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Abstract. This article examines the pragmatic functions of enantiosemic phraseological 

units (idioms and fixed expressions containing inherent semantic contradiction or auto-

antonymy) in contemporary English literature and media discourse. Enantiosemia within 

phraseology represents a complex linguistic phenomenon where a single expression can 

convey diametrically opposed meanings depending on contextual parameters, speaker intent, 

and stylistic emphasis. Drawing upon corpus-based analysis and academic insights indexed in 

Scopus and Google Scholar, this study categorizes key pragmatic roles of these units, including 

irony, mitigation, rhetorical ambiguity, and stylistic polarization. Through specific textual 

examples from classic and modern English literature, the paper demonstrates how auto-

antonymous idioms serve as subtle instruments of interpersonal communication and cognitive 

styling. 

Keywords: enantiosemia, phraseological units, auto-antonymy, pragmatic functions, 

contextual semantics, English literature, discourse analysis. 

Аннотация. В данной статье рассматриваются прагматические функции 

энантиосемических фразеологических единиц (идиом и устойчивых выражений, 

содержащих внутреннее семантическое противоречие или автоантонимию) в 

современном английском языке и литературном дискурсе. Энантиосемия во 

фразеологии представляет собой сложный лингвистический феномен, при котором 

одно и то же выражение может передавать диаметрально противоположные значения в 

зависимости от контекстуальных параметров, намерений говорящего и 

стилистического акцента. На основе корпусного анализа и научных исследований, 

индексируемых в базаx данных Scopus и Google Scholar, в работе классифицируются 

ключевые прагматические роли данных единиц, включая иронию, смягчение 

(митигацию), риторическую двусмысленность и стилистическую поляризацию. На 

конкретных примерах из английской литературы показывается, как автоантонимичные 

идиомы служат тонкими инструментами межличностной коммуникации. 

Ключевые слова: энантиосемия, фразеологические единицы, автоантономия, 

прагматические функции, контекстуальная семантика, английская литература, 

дискурс-анализ. 

Annotatsiya. Ushbu maqolada zamonaviy ingliz tili va badiiy diskursida enantiosemik 

frazeologik birliklarning (ichki semantik zidlikka yoki avto-antonimiyaga ega boʻlgan iboralar) 

pragmatik funksiyalari tadqiq etiladi. Frazeologiyadagi enantiosemiya murakkab lingvistik 

hodisa boʻlib, unda birgina ibora kontekstual parametrlar, soʻzlovchining maqsadi va stilistik 

urgʻuga qarab bir-biriga tamomila qarama-qarshi ma’nolarni ifodalashi mumkin. Scopus va 

Google Scholar bazalaridagi ilmiy izlanishlar hamda korpus tahliliga tayanib, ushbu tadqiqot 

bunday birliklarning ironiya, yumshatish (mitigatsiya), ritorik noaniqlik va stilistik 

polyarizatsiya kabi asosiy pragmatik rollarini tasniflaydi. Ingliz adabiyotidan olingan aniq 

misollar orqali avto-antonimik iboralarning shaxslararo muloqot va kognitiv uslubiyotdagi 

nozik qurol sifatidagi oʻrni koʻrsatib beriladi. 
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Kalit soʻzlar: enantiosemiya, frazeologik birliklar, avto-antonimiya, pragmatik 

funksiyalar, kontekstual semantika, ingliz adabiyoti, diskurs tahlili. 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of phraseology has long been a central domain of English linguistics, yet the 

internal semantic friction known as enantiosemia—the coexistence of two mutually 

contradictory or opposing meanings within a single linguistic form—remains one of its most 

intricate puzzles. In contemporary discourse, enantiosemic phraseological units (often referred 

to as auto-antonymous or Janus-faced idioms) challenge traditional compositional semantics 

by demanding an exceptionally high degree of contextual dependency. While lexical 

enantiosemia at the word level (e.g., cleave, sanction) has received considerable scholarly 

attention, the pragmatic mechanics of phraseological enantiosemia—where entire fixed 

expressions oscillate between praise and condemnation, acceptance and rejection, or 

literalness and irony—require deeper empirical investigation. 

Linguists indexed in prominent research databases like Scopus and Google Scholar have 

increasingly turned their attention to how context disambiguates such volatile structures. As 

Cruse emphasizes, enantiosemia represents a structural manifestation of polysemy where the 

salient senses occupy polar opposite positions on a semantic axis [Cruse, 2000, p. 112]. When 

applied to phraseology, this phenomenon shifts from a mere lexicographical anomaly to a 

powerful communicative instrument. According to moon, phraseological units are inherently 

evaluative, and their pragmatic utility lies in their capacity to manage social distance, signal 

speaker attitude, and construct nuanced rhetorical stances [Moon, 1998, p. 178]. Consequently, 

when an idiom possesses auto-antonymous potential, its deployment relies heavily on 

pragmatics—specifically on speech act theory, implicature, and shared cognitive frameworks 

between the speaker and the listener. 

