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This piece originally ran in  Additionally, not all words have an opposite. A word may have more than one
antonym. Fight with can be interpreted three ways. Where the two words have definitions that lie on a
continuous spectrum of meaning, they are gradable antonyms. They are or may be performed by the same or
similar subject s without requiring an object of the verbs, such as "rise" and "fall," "accelerate" and
"decelerate," or "shrink" and "grow. Other words are opposable but have an accidental gap in a given
language's lexicon. If colors are fast they will not run. There is no lexical opposite of teacher, but teacher and
pupil are opposite within the context of their relationship. Opposites of such words can nevertheless
sometimes be formed with the prefixes un- or non-, with varying degrees of naturalness. Auto-antonyms[ edit
] An auto-antonym is a word that can have opposite meanings in different contexts or under separate
definitions: enjoin to prohibit, issue injunction ; to order , command fast moving quickly; fixed firmly in place.
Each word in the pair is the antithesis of the other. Some classes of opposites include: antipodals, pairs of
words which describe opposite ends of some axis, either literal such as "left" and "right," "up" and "down,"
"east" and "west" or figurative or abstract such as "first" and "last," "beginning" and "end," "entry" and "exit"
disjoint opposites or "incompatibles" , members of a set which are mutually exclusive but which leave a
lexical gap unfilled, such as "red" and "blue," "one" and "ten," or "monday" and "friday. Temperature is such a
continuous spectrum so hot and cold, two meanings on opposite ends of the spectrum, are gradable antonyms.
Relational antonyms[ edit ] A relational antonym is one of a pair of words that refer to a relationship from
opposite points of view. Stone is another verb to use with caution. If you seed the lawn you add seeds, but if
you seed a tomato you remove them. General discussion[ edit ] Opposites are simultaneously different and
similar in meaning. Clip can mean "to bind together" or "to separate. Other examples are "faster" and "slower"
"fast" is implied but not "slow" and "dirtier" and "cleaner" "dirty" is implied but not "clean". The gentlemen
have left and the ladies are left. The meaning "firm, steadfast" came first; the adverb took on the sense
"strongly, vigorously," which evolved into "quickly," a meaning that spread to the adjective. For example, the
word devout lacks a lexical opposite, but it is fairly easy to conceptualize a parameter of devoutness where
devout lies at the positive pole with a missing member at the negative pole. There is no continuous spectrum
between odd and even but they are opposite in meaning and are therefore complementary antonyms. Out can
mean "visible" or "invisible. Continue usually means to persist in doing something, but as a legal term it
means stop a proceeding temporarily. Antonyms[ edit ] An antonym is one of a pair of words with opposite
meanings. Fast can mean "moving rapidly," as in running fast, or "fixed, unmoving," as in holding fast. Some
words are non-opposable. There is no inherent reason that an item be presumed to be bad when it is compared
to another as being worse it could be "less good" , but English speakers have combined the meaning
semantically to it over the development of the language. There are three categories of antonyms identified by
the nature of the relationship between the opposed meanings. Arising from an Old English word meaning "to
make firm or strong; to settle, arrange," trim came to mean "to prepare, make ready. Where the two meanings
are opposite only within the context of their relationship, they are relational antonyms. Opposites may be
viewed as a special type of incompatibility. Resign works as a contronym in writing. Left can mean either
remaining or departed. Screen can mean to show a movie or to hide an unsightly view. Trim as a verb predates
the noun, but it can also mean either adding or taking away. Gradable antonyms[ edit ] A gradable antonym is
one of a pair of words with opposite meanings where the two meanings lie on a continuous spectrum. Dust,
along with the next two words, is a noun turned into a verb meaning either to add or to remove the thing in
question. This time we have homographs, but not homophones. The relationship between overlapping
antonyms is often not inherent, but arises from the way they are interpreted most generally in a language. Seed
can also go either way. Go means "to proceed," but also "give out or fail," i. Only the context will tell you
which it is.


