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INTRODUCTION

Neutralization is traditionally understood as the loss or
reduction of distinctive contrasts within specific linguistic
environments, most extensively studied in phonology. In
recent decades, however, neutralization has come to be
recognized as a broader linguistic phenomenon that operates
not only at the level of sound structure, but also within
semantic domain. In this domain, contrasts in meaning,
speaker intention, or communicative force may become
attenuated, suspended, or rendered functionally equivalent
under particular contextual or discourse conditions. Despite its
relevance to the study of meaning, interpretation, and
interaction, semantic neutralization remains significantly less
theorized than its phonological counterpart.

The analysis of semantic neutralization requires an integrative
perspective, as it involves interplay between lexical semantics,
grammatical meaning and sociocultural conventions. Semantic
distinctions that are robust in isolation, such as scalar
contrasts, aspectual differences, evaluative nuances, or
illocutionary forces which may collapse in contexts of high
predictability,
constraints, or discourse saturation.

politeness  negotiation, informativeness

Semantic neutralization refers to the attenuation, loss, or contextual suspension of
meaning distinctions that would otherwise be contrastive in language. This article
provides a comprehensive examination of the mechanisms, functions, and conditions
under which semantic oppositions become neutralized in natural discourse.

Semantic neutralization; meaning attenuation; functional semantics; presupposition;
typology; semantic opposition; cross—linguistic analysis.

METHODS, RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Semantic neutralization involves the merging of conceptual or
meaning distinctions in certain contexts, such that what are
typically opposite or different meanings are not distinguished.
In other words, semantic oppositions can be neutralized when
one term or construction comes to encompass the meaning of
both (or all) members of an opposition. This concept is closely
tied to markedness in semantics: often one member of an
antonymous pair is unmarked (more general in meaning) and
can be used in a neutral or generic sense, effectively
neutralizing the semantic opposition.

A classic example frequently cited is the pair day vs night. In
English (as in many languages), day has two senses: a specific
sense (“daytime”, the period of light) and a generic sense (24
hours”). When someone says “two days”, it includes two
nights as well; day in this sense neutralizes the day/night
contrast by referring to the whole day—night cycle. We see
similar patterns in other oppositions: — Man vs woman: man
can mean a human being in general (*"Man is mortal”) or a
male person specifically. The generic use of man (though now
less common due to gender-neutral language trends)

https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps

184


https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps
https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps
https://doi.org/10.55640/eijps-06-05-39
https://doi.org/10.55640/eijps-06-05-39

European International Journal of Philological Sciences (ISSN: 2751-1715)

neutralizes gender, treating man as a species term. Similarly,
in Russian, the word chelovek (“person/man”) is gender—
neutral, whereas muzhchina (*man”) and zhenshchina
(“woman”) are specific. In the plural, Russian ljudi (“people”)
is neutral with respect to gender and other traits,
encompassing men and women. The specific male vs female
distinction is neutralized in such generic terms. Another
example is color terms: some languages do not distinguish
blue vs green (they have one term for both, as in classical
Vietnamese or old Chinese ging which covered a spectrum of
cool colors). In such languages, the blue/green distinction is
lexically neutralized — context or modification might clarify, but
the basic term does not force the distinction. Conversely,
Russian famously has two basic blues (sinij for dark/navy blue
and goluboj for light/sky blue), which means English’s single
term blue neutralizes that distinction unless we specify. So,
from a Russian perspective, English blue is semantically
broader, covering what Russian treats as two different colors
— a neutralization of the light/dark blue difference in the basic

lexicon.

Neutralization also occurs when languages have a general
word where others have more specific ones. For instance,
kinship terms: English cousin is gender — neutral, covering
both “male cousin” and “female cousin” which some languages
differentiate (French has cousin/cousine). Here English
neutralizes the gender dimension in that kinship relation
lexically. Another case: inclusive vs exclusive “we” (whether
“we" includes the addressee or not) — English has one we for
both situations, whereas many languages (especially in
Austronesian families, e.g., Fijian, Samoan) have two different
first=person plural pronouns to make that distinction. English
thus semantically neutralizes the inclusive/exclusive
opposition, which can occasionally lead to ambiguity (does
“we"” mean “me and you” or *me and someone else but not

you”? Usually context disambiguates).

It's important to distinguish neutralization from general
polysemy or vagueness. Neutralization is specifically about
collapsing an opposition. If two meanings are opposites or
mutually exclusive in a context but a form manages to cover
both, that’s neutralization. For example, or in English can be
used in an inclusive or exclusive sense (inclusive: “A or B or
both”; exclusive: “either A or B but not both”). In logic these
are distinct, but colloquial or sometimes neutralizes the
distinction unless clarified (this is more a pragmatic ambiguity,
but it shows semantic under-specification). Another example:

some in English doesn't specify “at least one” vs “not all” in
some contexts — it is semantically neutral with respect to those
logical readings until context clarifies.