In English literature, authors have historically exploited the inherent tension of 

enantiosemic expressions to reflect psychological complexity and dramatic irony. A prime 

historical illustration of this semantic duality occurs in William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where 

the phrase “to take arms against a sea of troubles” [Shakespeare, 1603, p. 58] functions auto-

antonymously: it pragmatically signifies both “actively resisting and fighting through 

hardship” and “engaging in a futile, self-destructive battle leading to death”. Similarly, in 

modern literary prose, Charles Dickens utilizes enantiosemic phrasing in A Tale of Two Cities 

through the famous opening construct “it was the best of times, it was the worst of times” 

[Dickens, 1859, p. 1], deploying polarized semantic structures to establish the overarching 

social paradoxes of the narrative. 

Modern cognitive pragmatics suggests that speakers do not select enantiosemic idioms 

by accident; rather, they serve intentional discourse goals such as mitigation, irony, politeness, 

and aesthetic ambiguity [Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 214]. By presenting an expression that 

harbors its own opposite, a speaker can convey a double-edged message that softens criticism 

or heightens artistic irony. This paper aims to analyze the primary pragmatic functions of 

enantiosemic phraseological units in contemporary English literature and media, highlighting 

how context transforms internal semantic contradiction into a dynamic tool of human 

communication. 

MAIN BODY 
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To systematically understand how enantiosemic phraseological units function in 

contemporary English, it is essential to analyze their pragmatic roles directly through 

contextual performance, as enantiosemia in phraseology is rarely a static lexicographical 

attribute but is dynamically generated and resolved within active discourse. Drawing upon 

functional linguistics indexed in databases like Scopus and Google Scholar, enantiosemic 

phraseological units fulfill distinct communicative functions, primary among which is ironical 

inversion and evaluative reversal. Pragmatic implicature often relies on the strategic breach of 

conversational maxims, allowing speakers to communicate the exact opposite of an 

expression’s conventional surface meaning [Levinson, 1983, p. 103]. A poignant literary 

example occurs in George Orwell’s Animal Farm, where the phraseological slogan “all animals 

are equal, but some animals are more equal than others” [Orwell, 1945, p. 92] operates as 

a stark enantiosemic construction. Here, the modifier “more equal” pragmatically negates the 

core concept of “equal”, converting an explicit declaration of “absolute democratic 

egalitarianism” into its polar pragmatic opposite: “institutionalized inequality and 

autocratic privilege”. Similarly, in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Bennet deploys the 

idiom “a picture of health” in an intentionally inverted context [Austen, 1813, p. 114], shifting 

a phrase that typically denotes “vibrant physical well-being” into a sharp pragmatic indicator 

of “conspicuous physical or emotional distress”. In these literary contexts, phraseological 

enantiosemia maximizes communicative economy, relying on the reader’s cognitive capacity to 

navigate antithetical meanings simultaneously for stylistic impact. 

Beyond irony, enantiosemic phraseological units frequently perform a vital pragmatic 

function as communicative mitigators and face-saving devices in social interaction. According 

to politeness theory, speakers regularly deploy indirect or auto-antonymous structures to 

reduce the threat inherent in criticism or unwelcome evaluations [Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 

132]. In Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles, the phrase “to leave well alone” [Hardy, 

1891, p. 205] functions with subtle pragmatic ambiguity, shifting enantiosemically between 

“wise non-interference rooted in respect” and “culpable negligence and deliberate 

abandonment”. By using an expression with dual evaluative potentials, the character softens 

moral liability while preserving a veneer of prudence. A parallel auto-antonymous 

phenomenon is frequently observed in institutional discourse with the phrase “to take one’s 

time”. As cognitive research indicates, listeners process conventional metaphors by constantly 

evaluating immediate discourse goals [Gibbs, 1994, p. 275]. When a supervisor remarks “you 

really took your time with this project”, the phrase fluctuates enantiosemically between 

genuine appreciation for “meticulous, thorough execution” and an indirect reprimand for 

