Taiwan Journal of Linguistics
Vol. 22.2, 1-43, 2024
DOI: 10.6519/TJL.202407_22(2).0001

ANTONYMOUS POLYSEMY IN DIACHRONY:
CHINESE RONG ‘IDLE; BUSY’”

Yueh Hsin Kuo
University of Edinburgh

ABSTRACT

This paper critically evaluates the notion of antonymous polysemy and its
diachronic analysis. First, most purported cases of antonymous polysemy are
argued to be more appropriately (near-)antonymous polysemy, as they are only
antonymous in a broad sense and on a coarse-grained perspective on meaning.
Second, the history of rong ‘idle; busy’ in Chinese is analyzed and contrasted with
Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk’s (1998) analysis of (near-)antonymous polysemy in
Cognitive Grammar, which hypothesizes that it results from the mechanism
whereby the same fragment of reality can be viewed from alternative perspectives.
However, more than one fragment is shown to be involved in the history of rong
and rather than alternative perspectives, gradual meaning extensions and similar,
analogy-inducing expressions are crucial. Finally, drawing on rong and the
literature on homophony avoidance, it is hypothesized that genuine cases of
antonymous polysemy (related senses that are not only opposites but also
minimally different) should be rare diachronically and synchronically, because,
like homophony, they are not communicatively efficient.

Keywords: Antonymy, polysemy, homophony, semantic change, Cognitive
Grammar

* 1 would like to thank the editors for their assistance and two anonymous reviewers for
their philological acumen. All remaining errors are my own.
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1. INTRODUCTION

71 rong in Chinese has two related senses that are opposites: [HEY
xiansan ‘idle’ and T mang ‘busy’, according to {0 FEEEEEH Gidai
Hanyii Cidian (Dictionary of Ancient Chinese) and #5345 [FEE &
i Jiaoyubi Chongbian Guoyi Cididan ‘(Taiwan) Ministry of Education
Revised Dictionary of Chinese’ (the MoE Dictionary). Both dictionaries
illustrate the senses with (1) and (2).

(1) =Fmt - JIARE
San nian boshi rong bu jian zhi
Three year boshi idle not see accomplishment
‘For three years I have been a boshi (a ministerial title); (but) I have
been idle and achieved nothing.’
HEAT Han Yu (768-824)
(2) FIEFRETC > FEETEE

Zhi jun  shuzhuang rong bu gin zhéjian
Know  you pack busy not dare short.note
zhi

send

‘I knew you were busy packing; (so) I did not dare to send you
even a short note.’
LI5E Liv Zai (1167-1240)

Note that a Chinese adjective typically translated into ‘busy’ may describe
a person (as ‘engaged in an activity’) or an activity (as ‘attention-
demanding; time-consuming’). For example, the MoE Dictionary cites T
{Eft gongzud mang ‘work is demanding; lit. work busy’. To express the
meaning of ‘(someone) is busy (with some activity)’, an adjective like
mang and its (near-)synonyms may follow two noun phrases, the first of
which refers to a human undertaking the activity and the second, the
activity. See (3) and (4), both of which are from the Center for Chinese
Linguistics Corpus and parallel (2).
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@) A LIET
Ta @gongzud6 mang
He work busy
‘He is busy with work.’
(Present-Day Mandarin)
4) FRIEHEHFET
Wo zheng lianri shi mang
I right.now for.days thing/work busy
‘I have been busy with things for days.’
7KEHE Shuihiizhuan (mid 14 ¢.)

If we take the definitions of (1)—(2) in the lexicographic resources at
face value, rong may have antonymous polysemy. Defined broadly,
antonymous senses are opposites (e.g., Cruse 1986; Murphy 2003; Jones
et al. 2012). Antonymous polysemy therefore can be defined as
diachronically related senses of a lexeme that are opposites. It is also
known as ‘antagonymy’, ‘auto-antonymy’, ‘contranymy’, ‘contronymy’
and ‘enantiosemy’. Words with antonymous polysemy are called ‘Janus
words’ or ‘self-contradictory words’, to name a few. The literature has
focussed on the description of antonymous polysemy, its classification
and relevance to lexicography (e.g., Al-Kharabsheh 2008; Karaman 2008;
Klégr 2013). Historical investigation, though not absent (e.g., Wang 1993),
is comparatively limited in scope and theoretical engagement.
Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (1998) is an exception, who proposes an
analysis of antonymous polysemy in Cognitive Grammar (Langacker
1987, 1990): it originates from alternative conceptualizations of the same
fragment of reality. For example, a container at half of its full capacity is
a fragment of reality, which can be conceptualized as ‘half-full’ or ‘half-
empty’. That is, antonymous polysemy results from alternative
perspectives.

Rather than considering how perspectives motivate antonymous
polysemy, this paper employs a different, but not incompatible approach,
namely Diachronic Construction Grammar (e.g., Traugott and Trousdale
2013), by paying more attention to both form and meaning, tokens of use
and discourse factors than Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk’s (1998) analysis.
Key theoretical questions include: what does this approach tell us about
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antonymous polysemy? Is there any substance to the intuition that
antonymous polysemy is exceedingly rare? Before addressing these
questions, we will also look into the diachrony of réng to assess its
polysemy empirically.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the notion of
antonymous polysemy. Section 3 discusses the theoretical background.
Section 4 describes the history of rong. Section 5 proposes an analysis of
its polysemy. Section 6 addresses the research questions. Section 7
concludes.

2. ANTONYMOUS POLYSEMY

This section defines antonymous polysemy, considers definitional
issues and highlights meaning and distributional differences of senses.
Defined broadly, antonymous senses are opposites. Defined strictly, they
pertain to minimally different senses that share “all of their crucial
semantic properties but one” (Murphy 2003:38). More specifically,
especially with respect to adjectival senses, antonymous senses (narrowly
defined) are on the same gradable scale and contrary (Lyons 1977; Cruse
1986). Two properties are contrary if asserting one entails negating the
other (i.e., they re tall denies they 're short and vice versa). The senses of
rong, ‘idle’ and ‘busy’, may be a case of antonymy because they are
gradable (e.g., slightly busy and very idle) and contrary (e.g., they re busy
means they re not idle). They are also historically related (Sections 4-5).
Rong therefore may exhibit antonymous polysemy, if we assume the
dictionary definitions exemplified in (1) and (2). For general issues
regarding antonymy, polysemy and their subtypes, see e.g., Cruse (1986);
Geeraerts (1993); Tuggy (1993); Jones (2002); Murphy (2003);
Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (1998, 2012); Paradis and Willners (2011);
Jones et al. (2012).

Classification schemes of antonymous polysemy will not be reviewed
comprehensively (e.g., Karaman 2008; Klégr 2013). Suffice it here to note
that a broad definition of antonymous polysemy that includes any
opposites is potentially problematic: sometimes the mere non-identity of
two senses could be taken to be opposites and hence antonymous. For
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example, Karaman (2008:175), citing the Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary (5™ edition), notes that the following senses of to dust are
opposites: “to put an even layer of a powder over something” (e.g., dust
the cake with icing sugar) and “to remove dust from something by wiping
or brushing, or with a quick light movement of one’s hand, a cloth, etc.”
(e.g., dust the books). These senses are not minimally different and thus
not strictly antonymous. The former typically concerns adding something
desirable when cake-decorating or putting on makeup, while the latter
relates to removing something undesirable when cleaning. Therefore, the
senses differ in multiple domains (‘adding vs. removing’; ‘desirable vs.
undesirable’; ‘cake-decorating vs. cleaning’; etc.). If only one domain
were involved, the senses of to dust might be clearly opposites, but they
are not clearly so when all the domains are considered together. That is,
‘adding something desirable (in cake-decorating)’ and ‘removing
something undesirable (in cleaning)’ are neither minimally different, nor
like clear opposites (thus not strictly antonymous), because alternatives
such as ‘adding something desirable in cleaning’ and ‘removing
something desirable in cleaning’ are what could be minimally different
and better opposites. Most, if not all, purported cases of antonymous
polysemy are like to dust: they only display polysemy that is antonymous
in a broad sense. As Murphy (2003:173) points out, regarding most words
associated with antonymous polysemy, “their semantic differences are
rarely minimal”; they are not strictly antonymous, but simply polysemous.
Panther and Thornburg (2012) also make a similar observation.
Antonymous polysemy in a broad sense will be labelled as
‘(near-)antonymous polysemy’, by analogy with ‘(near-)synonymy’.