Linguist E.Coseriu and others discussed how often the
unmarked member of an antonym pair carries both its specific
meaning and a neutral meaning . For instance, adjectives like
marked/unmarked themselves: marked means a special,
specified state, unmarked can mean either “not marked”
specifically or “default/general”. Other examples: — Tall/short:
In a context like "How tall is he?” one might answer “5 feet”
even if that is objectively short. The question “How tall is he?”
uses tall in a neutral sense (requesting height), not
presupposing he is tall. Here tall is the unmarked dimension
word (positive antonym) which neutralizes the assumption of
the property; one wouldn’t normally say “How short is he?”
unless one already assumes shortness. — Win/lose: In sports
reporting, one might say “Did Team A win?” which could be
answered “No, they tied” — so win in the question was generic
for “what was the outcome?” not literally win vs lose. This is
a pragmatic extension, albeit not a full neutralization of the
concept of winning (it's more of a conversational implicature
that if they didn’t win, they must have lost or tied).

Sometimes grammatical elements neutralize semantic
distinctions. A clear example is tense neutrality: in some
languages, a single tense form can cover what in other
languages are distinct tenses. Mandarin Chinese, for example,
has no grammatical tense; a sentence Ta qu Xuéxiao can
mean “He goes to school” or “"He went to school” depending
on context or time adverbs. The present vs past distinction is
neutralized in the verb form. English, although it marks tense,
has some neutral forms too: the modal might can refer to
present or future possibility (neutralizing time reference to
some extent), and the present tense in narratives can describe
past events (historic present) thus not always strictly
indicating present time. Another case is grammatical gender
used generically: in languages with masculine/feminine nouns,
the masculine is often used when referring to a class that
includes both genders (e.g., in Spanish Los estudiantes
(masc.) can mean “the (male) students” or “the students (of
mixed or unknown gender)” generically). The masculine
gender form is semantically neutral in that plural usage
(though this is socially marked in some languages now,
leading to reforms or alternative expressions to avoid treating

masculine as neutral).

English neutralizes a lot of semantic distinctions by not
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encoding them unless necessary. For example, English has
one form of you which could be addressing one person or
many — so unless context (like looking at multiple people)
indicates plurality, the semantic number of you is neutral.
English also relies on context to figure out aspectual
distinctions that languages like Russian encode; for example,
"I read the book” can mean "I have finished reading the book
(perfective)” or “I was reading the book (imperfective)”
depending on context. English has the progressive to clarify
ongoing aspect, but in simple past it's neutral between a one-
time completed action or a habitual/ongoing interpretation,
again resolved by context or additional adverbs.

Russian, on the other hand, explicitly marks many distinctions
(aspect, gender, etc.), but even Russian has neutralization in
semantics. A good illustration is verbs of motion: Russian has
pairs like idti (to go on foot, unidirectional) vs hodit’ (to go on
foot, multidirectional or habitual). In some contexts, such as
the future tense, Russian will use a different strategy (like pojti
perfective) and sometimes the distinction between “one trip”
vs “habitual” can be neutralized by context or by using a prefix
that focuses on completion rather than direction. Also, Russian
often omits subject pronouns (neutralizing person reference in
context), which means semantically the information “who is
doing it” is left to context when forms like verbs do not overtly
name the subject.

We should also note idioms and figurative language as they
might seem like neutralization but are actually replacements
of meaning (e.g., “kick the bucket” meaning “die” neutralizes
nothing, it's just a different meaning).

Semantic neutralization can be seen as the language allowing
vagueness or generality where another language might force
specificity. It ties into how languages categorize the world. A
language with one word for hand/arm (like in some languages
the same word refers to the entire limb vs English
distinguishes hand vs arm) is neutralizing that distinction
lexically. English has separate words, so it must distinguish
when being precise.

As a theoretical note, semantic neutralization has been
analyzed by markedness theory — often the unmarked term is
said to have a dual valeur (value): one specific and one
neutral. This was considered problematic by some because it
gives one word two meanings (specific and generic), raising
the question if that's polysemy or an inherent part of how
oppositions work. Some linguists (like De Backer 2013) have
investigated this with empirical data, questioning if one term

truly carries both meanings simultaneously or if context just
shifts the meaning in predictable ways. Regardless, the effect
for communication is that a single form can cover multiple
semantic possibilities — and typically listeners are not confused
conversational

because context, world knowledge, or

implicatures fill the gap.

In typology, certain semantic distinctions are commonly
unmarked and hence prone to neutralization: — Temporal and
spatial scale: day vs night (day unmarked), summer vs winter
(some languages use “dry season” vs “rainy season” and
might neutralize if climate differs), etc. — Dimension and
quality adjectives: big vs small (often “How big is it?” is
neutral), fast vs slow, etc., where one direction of the scale is
the default query. — Kinship or social roles: a term like “parent”
neutralizes father/mother; English uses “sibling” to neutralize
brother/sister, though it's somewhat formal — many languages
have only specific terms and no generic sibling word. —
Animacy and gender in generics: words like “animal”
neutralize species, or “dog” could be either gender unless
specified (English neutralizes grammatical gender but not
biological — yet one says “The dog, he is cute” or “she is cute”
arbitrarily if known, otherwise “it” — actually English kind of
neutralizes gender by defaulting to it for animals unless
personified).

CONCLUSION

Neutralization is more about generalization or
underspecification of meaning. Semantic neutralization
demonstrates how meaning distinctions can be suppressed or
left unmarked in language structure. The advantages are
flexibility and generality, the disadvantage can be ambiguity —
though usually context resolves true ambiguity. It shows that
language doesn't always insist on absolute precision; often a

broad term is sufficient and more efficient.
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