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In many theories of language change, ambiguity is put forward as one of the main
causes of change. It is thought to be the trigger for syntactic reanalysis (e.g. Harris &
Campbell 1995; Hopper & Traugott 2003), and it is also assumed to cause semantic
change. More recently, however, the role of ambiguity in syntactic change has been
questioned, and several alternatives have been suggested (Fischer 2007; De Smet 2013).

This paper reconsiders the role of ambiguity in semantic change. In the
grammaticalization literature, in particular, semantic change is often linked to so-called
“bridging contexts” (Heine 2002) or “switch contexts” (Diewald 2002), where an old and
a new meaning seem to coexist. Typically, such contexts are regarded as a transitory
stage from the old to the new meaning, and are even held to explain the semantic
change. However, there are reasons to believe this view is not correct. From a theoretical
point of view, it is not obvious why speakers would suddenly begin to produce
ambiguous expressions even though the ambiguity has no communicative function.
From an empirical point of view, the actual evidence does not always support the theory.
In some cases, ambiguous instances are very few, so it seems unlikely that they would
have any impact on how an expression develops over time. In other cases, instances of an
expression with an unambiguously new meaning are attested before any bridging
examples are. To show this, two cases from the literature are discussed (the
grammaticalization of operator do and of future be going to) and two from my own
research (the grammaticalization of the minimizers far from and Dutch allesbehalve (‘not
at all’)). A theory of semantic change based on analogy is proposed that can better
account for the facts.
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