In what follows, before we review the diachrony of (near-)antonymous
polysemy, we will discuss three types of paraphrases that (mis)lead one
into thinking that senses are minimally different and thus antonymous. We
will consider the concept of ‘minimally different’ in terms of a fine-
grained perspective on meaning, morphosyntactic distribution and usage
conditions, following usage-based linguistics (see Section 3). Presumably
not all approaches will find room within their theories of meaning to
accommodate this expanded notion of ‘minimally different’ and some,
especially non-usage-based ones, may prefer to define it in terms of
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strictly semantic parameters. What constitutes (near-)antonymous
polysemy, therefore, is theory-dependent.

First, paraphrases that oversimplify meanings may give the false
impression that two senses are strictly antonymous. First-degree may be
paraphrased as ‘the most/least serious’, as in first-degree murder and first-
degree burn (Klégr 2013:15). But the senses follow from how first is
understood in different contexts. In criminal law, first-degree murder is
motivated by the importance placed on “first’ (cf. prime and primary ‘main;
principal’ < Latin primus ‘first’). In burn injuries, first-degree
(‘superficial”) burns are injuries where only the outermost (i.e., first) layer
of skin is damaged. In Mandarin, — y7 ‘one’ may denote a small or large
quantity in a classifier phrase. For example, —J5 yi pian “describes a
sound in great quantity” (Ahrens and Huang 2013:194) and —%f yi didn
denotes a small quantity (Chen 2016). But the sense of ‘large quantity’
likely results from the ‘totality’ reading of ‘one’ as ‘one whole’ (Iljic 1994;
Kuo 2020); other relevant examples include —#: yishng ‘(one’s) whole
life; lit. one life’ and —& yilu ‘(the) whole journey; lit. one road’. The
sense of ‘small quantity’ likely results from the use of ‘one’ as a minimizer
(similar to not one bit), such as yi didn ‘a bit; lit. one dot’ (Chen 2016).
The paraphrases ‘most/least serious’ and ‘small/large quantity’ mask the
non-minimal differences. Another related issue is that some studies
arbitrarily compare lexical contrasts in one language with the lack thereof
in another (e.g., Li 2016) or do not distinguish vagueness and polysemy
(e.g., Wang 1993). Under this approach marry has antonymous polysemy,
as it corresponds to %% jia and 3% qu in Chinese (Li 2016), where the
verbs for ‘marry’ distinguishes between gender roles. Aunt is also
antonymous, as it could be %%k gugi ‘father’s sister’, [A] 45 ayf
‘mother’s sister’ and many other kinship terms lexicalized in Chinese. In
fact, these senses of marry and aunt are better treated as vague (see Tuggy
1993).

Second, paraphrases that disregard morphosyntactic distribution, too,
may make one think that senses are strictly antonymous. In fact, different
senses of a polysemous items, whether antonymous or not, are likely
distributed differently and thus not minimally different: anything from the
immediate discourse to co-occurring morphosyntactic markers and lexical
items may clarify which of the senses is intended. Therefore, often an
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expression only seems antonymous when its morphosyntactic distribution
is overlooked. For example, the senses of to dust are associated with
different complements (dust a cake vs. dust a table). The noun following
first-degree (e.g., murder and burn) specifies the intended senses. So does
the classifier following yi ‘one’ (Ahrens and Huang 2013). See also Zhou
(2018) for 3f guai ‘deviant; obedient” and Dubois (2018) for deceptively
‘misleadingly; greatly’ for how the senses are distributed differently.
Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (1998) notes that weather has antonymous
polysemy, ‘erode’ and ‘withstand’, but the ‘erode’ sense is intransitive
while that of ‘withstand (the effect of something)’ is transitive. The
phenomenon that different senses are distributed differently is well-known,
whether the relevant relation is polysemy, or even (near-)synonymy (e.g.,
Janda and Solovyev 2009).

Third, paraphrases devoid of any description of usage conditions. By
hypothesis, two seemingly antonymous senses may be subject to inter-
individual as well as socio-cultural variation and thus distributed
differently in a speech community: one sense may be associated with
specific individuals, a particular sub-community or register that does not
use the other sense. It is assumed here that such senses are not strictly
antonymous, as they are not minimally different. This assumption is
predicated on the usage-based idea that meaning is open-ended and
emerges from communication and therefore usage conditions such as
sociolinguistic context, register and genre may be directly associated with
linguistic meaning. For socio-cultural variation, see Iwasaki (2015),
Nikiforidou (2021) and references cited therein; for individual variation,
especially in language change, see Petré and Anthonissen (2020).

The origins of most cases of (near-)antonymous polysemy are
transparent and not much different from polysemy in general. They relate
to what people do with language in different contexts. We manipulate dust
or powder differently depending on the task and ‘first’ can be ‘of prime
importance’ or ‘superficial’ depending on the situation, etc. Pejoration and
amelioration, two well-documented processes of change (see Traugott and
Dasher 2002 for an overview) may also lead to (near-)antonymous
polysemy when the old meaning persists after pejoration or amelioration
happened (e.g., badass ‘a bad person; an impressive person’).
(Near-)antonymous polysemy mediated by pejoration or amelioration is
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likely the result of “nonliteral jocular use involving irony, paradox,
oxymoron or other witticisms” (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk 1998:129).

In sum, most (if not all) of what has been labelled as antonymous
polysemy is more appropriately (near-)antonymous polysemy: only
antonymous in a broad sense, the result of abstracting over non-minimal
differences such as fine-grained meaning, morphosyntax and usage
conditions. (Near-)antonymous polysemy is not a radically different
subtype of polysemy and results from context-sensitive modulations; the
senses are distributed differently, according to how they are used in
different contexts. The lack of clear-cut distinction between
(near-)antonymous polysemy and polysemy in general, as well as the
supposed rarity of antonymous polysemy in the narrow sense, arguably
results in the scarcity of theoretical interest in the diachrony of
antonymous polysemy.

Given (1) and (2), rong possesses antonymous polysemy, which, if the
critiqgue presented in this section is true, should be only broadly
antonymous and display non-minimal differences that are masked by the
paraphrases, ‘idle’ and ‘busy’. The apparent incompatibility between the
critique and how rong is defined in some lexicographic resources will thus
be the focus in Sections 4 and 5, where we aim to answer the questions: to
what extent is the polysemy of réng antonymous? How did it develop?
Section 4 will provide the empirical basis by describing the diachrony of
rong, its polysemy and distribution. Section 5 will evaluate the status of
its polysemy, which sets the scene for the discussion in Section 6 of the
research questions raised in Section 1.

3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

This paper follows the functionalist, usage-based tradition of semantic
change in which meaning is open-ended, encyclopaedic and motivated by
communication (e.g., Sweetser 1990; Geeraerts 1997; Traugott and
Dasher 2002). One prominent approach in this tradition is Cognitive
Grammar (Langacker 1987, 1990), which holds that linguistic expressions
reflect how a speaker views or ‘conceptualizes’ the outside world. This
paper adopts a different, but not incompatible approach, Diachronic
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Construction Grammar (e.g., Traugott and Trousdale 2013) which pays
equal attention to both form and meaning and their associations and
hypothesizes how change comes about through tokens of use.

The distinction between words and phrases is a central gquestion in
linguistics, but will not be discussed here, as semantics is the focus here.
See Booij (2010, 2018) for a general discussion and Arcodia and Basciano
(2018) for this distinction in Chinese. Most disyllabic forms involving
rong Will be treated as compounds and represented as one unit (e.g.,
rongX), even though hypothetically they could be coordinated phrases
originally (e.g., rong X ‘rong (and) X”). This decision is motivated by the
fact that the forms have limited productivity and idiosyncratic meanings
that are recorded in dictionaries, so they are more likely compounds than
phrases. Such réng-compounds are called ‘coordinate’ (or ‘coordinating”)
compounds in that their constituents are juxtaposed and structurally
parallel to each other. Chinese has many compounds of this type, from
verbal to nominal and adjectival ones, e.g., ™I hixi ‘breathe’ (< hi
‘exhale’ and x7 ‘inhale’) and ¥ 7 xinrui ‘new (and) sharp’ (< xin ‘new’
and rui ‘sharp’) (Ceccagno and Basciano 2007:212). See Arcodia and
Mauri (2020) for an overview.

Words and compounds are ‘constructions’ in the sense that their forms
and meanings are arbitrarily associated (Goldberg 1995). There are
various constructional formalisms, but a simple one suffices in this study:
the phonological shape of an expression is enclosed in brackets and its
meaning is spelled out in prose. See Booij (2010) for more. Three levels
of constructions are frequently distinguished (e.g., Traugott and Trousdale
2013), each of which represents a different level of abstraction, but only
two levels will be here. The lowest one is the ‘micro-construction’ (or in
common parlance ‘word/compound’), which abstracts over attested
tokens of use. The highest one is the ‘schema’, which represents an
abstraction over micro-constructions with shared formal and functional
properties. That is, a grouping of similar words and/or compounds.
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4. THE HISTORY OF RONG

Section 4.1 discusses data sources and methodology. Section 4.2
describes the earliest history of rong before Liuchdo (220-589 CE), when
the senses of ‘idle” and ‘busy’ start emerging. Sections 4.3 focuses on the
history of rong that pertains to ‘idle’ in Liuch&o and beyond. Section 4.4
turns to the other side of the story: ‘busy’. Section 4.5 describes their
frequency distribution.

