
HAL Id: hal-04404034
https://hal.science/hal-04404034

Submitted on 25 Jun 2024

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

The real polysemous meaning of real: a study in lexical
pragmatics

Olivier Simonin, Sarah Bourse

To cite this version:
Olivier Simonin, Sarah Bourse. The real polysemous meaning of real: a study in lexical pragmatics.
Lexis. Journal in English Lexicology, 2023, 21, �10.4000/lexis.7121�. �hal-04404034�

https://hal.science/hal-04404034
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


 

Lexis
Journal in English Lexicology 

21 | 2023
The lexicon and pragmatics

The real polysemous meaning of real: a study in
lexical pragmatics
Olivier Simonin and Sarah Bourse

Electronic version
URL: https://journals.openedition.org/lexis/7121
DOI: 10.4000/lexis.7121
ISSN: 1951-6215

Publisher
Université Jean Moulin - Lyon 3
 

Electronic reference
Olivier Simonin and Sarah Bourse, “The real polysemous meaning of real: a study in lexical pragmatics”,
Lexis [Online], 21 | 2023, Online since 13 November 2023, connection on 16 November 2023. URL:
http://journals.openedition.org/lexis/7121 ; DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/lexis.7121 

This text was automatically generated on November 16, 2023.

The text only may be used under licence CC BY-SA 4.0. All other elements (illustrations, imported files)
are “All rights reserved”, unless otherwise stated.

https://journals.openedition.org
https://journals.openedition.org
https://journals.openedition.org/lexis/7121
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


real
Olivier Simonin and Sarah Bourse

We would like to thank Denis Jamet, two anonymous reviewers and Robyn Carston for their help

and comments on previous versions of this paper.

Introduction

1 real

real

real

real

real

2 

real

real

The real polysemous meaning of real: a study in lexical pragmatics

Lexis, 21 | 2023

1



real

1. Theoretical issues and the treatment of polysemy

3 

real

1.1. Lexicographical considerations and real polysemy

4 OED real real

real  reel real  réel

c c

5 real

realis/res

real estate real

real

Middle

English Dictionary

real

OED real 

partial real 

rial royal

6 real Collins English Dictionary

CED  

Real ˈ ɪə

1.  

2.  prenominal the real reason
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3.  prenominal a real friend
4.  real sympathy, real fur
5.  real ale, real cheese
6. philosophy

7.  prenominal economics  

8.  prenominal

real property. 
9. physics. 
10. mathematics 

11. music
a. 

b. 

12. informal a real fool, a real genius
13. 

7 

real  sympathy real

reason

8 

real

real property

real CED

real

OED

real fact real story
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CED real  

true genuine

1.2. Linguistic pragmatics and polysemy
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encode indicate
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real real  ale real  cheese CED

real estate

real estate real

real 

real  estate OED  

real property

real  estate
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glass

foot the foot of a hill

the foot of a chair

et al.

16 

17 

OED

Realpolitick  

real politics

real real

economics

real

Those  women  were  real

He’s a real

lawyer real 
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1.3. Diachrony, pragmatics, and the meaning of a polyseme
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real

OED real

real

 CED

real

the real purpose

purpose
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real CED

real sympathy

sympathy

real sympathy real

sympathy

real 

CED

21 

2. The lexical meaning of real and pragmatic
processes

22 real

et al.

real

real 

real

2.1. The adjective real and its basic semantics
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very

real

real

24 Very real real

very real

very real

question, tragedy, possibility, power, problem real

réel

réel

réel

How  is…? Comment  est…?

real

Inferno

25 real

real

really so 

real

26 real

real

real

a small giant a small man small

blue a
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blue  sea a  blue  sky

a real dumbhead a real fright
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per se 

dead true alive

real

real

28 

real

29 

real

real

CED

real

development gap unity

30 development gap unity
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X
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Figure 1. The two families of senses for the adjective real

Meaning of real

I.

II. 

a.

b.

2.2. Modulation and loose uses of real

34 

ad hoc

real

35 real

Malachi

The  steak  is  raw France  is  a

hexagon

real

real

to
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Lord of the Rings

real

ad hoc 

real

real

36 real

real

real 

37 real

real ad hoc

real

real

real

real

38 real

real

real
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real

real

CED real

2.3. Ambiguity and disambiguation

39 

real

40 real 

real

real

real

enough

warmth  of  feeling  so  that  the  sentiment  can  be  adequately  described  as  affection
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real

41 real

real

42 real

real

real

Real world

world birds 

actual true

real 

3. Corpus study: syntactic positions and meanings of 
real

43 
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real

true, actual,

genuine

real

real

real

3.1. Parameters, technical meanings, lexicalized phrases and

metaphors

44 real

real

real  

real 

real

real

Table 1. Classification of the uses of real in the ICE-GB corpus (discounting lexical units)

Predicative Attributive Prepositive Postpositive TOTAL

I.  ‘grounded  in  the

extralinguistic  world’  and

subsenses

74

(II. scalar interpretation applied to

modified term)
(1) (88) (0) (1) (90)

II.a. appropriate use 69

II.b. intensificational use 21

Ambiguous 15
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Technical meaning 4

TOTAL 17 162 1 3 183

45 the  real  thing 

real

real

Real

OED

real

the real thing

the real thing

real

real

46 

real

real

Real 

47 real

Table 2. Classification of the uses of real in the ICE-GB corpus (including lexical units)

Predicative Attributive Prepositive Postpositive TOTAL
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I.  ‘grounded  in  the

extralinguistic  world’  and

subsenses

79

(II. scalar interpretation applied to

modified term)
(1) (89) (0) (1) (91)

II.a. appropriate use 69

II.b. intensificational use 22

Ambiguous 15

Technical meaning 19

TOTAL 17 183 1 3 204

48 real

real

49 real

real

He’s  got  a  real  inner  steel  and toughness

real

real

50 real

real

3.2. Predicative and other uses

51 real
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real

Table 3. A comparison of the syntactic position of adjectives in ICE-GB

attributive predicative complements postpositive Total

ICE-GB: 

all adjectives

59,073

100%

ICE-GB: 

real

203

100%

52 real 
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real  

real
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real

real

threat 

become

real

real

54 real

real

real

real

  

 

real

OED

real
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real

real

The problem was real enough to have prompted…

real

real

3.3. Syntactic position and scalar interpretation of real

56 real

real

too, enough, more 

real

real be real

real be real

real

real

real

It’s such a treat, isn’t it? real a lot of he

is  making  a  lot  of / significant  change

real  leather

et  al.

Do you want real  leather?  The leather is  real

57 

*The policeman is rural Henry is a rural policeman

rural

be policeman

rural

referent-modification
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referent-modification  

reference-modification 

An  eager  boy a  boy  that  is  eager

an eager student

a student that is eager an

eager  student

eager student

student X eager 

An eager student 

the  real

owner  the owner is real

58 

real

A real treat a treat

real

59 real

real

real

real

real too, more, enough…
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real threat treat

real

real

61 real

real

real

62 real

real

real

real

Conclusion
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ad hoc 

real

68 real

real

69 real

real real

70 real

real real

real
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