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ABSTRACT 

The linguistic phenomena of autoantonymy and enantiosemy, both involving contradictory meanings within a single 

word or phrase, have been subjects of much debate and research in the fields of semantics and translation studies. 

While both phenomena share an element of oppositional meanings, they differ in their structure and origins. This 

paper explores the concepts of autoantonymy and enantiosemy, offering a comparative analysis of how these 

concepts manifest across languages, with a specific focus on Arabic. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Autoantonymy and enantiosemy, although related, 

represent distinct linguistic phenomena. They both 

involve words with contradictory meanings, but differ 

in terms of structure and usage in language. 

Autoantonymy is typically defined as a single word 

possessing opposite meanings, whereas enantiosemy 

refers to multiple meanings of a word, one of which is 

the opposite of another. These phenomena are 

prevalent in many languages, but their significance is 

particularly pronounced in Arabic due to the 

language's intricate morphology, context-dependent 

semantics, and the rich tradition of classical texts. 
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In Arabic, the interplay of lexical and morphological 

patterns, as well as the deep contextual dependence 

of meanings, makes it a fertile ground for the 

exploration of both autoantonymy and enantiosemy. 

The Qur’an, Arabic poetry, and classical literature 

contain numerous examples of these phenomena, and 

understanding them can illuminate key aspects of 

Arabic linguistic structure and the translation 

challenges they present. 

This paper explores the theoretical foundations of 

autoantonymy and enantiosemy, with a focus on their 

manifestation in Arabic. By examining these concepts 

in detail, we aim to understand their implications for 

semantic theory, translation, and cross-cultural 

communication. 

Defining Autoantonymy and Enantiosemy: 

Autoantonymy and enantiosemy are often confused 

due to their shared nature of involving oppositional 

meanings. However, the key distinction lies in their 

formation and usage in language. 

Materials. Autoantonymy: Autoantonymy, or the 

phenomenon of contronyms, occurs when a single 

word exhibits opposite meanings in different contexts. 

An autoantonym typically carries a meaning that is 

inherently contradictory but still remains a single 

lexical unit. For example, the word “dust” in English 

can mean both “to sprinkle” and “to remove dust,” 

depending on its context. This dual meaning makes 

"dust" an autoantonym because it conveys two 

opposite actions while maintaining the same lexical 

form. 

In Arabic, autoantonyms are also common, and they 

often emerge due to the rich and flexible semantic 

system of the language. Words can take on 

contradictory meanings depending on their context, 

morphology, and usage in different dialects or 

historical periods. 

Enantiosemy: Enantiosemy refers to a word having 

multiple meanings, with at least two of them being 

oppositional. Unlike autoantonymy, enantiosemy does 

not always require the same lexical item to carry 

opposite meanings in the same context. Instead, a 

word might acquire different, sometimes 

contradictory, meanings through a process of 

semantic extension or polysemy. 

For instance, the English word “cleave” is an example 

of enantiosemy, as it can mean both “to split apart” 

and “to adhere tightly.” These meanings arise from 

different usages and contexts of the word, but both 

are considered valid meanings of the word, depending 

on how it is employed in a sentence. 

Autoantonymy and Enantiosemy in Arabic: Arabic, with 

its diverse dialects, historical texts, and rich 

morphology, provides an abundance of examples for 

both autoantonymy and enantiosemy. These 

phenomena are especially prevalent in classical Arabic 
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texts, including the Qur’an, poetry, and philosophical 

treatises. 

METHODS 

In Arabic, autoantonymy is often evident in words 

whose meanings shift dramatically based on context. 

One well-known example is the word "‘aql" (عقل), 

which in one context refers to the act of reasoning or 

intellect, but in another can mean "to restrain" or "to 

limit." Another example is the word "mufsid" (مفسد), 

which can mean both “to corrupt” and “to reform,” 

depending on its use in different contexts, particularly 

in religious or philosophical discussions. 

Classical Arabic literature, especially poetry, frequently 

uses words with autoantonymous meanings. Words 

like "zahra" (زهرة), meaning "flower," can sometimes 

refer to "radiance" or "glory," depending on its 

metaphoric use in the text. Similarly, "salim" (سليم) in 

some contexts means "cured" or "healthy," while in 

other cases it can imply "injured" or "having endured 

suffering." 

Enantiosemy is also widespread in Arabic, and it 

manifests as words that have developed oppositional 

meanings over time. For example, the Arabic word 

"‘adid" (أدَيد) can mean both “to increase” and “to 

decrease” depending on the context in which it is used. 

Similarly, "jamil" (جميل), meaning "beautiful," in some 

contexts can take on a negative connotation, implying 

"deceptive" or "misleading," depending on the nature 

of the discourse. 