4.1 Data Sources, Methodology and a Sketch of Rong

The primary source of data is the Chinese Center for Linguistics (CCL)
Corpus. The CCL Corpus sometimes contains errors and most but not all
data are coded in simplified characters. To achieve consistency (and
legibility in a few cases), data have been converted into traditional
characters and verified against the same passages in databases coded in
traditional characters, such as the Academica Sinica Corpus, Scripta
Sinica and the Chinese Text Project. Data in the CCL Corpus may be
misattributed or misdated, so the databases have also been used to verify
authorships and dates of publication, where possible. Lexicographic
resources have also been consulted; See the appendix for the full list.

The CCL Corpus is organized into dynastic periods. This periodization
has been retained. The following descriptive account is mostly based on
careful examination of all 361 retrieved tokens of JT; rong from the (X7)
Zhou dynasty (1100-771 BCE) to the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368 CE).
Yuan was chosen as the cut-off point because it immediately follows
Nansong (1127-1279), by when the senses of ‘idle; busy’ have been
attested; see (1) and (2). Some descriptions, particularly frequency counts,
go beyond Yuan.

Rong is not particularly frequent between (Xi) Zhou and Yuan,
occurring once every 164,815.7 characters (59,498,473/361) on average.
Its early history is mostly confined to texts characteristic of the written
language. None occurs in early Buddhist texts (which tend to be more
colloquial) from Danghan (25 BCE-220 CE) to Liuchao (220-589 CE),
or the early vernacular text tHER#sE Shishuo Xinyi (5" century CE).
However, it starts appearing in Buddhist texts in Tang (618-907 CE) and

10
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drama scripts in Nansong (1127-1279 CE), which are generally more
colloquial.

4.2 Precursors of Rong ‘Idle; Busy’

According to FEEEF B Kangxi Zidian ‘Kangxi dictionary’ (1710 CE),
the dictionary &5 Zengyun (ca. 13" c. CE) defines rong as # za
‘disparate’, | sheng ‘superfluous’ and [TC méng ‘busy’. The first two
senses predate ‘busy’ and ‘superfluous’ is likely the earliest sense. This is
because the first attested instance of rong is most likely related to
‘superfluous’, which is found in the disyllabic word réngshi in the
Zhanguo section (475-221 BCE) of the corpus, as in (5).> All dictionaries
consulted also list no instance earlier than (5). The MoE Dictionary
defines rongshi as “to be provided food for in ancient times when working
shifts at the imperial court”. In later periods, according to The Dictionary
of Ancient Chinese, this meaning is generalized to “to be provided food
for by the government”; see (8).

(6) HISATLEE &

Zhang  gong wai néi chéo rongshi
Handle provide outer inner court rongshi
zhé zhi shi

person  poss food

‘They manage and provide food for those who rongshi (eat) at the
inner and outer courts.’
fE18 Zhouli (2™ c. BCE)

The meaning of réngshi is likely derived from réng ‘superfluous’ in
that those who rongshiare not part of the imperial household (i.e., those
who reside and eat daily at court); instead, they are the ‘additional,
superfluous’ personnel that needs catering for on an ad hoc basis. (6), from
Xihan (202 BCE-9 CE), also illustrates the ‘superfluous’ sense of rong.?

! The earliest five sections contain 16 instances of 7, réng, 9 of which are orthographic
variants of an unrelated morpheme or conversion errors and therefore are not discussed
here.

2 1t could mean “disparate’ in (6), which may be an inference: what has superfluous parts

11
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(6)

HEEG o SR > DR

Ruo dian quchd chan jin jing rong
Like mat rough.mat winding pattern  warp superfluous
si shu ér sha

resemble many but sparse
‘Like a bamboo mat, the rough kind, its winding patterns have
excessive threads; they look dense but are sparse.’

VR Hudinanzi (ca. 139 BCE)

A new compound occurs in the Donghan section (25 BCE-220 CE):

ST livrong (< 1id ‘flow”) which means $EE zhudn xi’ ‘homeless; being
a vagrant; having no permanent home’ (The Dictionary of Ancient
Chinese). Liiirong might be an extension of ‘flow’ and ‘superfluous’, in
that under the assumption that everyone should have a permanent home,
vagrants are an ‘overflow’ that cannot be accommodated by pre-existing
SOCi0-economic resources.

()

B SR L
Guandong litrong ~ zhé zhong
Guandong vagrant  person  many

‘There are many vagrants in Guandong.’
7EE Hanshi (111 CE)

Alternatively, liiirong might be a blend of two compounds: J#EX livisdan
‘homeless; dispersed,; lit. flow and scatter’ and J{ & rongshi, as in (8).

(8)

SAULE » BRSEIE

Litsain  rongshi  wei si  yu dao

homeless rongshi  starve die in road

‘People were homeless and reliant on the government for

subsistence.’
V&3 Hanshii (111 CE)

has different parts.

12



Antonymous polysemy in diachrony

4.3 Compounds Relevant to Rong ‘Idle’: Liuchao and Beyond

The Kangxi Dictionary notes that in ancient times ancillary ministerial
officers are called 710 & rongyuan (< yuan ‘employee; personnel’).
Litchao (220-589 CE) and onwards see many similar formulations that
refer to ancillary positions or people in such positions, e.g., T rongli
(< I ‘minor official’), JU'E rongguan (< guan ‘official’) and 7T Hi
rongzhi(< zhi‘position’). Originally, rong in this context is not negative,
tending towards ‘extra; non-essential’, which likely derives from the sense
of ‘superfluous’. Tt rongzong (< zOng ‘attendant; servant’) is defined
as EX{¢ sdnzong ‘retinue’ in the Kangxi Dictionary, and by Hucker
(1988:274) as “a term attached to a normal title, either as prefix or suffix,
granted to a member of the imperial family”. Its non-negativity is also
evident in the official job title JTUEEEST rongzong puyé, “a title awarded
[to] distinguished military officers” (Hucker 1988:274). Nevertheless, as
The Dictionary of Ancient Chinese notes, in later periods, rongguan and
rongyuan have come to mean [HjEZ_ A\ & xidnsdn rényudn ‘idle personnel’,
the connotation of which tends to be negative, i.e., ‘redundant;
unnecessary’. HEEFESCKFEHL Zhonghud Yiwén Dacididn ‘the Great
Dictionary of Chinese Language’ also defines rongyuan as “superfluous
and idle personnel”. Rongguan is clearly undesirable in (9), attributed to
ki, Su shi (1037-1101) by the Kangxi Dictionary, as it is one of the three
rong ‘redundancies’ to remove.

9) BBAEEZI0 HIUE » JUE  JUE

Wéi zhéng zai qu san rong yue
do politics in  remove three rong say
rong guan rong bing rong féi

rong official  rong soldier  rong expense

‘To govern is to remove three redundancies: redundant officials,
soldiers and expenses.’

Liuchao sees many other compounds. One is JUEX rongsdn, which by

hypothesis could be a coordinated phrase originally, meaning ‘superfluous
(and) idle’ (< san ‘idle; loose’). Rongsdn is defined as [HIEY xidnsan ‘idle’;

13
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HEH] fuxian ‘unemployed; leisurely’ in The Dictionary of Ancient Chinese
and similarly so in the MoE Dictionary. Its earliest occurrence in the
corpus, (10), has multiple interpretations: ‘idle; unemployed’ and ‘exiled;
dismissed (from a position); demoted (to a position of less significance
and responsibility)’.

(10) sahaimaks > Bz FITAL

Hud na chan ér zhi zhi huo fang
Or receive slander and kill them or release
zht ha rongsan

them to rongsan

‘Emperors either believed others’ slanders (against their subjects;)
and killed them; or let them; be rongsdn.’
AN Baopiizi (317-318 CE)

(10) describes what emperors are wont to do to their subjects that they
do not find agreeable. As banishment, dismissal and demotion are all
common tactics in ancient China, it is possible that ‘idle; unemployed’ is
an extension from ‘exiled; dismissed; demoted’ (or indeed the other way
around). Nevertheless, both senses are likely motivated by associations
with the sense of ‘homeless; vagrant’ in liirong (Section 4.2): a vagrant
typically has no permanent employment (hence ‘idle’) or residence (hence
‘exiled; removed from one’s previous position’). In later texts, e.g., (11),
rongsdn ‘idle’ occurs without any implication of ‘exiled; dismissed;
demoted’.