“unacceptable delay and inefficiency”, illustrating how pragmatic context determines 

whether an idiom functions as a compliment or an indirect critique to preserve professional 

hierarchy. 
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Furthermore, authors frequently leverage enantiosemic phraseological units to generate 

deliberate rhetorical ambiguity and maintain suspense, holding competing narrative 

possibilities in balance. Phraseological patterns build systemic expectations within a text that 

can be manipulated for heightened aesthetic effect [Stubbs, 2001, p. 145]. In F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 

The Great Gatsby, the narrator characterizes Gatsby using the contradictory phrase “an elegant 

young roughneck” [Fitzgerald, 1925, p. 48]. This oxymoronic construction merges two polar 

sociolinguistic profiles: “refinement and aristocratic polish” alongside “uncultured, 

aggressive vulgarity”. Pragmatically, Fitzgerald leaves both meanings simultaneously active, 

forcing the reader to constantly balance Gatsby’s dual identity as a high-society gentleman and 

a shady bootlegger. In a similar vein, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness utilizes the recurring 

phrase “a choice of nightmares” [Conrad, 1899, p. 88] to construct existential suspense. 

Pragmatically, “choice” denotes “freedom, agency, and positive autonomy”, whereas 

“nightmares” signifies “helpless entrapment and horror”. By framing these polar concepts 

into a unified expression, Conrad captures the psychological paralysis of his protagonist, where 

exercising free choice ultimately leads to the same tragic entrapment as having no choice at all. 

Finally, enantiosemic phraseological units serve as powerful mechanisms for cognitive 

polarization and discourse framing, enabling a single action or concept to be interpreted in 

radically opposing moral terms depending on ideological alignment. Conceptual frames dictate 

how audiences process and evaluate linguistic data [Lakoff, 2004, p. 32]. A compelling example 

is found in the idiomatic expression “to take the law into one’s own hands”. In popular fiction 

and heroic traditions, such as Lee Child’s Jack Reacher series, “taking the law into one’s own 

hands” [Child, 1997, p. 156] is pragmatically interpreted as “righteous justice, moral 

courage, and protection of the vulnerable”. Conversely, in formal legal prose and political 
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discourse, the exact same phraseological unit pragmatically signifies “anarchic criminality, 

vigilante disorder, and the collapse of civil society”. Thus, the pragmatic resolution of an 

enantiosemic idiom depends entirely on the audience’s alignment with the actor, proving that 

these units hold inherent polar potentials ready to be activated by specific narrative and 

ideological frames. 

CONCLUSION 

The pragmatic analysis of enantiosemic phraseological units in contemporary English 

demonstrates that auto-antonymy within fixed expressions is far more than a mere 

lexicographical curiosity; it is a sophisticated cognitive and communicative tool. As established 

throughout this study, phraseological enantiosemia relies fundamentally on contextual 

parameters, discourse framing, and speaker illocution to resolve inherent semantic 

contradictions. Rather than causing communicative breakdown, the dual nature of these units 

enables speakers and authors to convey complex, layered meanings that standard, univocal 

expressions cannot capture. Through the examination of literary masterpieces and 

contemporary discourse, four dominant pragmatic functions of enantiosemic idioms were 

identified: ironical inversion, communicative mitigation, rhetorical ambiguity, and cognitive 

polarization. Authors such as George Orwell and Jane Austen exploit ironical inversion through 

expressions like “all animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others” 

[Orwell, 1945, p. 92] and “a picture of health” [Austen, 1813, p. 114], leveraging polar 

semantics to critique social hierarchies and personal vulnerabilities. In interpersonal 

interaction, auto-antonymous idioms serve crucial face-saving functions, allowing speakers to 

soften criticism through phrases like “to leave well alone” [Hardy, 1891, p. 205] or “to take 

one’s time” [Gibbs, 1994, p. 275]. Furthermore, literary figures like F. Scott Fitzgerald and 

Joseph Conrad deploy constructs such as “an elegant young roughneck” [Fitzgerald, 1925, p. 

48] and “a choice of nightmares” [Conrad, 1899, p. 88] to maintain deliberate narrative 

ambiguity and dramatic tension. Finally, expressions like “to take the law into one’s own 

hands” [Child, 1997, p. 156] illustrate how ideological framing can polarize a single phrase 

between heroism and anarchy. Ultimately, enantiosemic phraseological units reflect the 

dynamic elasticity of the English language, highlighting the principle that context does not 

merely select a pre-existing sense of a phrase, but actively constructs its pragmatic force. Future 

research indexed in databases like Scopus and Google Scholar could further expand on this 

topic by exploring cross-cultural pragmatic interpretations of enantiosemic idioms or analyzing 

their automated processing in natural language processing (NLP) models. 
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