RESULTS 

In the Qur’an, many words take on oppositional 

meanings, contributing to the deep theological and 

philosophical interpretations of the text. One example 

is "mawt" (موت), meaning “death,” which in some 

contexts symbolizes the end of life but in others refers 

to spiritual death or a metaphorical cessation of life. 

Factors Influencing the Emergence of Autoantonymy: 

Several factors contribute to the emergence of 

autoantonymy in language. Al-Sajestani (1991: 75) and 

Ibn Sallam et al. (1996) categorized these factors into 

different types. One of the primary causes of 

autoantonymy is local dialects and their semantic 

changes. The various dialects and regional differences 

in Arabic can lead to words acquiring opposing 

meanings in different contexts. For instance, the same 

word may have one meaning in some regions and the 

opposite meaning in others. 

Phonetic changes also play a role in the development 

of autoantonyms. For example, the word "fazi‘a" 

( سفع ), initially meaning “fear,” later took on the 

additional meaning of “relief from fear” through 

phonetic alteration, as seen in the form "fazi‘an 

galbah" ( سفعهبلق نع  ), which denotes “escape from 

fear.” Al-Sajestani and Ibn Sallam also highlight psycho-

social factors, such as irony, humor, and optimism, 
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which can introduce contradictory meanings into 

words. 

Examples of Autoantonymy in the Qur’an and Arabic 

Poetry: The Qur'an and Arabic poetry offer numerous 

examples of autoantonymy that reflect the complexity 

of the Arabic language. Al-Anbari (1960) analyzed 357 

examples of autoantonymy in the Qur’an. For example, 

the word saleem (سليم) can mean “healed” in one 

context but also “suffering from a serpent's bite” in 

another, illustrating the semantic expansion of the 

word in different contexts. 

The word baseer (بصير), which can mean “having great 

vision and understanding,” may also signify “blind” in 

certain contexts, demonstrating the flexibility and 

duality of meanings in the Qur’anic text. Al-Anbari’s 

work reveals how autoantonymy enhances the 

semantic depth and stylistic richness of the Qur’an. 

DISCUSSION 

Al-Barghouti and the Bedouin Perspective on 

Autoantonymy: Al-Barghouti (2004) provides a 

philosophical and cultural analysis of autoantonymy, 

emphasizing that it is not merely a linguistic 

phenomenon but one rooted in deep cultural and 

historical contexts. He argues that the emergence of 

autoantonymy in Arabic is connected to the Bedouin 

lifestyle, where people, living in harsh, contrasting 

environments, were conditioned to see every 

phenomenon from multiple opposing perspectives. 

This ancient worldview contributed to the 

development of autoantonymy as a linguistic tool to 

express the complexities of existence. 

Al-Barghouti (2004) also notes that cultural and social 

factors, such as the Bedouin way of life, have 

significantly influenced the complex semantic 

structures of the Arabic language. He stresses that 

understanding the essence of autoantonymous 

concepts in the Qur’an requires taking into account the 

natural evolutionary process of the Arabic language. 

Challenges of Qur’anic Translation: According to Abdul-

Raof (2001), it is impossible to fully translate the 

linguistic and cultural peculiarities of the Qur’an into 

other languages. The linguistic and rhetorical 

uniqueness of the Qur'an makes it difficult to find exact 

equivalents in other languages. Abdul-Raof (2001) 

stresses that complete equivalence in translation is 

unattainable, highlighting the semantic and rhetorical 

losses that occur during the translation process. 

The translation of the Qur’an often requires 

compensation strategies, such as using footnotes or 

annotations, to preserve the intended meaning. Abdul-

Raof (2001) emphasizes that to ensure the high quality 

of Qur'anic translations, translators must adjust the 

text not only semantically but also within the cultural 

and rhetorical context. Even though full equivalence 

may not be achievable, translators must use more 
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extensive explanations and clarifications to convey the 

deeper meanings of the text. 

CONCLUSION 

Autoantonymy and enantiosemy are complex and 

fascinating linguistic phenomena that reveal the 

flexibility and depth of language. In Arabic, these 

concepts are not only prevalent but also crucial for 

understanding the subtleties of classical and modern 

texts, especially in the context of religious and 

philosophical discourse. The challenge for translators is 

to maintain the integrity of these oppositional 

meanings while ensuring that the target audience 

understands the intended message. 

This paper has explored the theoretical foundations of 

autoantonymy and enantiosemy, highlighting their 

occurrence in Arabic and their implications for 

translation studies. Further research is needed to 

explore how these phenomena manifest in other 

languages and how they can be more effectively 

conveyed in translation. 
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