14
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(11) T EAHERRERAL RA » M ERUE - 1R SET0R > A8 UL

Li zi jingzhou yu pangtong bing jianzhi
Li from jingzhou with pangtong share renown
ér xing aowl hou géeng rongsin

but character arrogant later even idle

yuanwang gu zhi chufei

resentful consequently lead.to  demote

‘Liwas as famous as Pangtong in Jingzhou, but he was arrogant and
became even idle and resentful over time, which consequently led to
his demotion.’

#EFE I Hudyang guézhi (348-354)

The earliest attestation of rong “idle’ is (1) in the Tang Dynasty (618-
907), provided by the MoE Dictionary and The Dictionary of Ancient
Chinese. It is likely derived from rongyuan ‘ancillary/idle personnel” and
rongsdn ‘idle’.

Note that rongsdn ‘idle’ predates rong ‘idle’ and sdn has multiple
senses, one of which is ‘idle’. This type of compounds where the
constituent(s) of a compound may have an etymological meaning similar
to the meaning of the compound is not uncommon in Chinese. Sampson
(2015:685) mentions 7= pifa ‘tired; etymologically tired tired’, JiZZE
fangqi ‘give up; etymologically loosen abandon’ and FAH & péngyou
‘friend; etymologically friend friend’.® After the attestation of rong ‘idle’,
rongsdn therefore may resemble a compound of (near-)synonyms that
means literally ‘idle idle’. Similar compounds of (near-)synonyms follow:
H171 xidanrong and 51 sanrong (reversal of rongsdn), as in (12) and (13).

(12) IUEAIREE

Xianrdng guan bén fei xa zhi

Idle officer  originally not emptily install

“Those idle positions (or officials) were not originally created for
nothing.’

W Tongdian (801)

8 Ceccagno and Basciano (2007) label such compounds as “redundant coordinate
compounds”, and Arcodia and Mauri (2020), “synonymic (coordinating) compounds”.
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(13) SmsZ - BRAULT
Wai shi rong zht shi chu sanrong
Outside  show glorify ~ them fact situate  idle
‘The appearance suggests that people glorify them, but they are in
fact do nothings.’

ISEREE Taipihg Gudngji (978)

Xidnrong and sanrong are similar in meaning to rong(sdan) ‘idle’, even
though sdnrong may mean ‘ordinary; mediocre’, as in (14). This sense is
also possible in (13).

(14) BMEREEOC > KR
Yingshi jian gqi sanrong pod si lingwii
Yingshi see he medicore rather unrestrained  insult
“Yingshi, seeing that he is rather mediocre, insulted him voraciously.’
FE {5 Wang Dingbdo (870-954)

So far the overall distinctions between senses have been largely based
on definitions listed in the lexicographic resources consulted. However,
upon close inspection, what has been described as ‘idle’ or ‘ordinary;
mediocre’ is typically embedded in the context of the imperial
bureaucracy of China, where it describes pejoratively people who serve in
(what is perceived to be) insignificant positions with little authority.*
Possible in (12) and (13), this reading is the most prominent in (14), as the
narrative indicates that Yingshi deeply regrets his actions after the person
he insulted is revealed to be a high-ranking official. Note, however, this
reading is not possible in (11), as the context shows that Libecame idle by
himself. It is highly likely that this meaning of ‘(an official who is) lowly,
with little authority’, along with other pejorative meanings associated with
other réng-compounds, derives from ‘idle’ and/or ‘superfluous’. While
we need not adhere closely to distinctions in lexicographic resources (as
meaning is encyclopedic in usage-based linguistics), if we do, the meaning
of ‘lowly, with little authority’ is probably only a pragmatically enriched
sense of ‘idle’ and cancellable. As the focus is on the senses of ‘idle’ and

4 1 am grateful to one reviewer for this perceptive observation.
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‘busy’, this meaning and other pejorative compounds are beyond the
scope.®

In sum, before the attestation of rong ‘idle’, réng occurred in various
compounds such as rongyuan ‘ancillary, or idle personnel’ and rongsdn
‘idle’. Rongyuan is likely derived from the sense of ‘superfluous’ in rong,
while réngsdn from the sense of ‘vagrant’ in /iurdng, which is ultimately
an extension of ‘superfluous’ (Section 4.2). Rongsdn is likely a compound
of (near-)synonyms, after the attestation of rong ‘idle’. Similar
compounds of (near-)synonyms that mean literally ‘idle idle’ are also
attested.

4.4 Compounds Relevant to Rong ‘Busy’: Liuchao and Beyond

Liuochdo (220-589 CE) also sees romg-compounds that are by
hypothesis coordinated phrases originally, such as %1, fin rong and 1,
Y& rong fan (f&n ‘numerous’; % and fH are orthographic variants,
according to the MoE Dictionary and the Great Dictionary of Chinese
Language). As coordinated phrases, they may mean ‘superfluous (and)
numerous’ or ‘numerous (and) superfluous’. In Liuchao they all describe
the length of writing, equivalent to ‘verbose’ and are thus likely
compounds whose form-meaning associations are not directly derived
from coordinated phrases.®

(15) {2kt 2 TUH
Fuxuan ji houhan  zhi rongfan
Fuxuan ridicule houhan  poss rongfan
‘Fuxuan ridiculed the book Houhan for its verbosity.’
278 Lia Xié (ca. 465-532)

5 Some pejorative compounds include J7% rongzhui ‘redundant; cumbersome’ (< zhui
‘redundant; useless’), T rongmo ‘(one’s character) inferior’ (< mo ‘end; bottom’) and
BT béirong “(one’s position) lowly; unworthy’ (< béi ‘lowly’).

6 A similar compound is 7T %, which, according to the MoE Dictionary, may be
rongchdng ‘verbose’ ( < chang ‘long’) or rongzhang ‘superfluous’ (< zhang ‘superfluous,
non-essential’; cf. &% zhangwu ‘things other than bare necessities of life’). Although no
distinction is made orthographically, they may be distinguished, as far as rongchang
specifically pertains to language.
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(16) ErEEIE - B 5L - HEERE - IR

Ciqu guo dan yizhi yikuo
wordplay surpass preposterous intention nonsensical
tuili chénji hén wéi fanrong
reasoning past.event regret be verbose

‘The wordplay is preposterous; the intention, nonsensical; the
reasoning, clichéd. It is regrettably verbose.’
B 45 Xiao Qi (ca. 502-557)

Fanrong and rongfan are semantically similar in Litchao, but in Tang
(618-907), some instances of fanrong show a generalized meaning:
‘complicated’. The negative prosody from ‘verbose’ persists. In (17), it
refers to the domain of writing, but in terms of calligraphy, but not content.
In (18), it describes something as complicated.’

(17) J57ARGHS Ryl > AEEIT
Nai x@ jianlie  weéi shang bu qui fanrong
And must concise be priority not value complicated
‘And simplicity (in calligraphy) must be prioritized; complexity is
not to be desired.’
FLF5%5 Cai Xizong (mid 8 ¢.)

(18) DUETUANE
Yi fanrong que ting
On.account.of complicated  decline  stop
‘On account of how complicated it is, he declined to progress
further.’
F-{5 DU You (735-812)

In Béisong (960-1127), even though finréng may still mean

‘complicated’, some instances could be taken to describe some activity as
‘attention-demanding; time-consuming’.

(19) FOBBERE - FAEI

" Fanrong and rongfan are likely where rong may take on the meaning of ‘disparate’ (see
Footnote 2): what is complex tends to have different parts.
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Bu bi guo wu X yi
Not must overdo  business empty etiquette
shi she fanrong

thing/work engage  complicated

‘Do not attend to matters more than necessary, follow meaningless

etiquette rules, or engage in complicated/demanding tasks.’
MHEITSE Céfit Yudngui (1013)

Sometimes the sense of ‘(activity) complicated; attention-demanding’
shades into that of ‘(person) busy (with activity)’ in contexts where a
human is obviously undertaking the activity; see (20) and (21). Recall that
adjectives such as mang(lu) ‘busy’ may describe a person or an activity
(Section 1). The Great Dictionary of Chinese Language lists two
definitions for fanrong, ‘verbose’ and fEHZE ik fanza manglu (fanza
‘complicated; disorderly’; manglu ‘busy; of a person or activity’).

