpretation in language learning or translation contexts. This observation supports a growing
pedagogical trend that advocates for corpus-informed language instruction and lexicography. In
applied contexts such as machine translation, natural language processing (NLP), and bilingual
education, these findings are particularly relevant. Disambiguating polysemous words accurately
requires models and materials that integrate contextual features rather than rely solely on isolated
word senses. Future technologies and teaching tools must therefore incorporate contextual
intelligence — such as semantic roles, syntactic cues, and genre indicators — to improve accuracy and
effectiveness.

Conclusion

This study has investigated the contextual disambiguation of polysemous words in English and
Russian through a comparative corpus-based methodology. The findings confirm that contextual
information — especially collocational patterns and syntactic environment — is essential for
interpreting polysemous words accurately. While both languages share fundamental disambiguation
strategies, each exhibits unique linguistic features that shape how meaning is constructed and
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understood. The research underscores the value of corpus-based methods for studying polysemy,
offering empirical insights that go beyond theoretical semantics or dictionary-based analysis. It also
highlights the pedagogical benefits of integrating authentic, context-rich examples into second
language instruction. Teachers and learners can benefit from exposure to real corpus data that
illustrates how polysemous words function across genres and syntactic frames. Moreover, the study
has practical implications for the fields of bilingual lexicography, automatic translation, and
computational linguistics. Systems designed to process natural language must be sensitive not only
to lexical meaning but also to contextual variation across languages. Incorporating grammatical and
genre-specific information can significantly enhance the accuracy of language technologies and the
quality of cross-linguistic communication. Future research could expand the scope of this analysis by
including additional corpora — particularly spoken language data — and by applying computational
modeling to detect subtle disambiguation patterns. Furthermore, comparing English and Russian with
typologically distant languages such as Chinese, Turkish, or Finnish could provide deeper insight into
whether disambiguation strategies are truly universal or heavily language-dependent. Ultimately,
understanding how polysemous words are interpreted in context enhances our comprehension of
language complexity, cognitive processing, and intercultural communication. This knowledge
contributes not only to theoretical advancements but also to more effective applications in education,
translation, and language technology.
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