(20) Rtz > FEEE - KA BT HEER

Du cong zhi féng shi shen

Du follow it attend thing/work very

jin i wéi xiang j

cautious when.it.came.time do xiang important
wu fanrong nai zhi yiwang

affair demanding/busy therefore end.up  forget
‘Du followed the instruction and diligently attended to it. When he
was serving as xiang (a minister), there being complicated (or
demanding) work (or him being busy with work) he ended up
forgetting it.”

ISEREEE Taipihg Gudngji (978)
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(21) BREHEBEL - ZaluE - —kesal

Laofu (zhéng)zhdo  jun wu fanrong
I chance.upon  military  affair demanding/busy
weénluan xinhudi  yBhi wangquée

disorderly bosom  momentarily  forget
‘I happened to be engaged in military affairs that were demanding
(or I happened to be busy with military affairs) and my mind was
all over the place; | therefore momentarily forgot.’

£l tHEZS Fengshén Yanyi (ca. 1570)

Nansong (1127-1279) sees the example of rong ‘busy; attention-
demanding’ recorded in the MoE Dictionary and The Dictionary of
Ancient Chinese, as in (2), the earliest of its kind. It might have descended
from the similar instance of fanrong in (19). Other examples of rong ‘busy;
attention-demanding’ include (22) and (23).

(22) HIA G

Shi rong bu céng tao
Thing/work busy/demanding not ever ask.for
de

obtain

‘I have been so busy that I have not obtained it.’
= BEFE Sangud Yanyi (1522)

(23) /NREEETT > A RekaEk

Xido an shi rong bu
Small temple  thing/work busy/demanding not
Il kuanhua

reach converse

‘We are busy at the temple (so) I am not able to converse with you.’
A = Jingshi Tongydn (1624)

Note that the sense of ‘busy’ in réng is only found in highly specific
contexts where a human can be understood to be engaged in some
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demanding activity. The primary sense of rdng therefore is ‘attention-
demanding’: it describes what keeps someone busy, rather than the person.
The sense of ‘busy’ is never found describing a human without some noun
signalling the activity, e.g., shi ‘thing; work” in (22)—(23) and shuzhuang
‘packing’ in (2).

Section 4.3 notes that after the attestation of rong ‘idle’ came other
rong-compounds of (near-)synonyms that mean literally ‘idle idle’.
Similarly, after the attestation of rong ‘attention-demanding; busy’, came
other compounds of (near-)synonyms: T J{, mangrong and 7T [T
rongmang (< mang ‘attention-demanding; busy’), as in (24)—(25). Unlike
rong, mangrong may describe a human, as in (25).

(4 EETRIE S - B ARSI, ..

Laoshi  cbié shen ji xidng shi
Teacher bid.farewell very impatient think be
lidnri fo shi rongmang

day.after.day Buddha thing/work busy
“You (the teacher) seems impatient to leave; I am afraid it might be
because you have been so busy with the Buddhist rituals. ..’

PHiEEE Xiyouji (1592)

(25) FCEERRITIT
Jiafu jingsui  fangrong
Father  for.years busy
‘My father is busy, year in and year out.’
LEEPALHE Lityé Xianzong (1762)

In sum, before the attestation of rong ‘attention-demanding; busy’,
réng occurred in compounds such as fanrong and rongfin ‘verbose’,
which is likely an extension from rong ‘superfluous’ coordinated with fan
‘numerous’. Of these compounds, fdnrong shifted to ‘complicated’,
‘attention-demanding’ and then in very specific contexts, ‘busy’. After the
attestation of rong ‘attention-demanding; busy’, fanrong is likely a
compound of (near-)synonyms and other similar compounds are also
attested.
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4.5 A Quantitative Look at Rong

Frequency counts were undertaken to determine the distribution of
rong-compounds, unbound réng (i.e., rong that is not part of a compound)
and its senses from Nansong (1127-1279) to Qing (1636-1912) in the
CCL Corpus. Nansong was chosen as the starting point as the relevant
polysemy of réng had just been attested. Of all 210 tokens examined, 170
were rong-compounds and 40 were unbound rong, summarized in Table
18

Table 1. Distribution of réng-compounds and unbound réng

Nansong Yudn Mihg OQing
compounds 18 5 50 97 170
unbound 9 1 14 16 40
total 27 6 64 113 210

Table 2 describes the sense distribution of unbound rong.

Table 2. Sense distribution of unbound rong

Nansong Yudn Ming OQing
‘idle’ 0 0 1 0
“‘ Attention-demanding; busy’ 1 1 10 10
other senses 8 0 3 6
total 9 1 14 16

Table 2 shows that unbound réng predominantly conveys ‘attention-
demanding; busy’, e.g., (26)—(27). Most instances are like (22) and (23):
they are predicative adjectives with subject nouns such as == shi ‘thing;
work’ (13 instances), 7\ gong ‘official (work)’ (2 instances) and 75 wu
‘affair’ (1 instance) and topic phrases referring to either humans, as in

8 Rong was categorized as bound if it was an instance or extension of any of the
compounds described in Section 4 and the footnotes, as well as the following expressions
and their extensions: 71, borcng ‘take time out of one’s busy schedule’< b4 ‘lit. put
aside’; JUJT, rongrong ‘many’. Conversion errors and unrelated uses (e.g., onomatopoeia)
were removed. The corpus contains two versions of 2k T-5E%8H Zhizi Yialei (1270),
(mis)attributed to Béisong. Here, it is treated as a single Nansong text.
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(26)—(27), or places metonymically referencing humans, e.g., & an
‘temple’ in (23).

(26) (L RFEIC > PREHE &
Dan kong xiongzhang  shi rong
But afraid older.brother  thing/work demanding/busy
bu  néng chaqu yi  hui
not can go.out one meet
‘But I am afraid that you might be busy and unable to go out for a
meeting with him.’
F& s FE Sultdng Ydnyi (1675)

@NEMATT  ABEKES)

Lao shixiong gong rong yé& bu gin
Old friend official  demanding/busy also not dare
lai jingdong

come disturb
‘He was busy with work and dare not come to cause any

inconvenience.’
PP ERHR = Yésou Puyan (1779)

Sometimes it expresses meanings such as ‘verbose’ or ‘superfluous;
redundant’.

(28) FHIAETZE BRESRE » WAAIC?

Jiang gian dai xudud guan

Take previous generation many officer

yigi jin zhi dé pianguan rahé
together completely install get junior.officer how
bu rong

not redundant
‘If you take the numerous official positions from previous
generations to create, out of every single one of them, corresponding
junior positions, how would it not be redundant?’

KFEBFE Zhizi Yulei (1270)
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(29) DAL
Yi ci  chuanbén tdi rong
Take this edition  too verbose
‘This edition is too verbose.’
T shE EC Ershiér Shi Zhaji (1795)

Only one instance, (30), approaches the sense of ‘idle’, the only instance
of unbound rong in Wanli Yéhuobian, but it might very well mean
pejoratively ‘lowly’.

(30) i efct » RA AL 2T E

Gu lai jiaowéi  wei you ruci zhi
Antigquity come jiaowéi  never there.is so  poss
rong ér  jian zh¢

idle and despicable person

‘Since antiquity, there has not been any jiaowei (a military
position) as idle and despicable as these.’
HE LR Wanli Yehuobian (1606)

Only in compounds such as rongsdn ‘idle’ and rongyuén ‘ancillary, idle
personnel’ is unbound rong consistently close in meaning to ‘idle’.

The preceding discussion shows that unbound rong ‘idle’ is rare and
does not co-occur with unbound rong ‘busy’ in the same text, while
unbound rong ‘busy’ occurs in contexts where rong follows specific nouns.
Interestingly, adjectival réng-compounds also have a skewed distribution.
Table 3 describes the distribution of ‘idle’ and ‘busy’ réng-compounds
from Beéisong (960-1127) to Qing (1636-1912). Béisong was chosen as
the starting point as no ‘busy’ compound predates Béisong. The
compounds queried for included réngsdn, sdanrong and xidanrong (the ‘idle’
type) and rongmdng, mangrong, rongfan and fanrong (the ‘busy’ type).
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Table 3. Distribution of ‘idle’ and ‘busy’ compounds®
Béisong Nansong Yuan Mihg Qing

‘idle’
rongsdn 18

sanrong

w
o
o
o

xianrong
‘busy’
rongmang
mangrong
rongfan
fanrong

o1 o1 -

o O oo
wWwoPr o
O OO
o O Wk
-

5

Table 3 shows that rongsdn is by far the most consistently attested ‘idle’
compound and after Béisong the ‘busy’ compounds are the more frequent
type. What Table 3 does not show is that, after Béisong, rongsdn is
concentrated in two texts (£ & £7 45 Wanli Yéhuobian in Ming and R
#m Sun Lun in Qing) and the ‘busy’ compounds are distributed more
widely: three texts in Nansong, one in Yuén, six in Ming and thirteen in
Qing. Only three texts contain both compound types: X D Taiping
Guangji (978) and {75k Céfit Yudngui (1013) in Béisong and Wanli
Yéhuobian (1606) in Ming. Table 4 describes the distribution of the
compounds in these texts.

Table 4. Distribution of compounds in texts with both ‘idle’ and ‘busy’
compounds

Taiping Gudngji  Céfii Yuangui  Wanli Yehuobian
‘idle’
rongsdn 0 17 5
sdnrong 2 2 0
xianrong 0 3 0
‘busy’
fanrong 1 5 1

9 Each section differs in size; see
http://ccl.pku.edu.cn:8080/ccl_corpus/CCL_Corpus_statistics.pdf
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Taiping Gudngji and Céfii Yudangur are JHZE Léishi ‘category book’,
anthologies that sometimes contain verbatim copies of previous works.
Each of the books was edited by more than a dozen editors, so linguistic
patterns in them likely reflect multiple individuals’ usages. Therefore, in
the window investigated (roughly 1,000 years from Béisong to Qing), we
are confident that the author of Wanli Yéhuobian produced both compound
types (although he produced only one instance of finrong), but we are not
as confident that there was any other similar author.

In sum, the sense of ‘idle’ is rare, except in compounds. The sense of
‘busy’ associated with unbound rong is restricted to highly specific
contexts. Most adjectival rong-compounds are the ‘busy’ type, not the
‘idle’ one. The senses of ‘idle’ and ‘busy’, whether in unbound or bound
rong, do not tend to be produced by the same author.

5. ANALYSIS OF THE POLYSEMY OF RONG

This section addresses the questions in Section 2: to what extent is the
polysemy of rong antonymous? How did it develop? Lexicographic
resources might give the impression that unbound réng exhibits
antonymous polysemy in the narrow sense, but actual data suggest
otherwise. The sense of ‘busy’ is highly specific to contexts where the
sense of ‘attention-demanding’ is more prominent and occurs in
morphosyntactic contexts involving specific nouns with non-human
referents such as shi ‘thing; work’. Only if rong described someone as
‘busy’ without implicating something as ‘attention-demanding’ and
occurred in more general morphosyntactic contexts would the polysemy
be narrowly antonymous. Even if we consider adjectival réng-compounds,
which are more narrowly antonymous (e.g., rongsdn ‘idle’ and fanrong
‘busy’), they are distributed so differently that hardly any author produces
both compound types. That is, the seemingly antonymous senses are
typically produced in different compounds, at different times and by
different authors. The senses are thus far from being minimally different:
there are semantic, morphosyntactic and individual differences.'® Rong

10 One reviewer suggested that the senses belong to two registers: written and colloquial,
with ‘busy’ being more colloquial. The observed individual variation therefore could be
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only exhibits (near-)antonymous polysemy, defined very broadly: while
historically attested, it is only antonymous when we abstract over detailed
meanings and morphosyntax, as well as individual differences. This
indicates that rong resembles most cases of (near-)antonymous polysemy
identified so far (Section 2): on a fine-grained perspective, not
antonymous. Therefore, we may still account for the development of its
(near-)antonymous polysemy, as will be done in this section and
contrasted with the Cognitive Grammar analysis in Section 6.

In what follows, we will first examine the stages immediately before
the creations of rong ‘idle; busy’ and then consider the ultimate source
meaning, ‘superfluous’. The sense of ‘idle’ may be derived from rong in
the context of titles and positions, which, originally meaning ‘ancillary’,
has become more pejorative (i.e., ‘idle; unnecessary’), as in (9). In
constructional terms, a nominal schema can be proposed, [rongX], where
X is typically a title or position. The schema has the older referential
meaning of ‘ancillary X (personnel)’ (especially the official title rongzong)
and the newer one of ‘idle X (personnel)’. This schema licenses micro-
constructions such as rongyuan and rongzong. After Liuchdo, some
speakers have generalized [rongX] to include féi ‘expense’; see (9).

Two more adjectival schemas may be proposed to account for rong-
compounds that are relevant to the development of the (near-)antonymous
polysemy. One is the ‘idle’ schema that licenses micro-constructions with
the modificational meaning of ‘idle’, such as rongsdn and xidnrong. The
other is the ‘(attention-demanding;) busy’ schema that licenses micro-
constructions such as fanrong and mangrong. The formal and functional
similarities of these micro-constructions justify positing the schemas: all
involve rong and mean ‘idle’ or ‘busy’. Nevertheless, it is important to
note that the schemas are generalizations: each micro-construction is also
subtly different. Some are polysemous (e.g., sdnrong ‘mediocre’ and
fanrong ‘verbose; complicated”) and others likely have fine-grained
differences in genre, style and register. In this study, what is particularly

reflective of a more general socio-cultural variation (e.g., register, genre and/or style). A
thorough investigation into the role of socio-cultural variation would require statistical
analysis as well as a larger balanced sample, but the reviewer’s suggestion and the meaning
of ‘lowly, with little authority’, which is associated with ‘idle’, further accentuate the non-
minimal differences.
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relevant is the roles of rongsdn ‘idle’ and fanrong ‘busy’: they are the
earliest and most frequent micro-constructions of their respective schemas
(Table 3) and predate their unbound counterparts (i.e., rong ‘idle; busy’).
These compounds likely give rise to rong ‘idle’ and ‘busy’, respectively,
through the semanticization of invited inferences (Traugott & Dasher
2002) and the morphological process of ‘clipping’. The former relates to
the idea that an expression may take on the semantics of the context where
it is used (i.e., rong acquiring ‘idle’ from rongsdn ‘idle’). The latter
derives a shortened form from a longer one (i.e., rongsan ‘idle’ > rong
‘idle’). Note that, independently of the compounds, sdn and fAn mean ‘idle’
and ‘busy’ respectively. Therefore, inferences that »ong means ‘idle’ or
‘busy’ may arise from not only the whole compound, but also the
neighboring constituent. The analysis is thus: the meanings of ‘idle; busy’
originate via inferences from compounds where rong is interpreted as a
(near-)synonym for the whole compounds and the other constituents (sdn
and fan). The historical process whereby a morpheme acquires a new
meaning from the compound(s) that it is part of is “likely a major source
of morphological productivity and development in the history of the
Chinese language” (Packard 2000:276). See also Ceccagno and Basciano
(2007) and Arcodia and Basciano (2018). The expansion of the ‘idle’ and
‘busy’ schemas after the attestation of rong ‘idle; busy’ is also supporting
evidence that rongsdn and fanrong might be perceived as compounds of
(near-)synonyms, which motivated similar micro-constructions.

Additionally, the development of ‘idle’ could be analogically
motivated by a similar compound, f##% xidnsan (whose orthographic
variants include [NE% and BREY), attested as early as Liuchao. Xiansdn
resembles rongsdn and is a compound of (near-)synonyms: xidnsdn < Xin
‘idle; leisurely’ and sdn ‘idle; loose’. Rong may thus derive the sense of
‘idle’ from rongsdn, by analogy with xian in xiansdn, as xian and xidnsdn
mean ‘idle’ (xidnsdn is the definitions of rong and réngsdn in the MoE
dictionary and The Dictionary of Ancient Chinese; Sections 1 and 4.3).
That is, rongsdn may be perceived as a compound of (near-)synonyms,
too. The analogical process is represented in (31), understood as: xidnsdn
‘idle’ to rongsdan ‘idle’ is equal to xian ‘idle’ to rong. It hypothetically
describes the process that gave rise to rong ‘idle’.
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(31) xidnsdn  ‘idle’ : rongsdn  ‘idle’
xian ‘idle’ : rong ‘idle’

In analogical change, usually the less frequent pattern becomes more
like the more frequent one (e.g., Bybee 2010:Ch. 4), which is also the case
with (31): xian occurs 1346 times before (and including) Tang, when rong
‘idle’ is attested. However, this analogical account actually lacks
empirical support if we consider the raw frequencies of xiansdn (1 in
Liuchdo and 2 in Tang) and rongsdn (2 in Liuchdo and 4 in Tang). A
similar process of analogy could be proposed between fanmang ‘busy’ (<
mang ‘busy’) and fanrong, but it lacks even more evidence: fanmang is
attested only once in Béisong and unattested in Nansong, when unbound
rong ‘busy’ is attested. To substantiate either analogical account requires
more frequency evidence from a larger corpus. As far as the CCL Corpus
is considered, both accounts are thus inconclusive. Regardless, the main
analysis stands: the meanings of ‘idle; busy’ originate from compounds
where rong is interpreted as a (near-)synonym for the compounds and its
neighboring constituents.

Finally, if we zoom out of the stages immediately leading up to ‘idle;
busy’, we may notice that the source meaning ‘superfluous’ underlies
subsequent stages to varying degrees. For example, were it not for the
evidence of [rongX] ‘ancillary X (personnel)’, we could probably
hypothesize ‘superfluous’ as the only immediate source of ‘idle
(personnel)’: if there is a superfluous number of officials, they may be
taken to be idle. Similarly, as the sense of ‘attention-demanding; busy’
typically describes an activity, we could imagine it as derived immediately
from ‘superfluous’, if we did not consider the shifts from ‘verbose’ to
‘complicated’ and ‘attention-demanding; busy’: an excessive number of
tasks may demand much of one’s attention and keep one busy. Likewise,
a superfluous number of words would make a piece of writing or its author
‘verbose’ and something with superfluous parts might come across as
‘complicated’. Furthermore, Section 4 notes that the relevant rong-
compounds are by hypothesis coordinated phrases originally, with the
source meaning being one of the conjuncts: ‘superfluous (and) idle/busy’.
That is, the source meaning motivates the formations of the compounds.
The foregoing discussion highlights that both the source meaning and the
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compounds rongsdn ‘idle’ and fanréng ‘busy’ contribute to the
developments of the senses.

In sum, despite what one might suppose based on dictionary
definitions, rong is only antonymous in a very broad sense, as the senses
have various non-minimal differences. There are two ways of
summarizing the history of rong: the first one focuses on successive stages,
while the second on the ultimate source. One does not necessarily takes
precedence over the other, as language change may have multiple sources
(e.g., De Smet et al. 2013). From the perspective of stages, the sense of
‘idle’ has two trajectories, one involving mostly nominal compounds and
the other adjectival ones: ‘superfluous’ > ‘ancillary personnel’ > ‘idle
personnel’ and ‘superfluous’ > ‘homeless; vagrant” > ‘exiled; demoted;
dismissed’ > ‘idle’. Both reach the point of ‘idle’ by Tang (618-907). The
sense of ‘attention-demanding; busy’ has one trajectory that involves
adjectival compounds and culminates at Nansong (1127-1279):
‘superfluous’ > ‘verbose’ > ‘complicated’ > ‘attention-demanding; busy’.
Crucial to the stages immediately before the endpoints are compounds in
which rdng takes on the meanings of ‘idle’ and ‘busy’. While the
trajectories are represented as clines, which downplays the fact that a stage
may motivate a non-adjacent one, the source meaning ‘superfluous’
actually plays a prominent role throughout both trajectories, as by
hypothesis the compounds are originally coordinated phrases where
‘superfluous’ is one of the conjuncts and ‘idle’ and ‘busy’ could even be
derived from ‘superfluous’ directly. Turning our attention to the source
meaning, we may represent the developments as: rong ‘superfluous’ >
rongX ‘superfluous (and) idle’ > rongX ‘idle’ > rong ‘idle’ and rong
‘superfluous’ > Xrong ‘superfluous (and) busy’ > Xrong ‘busy’ > rong
‘busy’ (rong-compounds that mean ‘idle’ and ‘busy’ are presented as
rongX and Xrong respectively for illustrative purposes; the precise
position of réng is variable).

6. DISCUSSION

This section addresses the questions in Section 1: what does our
approach, rather than Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk’s (1998), tell us about
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the diachrony of (near-)antonymous polysemy? Why do genuine cases of
antonymous polysemy seem rare?

The critical reader at this point may wonder if we should just propose
that antonymous polysemy is non-existent and even abandon the notion of
(near-)antonymous polysemy since most purported cases could be
described simply as polysemous. However, a more moderate and
probabilistic view is assumed here, similar to Panther and Thornburg’s
(2012): antonymous polysemy is not completely implausible, just
exceedingly rare and dependent on one’s approach to meaning (e.g., a
coarse-grained one masks non-minimal differences). Therefore,
‘(near-)antonymous polysemy’ is a valid theoretical notion as well as a
descriptive tool: it does not signify any commitment to the existence of
antonymous polysemy in its strict sense and yet shares connections with
previous research on antonymous polysemy, thereby facilitating future
research in this tradition. It then follows that previous analyses such as
that of Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (1998) are still worth critiquing, even
though her analysis foregrounds the idea that antonymous polysemy is
strictly antonymous.

6.1 Diachrony of Antonymous Polysemy

Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk  (1998:121-122)  proposes  that
(near-)antonymous  polysemy originates from “an alternative
conceptualization of the same fragment of the outside reality” and “is
conditioned by changing cognitive optics towards the same object or
phenomenon”. As noted in Section 1, this resembles how a container at
half of its full capacity can be viewed as half-full or half-empty. This may
be true of the expressions she analyzes (e.g., weather ‘erode; withstand’;
she notes the senses are distributed differently, therefore, as far as the
position established in Section 2 is considered, not strictly-speaking
antonymous). However, the history of rong is not amenable to a similar
Cognitive Grammar account, for two reasons.

First, by focusing on conceptual structure, the rest of the language is
downplayed. As Section 5 suggests, construction-internal contexts matter:
The context-absorption happens within constructions like rongsdn and
fanrong. Construction-external contexts are also important: the fact that
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sdan and fan mean ‘idle’ and ‘busy’ respectively is established on the basis
of their properties not only within rongsdn and fanrong, but also elsewhere.
If we are willing to consider extremely low frequencies as evidence for
analogy, construction-external contexts would seem even more important:
cross-constructional analogical associations with xidnsdn and fanméang
might motivate rongsdn and finrong to be analyzed as compounds of
(near-)synonyms.

Second, more than two perspectives were involved and more than one
‘fragment of reality’ gave rise to ‘idle’ and ‘attention-demanding; busy’.
These senses arose from different pathways, within which multiple
alternative perspectives further enabled meaning shifts. For example,
‘superfluous’ led to ‘ancillary (personnel)’, which on a different
perspective, came to mean ‘idle (personnel)’. ‘Verbose’ turned into
‘complicated’: a perspective on language shifted to a perspective on things
in general. Throughout the pathways, the source meaning of ‘superfluous’
likely played a role: ‘idle’ could be motivated by both ‘ancillary’ and
‘superfluous’, while ‘attention-demanding; busy’ by ‘complicated’ and
‘superfluous, many (tasks)’. However, this source meaning did not pertain
to one fixed fragment of reality amenable to only two alternative
conceptualizations of ‘idle’ and ‘attention-demanding; busy’. The sense
of rong was actually extended in various ways to create multiple
fragments of reality and such extensions may be independent of each other.
This is reflected in the variety of meanings (‘fragments of reality’)
associated with rong (e.g., ‘vagrant’, ‘demoted; dismissed’, ‘verbose’ and
‘complicated’) and in the fact that, for example, the extension from
‘ancillary’ to ‘idle’ was independent of the one from ‘verbose’ to
‘complicated” and ‘attention-demanding; busy’. To account for
(near-)antonymous polysemy, at least in the case of rdng, it is therefore
insufficient to propose two alternative conceptualizations on the basis of
asimple and stable association between an expression and a kind of reality.
Rather, it should be recognized that language is so fluid that contexts of
use constantly reflect and even create new associations with kinds of
reality.

Similar critical remarks have also been made regarding some
Cognitive Grammar accounts of change, particularly subjectification (e.g.,
Traugott and Dasher 2002:98). No simple association can be made
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between an expression and a meaning property or relation (be it
subjectivity, antonymy or polysemy) without considering in detail actual
tokens of use and their histories; see also Narrog (2012:Ch. 2). Note also
that many Cognitive Grammar accounts have a more dynamic view on
language and reality than Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk’s (1998) analysis
seems to suggest. Tyler and Evans (2003:22) remark: “meaning is
fundamentally mental in nature, referencing conceptual structures rather
than directly referencing entities inhering in an objectively verifiable and
mind-independent world.” See also Paradis and Willners (2011) and Jones
at al. (2012:Ch. 7) for a dynamic perspective on antonymy in Cognitive
Grammar.

The preceding discussion has the following implications. While
antonymous polysemy may seem highly unusual, each stage of its
development is not extraordinary and precedes like polysemy in general.
Therefore, the development of antonymous polysemy (narrowly or
broadly defined) from one stage to another is probably not unlike that of
polysemy in general: the original sense is extended in different contexts.
If true, diachronic accounts of antonymous polysemy should be as diverse
as those of polysemy. This is consistent with how antonymous polysemy
is characterized synchronically (Section 2): qualitatively antonymous
polysemy is just like polysemy. However, while stages leading up to it
may be in keeping with what we know about polysemy, antonymous
polysemy in the narrow sense does seem much rarer, if not impossible.
This raises the question: why?

6.2 Rarity of Antonymous Polysemy as Communicatively Motivated

Hypothetically, the more strictly antonymous it is, the more seriously
a pattern of polysemy hampers communication and consequently the less
likely it is to arise. This is because the more strictly antonymous it is, the
fewer semantic features, morphosyntactic contexts and usage conditions
(e.g., registers) there are that may help clarify which sense is intended.
While no empirical research has established the interaction between how
strictly antonymous a pattern is, its degree of communicative efficiency
and its likelihood of occurrence, supporting evidence can be deduced from
research on homophony avoidance, which hypothesizes that phonological
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mergers tend to be blocked when the resultant lexical items would be
homophonous with pre-existing ones (Martinet 1952; Hockett 1967),
especially when they are also similar in other respects, e.g., syntax and
semantics (cf. Dautriche et al. 2018). Ample evidence has been
produced in support of homophony avoidance (Silverman 2010; Kaplan
2011; Wedel, Kaplan, and Jackson 2013; Wedel, Jackson, and Kaplan
2013; Kaplan and Muratani 2015). The typical explanation is that users
tend to maintain distinctiveness to ensure communicative success.
Antonymous polysemy and homophony are similar in their lack of
distinctiveness: in both, one form is associated with multiple distinct
senses. What distinguishes antonymous polysemy and homophony is that
in the former the senses are diachronically related and strictly-speaking
gradable and contrary (Section 2), while in the latter they are not related
or necessarily gradable and contrary. But users typically do not possess
knowledge of etymology.*> Whether senses have the same etymon (as in
polysemy) or distinct ones (as in homophony) does not matter to users
generally. From a user’s perspective, antonymous polysemy is thus not
unlike homophony in being not particularly conducive to communicative
success.

By analogy with homophony avoidance, we may therefore propose
‘antonymous polysemy avoidance’: antonymous polysemy, being not
user-friendly, tends to be blocked and the likelihood of avoidance is
positively correlated with how strictly antonymous it is. Panther and
Thornburg’s (2012:170) “Principle of Avoidance of Conventionalized
Auto-antonymy” is a similar proposal, but does not consider the likelihood
of avoidance or the degree of canonicity in antonymy. Rather than a
principle, homophony avoidance is a statistical tendency, as emphasized
by Kaplan (2013, 2015). Just as we do find homophonous items, we may
still find those with antonymous polysemy in the narrow sense. However,
despite their similarity, it is likely that antonymous polysemy is rarer than
homophony. Homophones may have senses with distinct semantic

1 Homophony avoidance has been understood as part of the ‘functional yield hypothesis’.
See Sampson (2013, 2015) and Kaplan (2015).
12 Indeed, even etymological resources may omit relevant details (see ‘lowly, with little
authority’ in Section 4.3) or fail to record relevant properties (e.g., that rong ‘attention-
demanding; busy’ occurs after specific nouns).
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features (and indeed most homophonous pairs are distinct semantically
and syntactically; Dautriche et al. 2018), but items with antonymous
polysemy in the narrow sense, by definition, share “all of their crucial
semantic properties but one” (Murphy 2003:38). This means that
antonymous polysemy could be even less efficient than homophony and
by hypothesis, diachronically rarer, being less easy to use, acquire and
pass on to users. If it indeed arises, it should be unstable. To test this
hypothesis requires a large sample. However, as Section 4.5 shows, the
diachrony of rong seems to support the idea that antonymous polysemy is
rare. By Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1636-1912), only one instance of
unbound réng has the sense of ‘idle’. Even the ‘idle’ and the ‘busy’ rong-
compounds are not typically produced by the same author, despite the fact
that hypothetically they should be so more frequently than unbound réng,
because they are more user-friendly, being more differentiated than rong
in that the other constituents clarify which senses are intended.*

7. CONCLUSION

What has been labelled as antonymous polysemy in the literature is
not strictly antonymous. It is typically the result of abstracting over fine-
grained details, from meaning to morphosyntax. Therefore, purported
cases have at best (near-)antonymous polysemy. The diachronic
investigation into the polysemy of rong also reveals that it is only
antonymous in a broad sense, despite what lexicographic resources might
suggest. The Cognitive Grammar analysis by Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk
(1998) proposes that (near-)antonymous polysemy originates from
alternative conceptualizations of the same fragment of reality. The more
context-oriented account presented here, however, shows that complex
relationships between meaning and form in the diachrony of rong do not
justify positing a straightforward connection between conceptualization

13 1t is not absolutely clear which distinction(s) users supposedly avoid collapsing, as the
‘idle’ and ‘busy’ senses are non-minimally different in multiple ways. That is, users might
avoid using both because they try to maintain the semantic, morphosyntactic and/or usage
distinction(s). In controlled experiments, it is easier to infer the relevant distinction (e.g.,
phonology in homophony avoidance), but it is much more difficult in historical texts.
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and reality. Rather, construction-internal contexts (e.g., specific rong
compounds), external ones (e.g., what the other constituents of rong
compounds mean elsewhere) and multiple sense extensions are involved,
each of which reflects a change in conceptualization and its corresponding
reality.

The developments are visualized in Figures 1 and 2, where solid lines
indicate successive stages of extensions, with their arrows pointing at the
directions of change. Dotted lines symbolize the fact that the source
meaning also motivates the extensions. Approximate dates of attestation
are placed to the right of each figure for the intermediate stages and at the
top and bottom for the source and ultimate outcome, respectively.

Source:
Zhanguo
(475-221 BCE)

rong ‘superfluous’

P
rongX, ‘ancillary X, (personnel)’ . livirong Daonghan
e.g. rongzong ‘retinue’ e, ‘homeless’ (25 BCE-220 CE)
o
. 3 rongsdn ‘exiled;
*, demoted; dismissed’
> " {

rongX, ‘idle X, (personnel) rongXs ‘idle’ Linchdo
e.g. rongyuan ‘idle official’ : e.g. rongsdn ‘idle’ (220-589 CE)

~ rén; ide

Ultimate outcome:
Tang
(618-907 CE)

Figure 1. Development to ‘idle’
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Source:
Zhanguo
(475-221 BCE)

/ rong ‘superfluous’

Rt Linchdo

unrong and rongfan ‘verbose’ o
Janrong g P (220-589 CE)
B ...” : Tang

fanrong ‘complicated”  4°

o
o
5
5
5
B
B
B
»

Xrong “attention-demanding; busy’ Béisong

e.g. fanrong : —
/! : 960-1127CE
v
\ rong ‘attention-demanding; busy’

Ultimate outcome:
Ndnsong
(1127-1279 CE)

(618-907 CE)

Figure 2. Development to ‘attention-demanding; busy’

Furthermore, it is proposed that the developmental process of
(near-)antonymous polysemy is not different from that of polysemy in
general and that the former may arise in as diverse ways as the latter (thus,
in some cases, the Cognitive Grammar analysis may be appropriate).
However, few sense extension processes seem to lead to antonymous
polysemy in the narrow sense, even though polysemy in general is
ubiquitous. To account for its rarity, the tendency of ‘antonymous
polysemy avoidance’ is proposed, inspired by ‘homophony avoidance’.
From a user’s perspective, antonymous polysemy and homophony are
similar in that one form is associated with multiple distinct senses.
Therefore, just as homophony tends to be avoided because it reduces
communicative efficiency, antonymous polysemy should also tend to be
avoided.
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APPENDIX

Academica Sinica Tagged Corpus of Old Chinese:
http://lingcorpus.iis.sinica.edu.tw/ancient/

Center for Chinese Linguistics Corpus:
http://ccl.pku.edu.cn:8080/ccl_corpus

Chinese Text Project:
https://ctext.org

Scripta Sinica:
http://hanchi.ihp.sinica.edu.tw/ihp/hanji.htm

HrEEEE SR FEEL Zhonghua Yuwén Dacididn [Great Dictionary of
Chinese Language]. http://www.chinese-linguipedia.org/about.html

w#E:EEE #1 Gudai Hanyu Cididn [Dictionary of Ancient Chinese], 7th
edn. 2016. Beijing: Commercial Press.

FEEEF# Kangxi Zididn [Kangxi Dictionary]. (1710). (accessible via the
Chinese Text Project at https://ctext.org/kangxi-zidian/zh)

KEE EAREEEFEH Jidoyu bu zhong bian gudyu cididn [Ministry of
Education Revised Dictionary of Chinese].
https://dict.revised.moe.edu.tw/index.jsp
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