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THE PROBLEM OF POLYSEMY AND HOMONYMY
IN THE SYSTEM OF ENGLISH NOUN

This article focuses on the treatment of polysemy and homonymy in monolingual and bilingual dictionaries in the system
of English noun and includes some theoretical and practical aspects of the procedure of distinguishing between these
phenomena disclosed in the PhD thesis of the author. Delimitation of meanings within the system of English noun in form
of qualitatively different lexical semantic elements: metaphors, lexical semantic variants, syncrets, heterosemes and
homonyms is dependent on the nature of metonymic shift or metaphorical transference or specificity of connotation.
Ambiguous, heterosemous and homonymous elements, obtained in course of this analysis, should be further investigated
with distributional-componential criterion based on distributional modelling and frequency of occurrence in the corpora.
Distributional modelling presupposes determining of actual combinability of the nouns by means of submitting the selected
distributional models in the special programme named “concordance”, estimating the frequency of these models and
dependence of occurrence of heterosemy and homonymy in them. Homonymous meanings in the system of nouns are
characterised by uniqueness of contexts and lower or higher, compared with polysemous meanings, frequency of corpus
identifiers.

Key words: polysemy, homonymy, heterosemy, concordance, frequency.

Formulation of a research problem and its significance. This distinction between polysemy, related
phenomena and homonymy is not always clear-cut and mainly depends on the viewpoint of dictionary
compilers towards enumeration of senses of nouns and their interpretation. Most linguists see the
solution to the problem in choosing a certain criterion among the existing ones: etymological,
relatedness of meaning or grammar and complex criteria such as: formal-semantic, relatedness of
word-formation ranges, semantic congruence etc. However, as the practice of lexicography shows,
none of them is universal and sufficient because not all semantically related words share common
etymology and not all etymological cognates constitute the same semantic field. Thus, every dictionary
entry should be thoroughly examined to assess the applicability of each criterion.

With respect to the problem we have previously made a chart of the nouns in which polysemy and
homonymy are delimited differently in the four dictionaries mentioned below. It also includes the
nouns with heterosemous meanings — meanings which are potentially homonymous but not actually
ones. They are context-sensitive hybrids that are hardly ever highlighted in dictionaries. Thus, the
objects of investigation are 353 selected nouns the meanings of which are ambiguously treated. We
have analysed certain meanings of these nouns selected from four dictionaries to make this chart for
comparison [1; 4; 22; 25]. The process was really time-consuming and challenging.

Conducting our investigation we resorted to six methods: the method of comparison of dictionary
entries, componential analysis and synthesis, the method of lexico-semantic field, distributional and
corpora analysis. This article mostly features the explanation of componential synthesis of lexical
semantic elements and some aspects of application of other methods.

The structures of classification are lexical semantic elements of nouns corresponding to certain
meanings or their parts and distributional models on the basis of which the frequency of usage of these
elements can be estimated in the corpora.

Analysis of the research into this problem. The outlook onto the approaches towards the core
meaning of the words and functioning of the system of lexical meaning of the noun is usually complex.
There are two basic paradigms showing how this system is built, namely the unstoppable continuum
of meaning which is hard to measure [11; 29], and the unity of elements [17]. We believe that it is
important to distinguish the process of meaning change and the elements resulting from and
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simultaneously performing this change. These paradigms predetermine the choice of approaches and
methods.

From the lexicographical standpoint it is difficult to find a golden medium while compiling a dictionary
which means combining theoretical descriptions of some words and their adequate modern
representation. So the authors of dictionaries either choose etymology or actual frequency in this
respect, and making the decision is always complicated. The consequence is that the picture of the
meaning of some words tends to be distorted because of the conflict between etymology, frequency of
usage and semantics.

The newest approaches to the problem presuppose either the psycholinguistic behavioral research or a
survey to find out the semantic and pragmatic difference in representation of meanings. For example,
in behavioral studies there are two contrasted viewpoints as to how polysemy and homonymy are
represented in the mental lexicon: like related or unrelated phenomena [20], [12]. L. Frazier and
K. Reiner argued that the process of disambiguation is moulded by such factors as mutual
exclusiveness of homonyms and unexclusiveness of polysemes and time needed for disambiguation
[12].

Some experiments have shown that polysemous words embedded in phrasal contexts and homonymous
words function identically but comprehension depends on the consistency of the context [18].
E. Kleposniotou [21, 13] suggests that in processing polysemous words there is no meaning
competition unlike in homonymous ones. However, we infer that there may be a geterosemous zone
of hybrids in the mental lexicon which can also facilitate or stumble the process of understanding but
has not been thoroughly studied yet.

Another study, conducted by L. Pylkkénnen et al [28] used the stimuli and methods of Klein and
Murphy [18] asking participants to make acceptability judgements on two-word phrases to find out
whether the process of polysemy and homonymy involves identity or just formal or semantic
similarity. Meaning competition in polysemy was also observed in these studies.

One of the newest surveys has been made by D. Kachurin [5]. He analysed the distance between the
problematic meanings of nouns obtained in the survey during which the respondents had to estimate
the meanings according to a five-point scale [5, 242-246]. However, the number of respondents was
rather little and their encyclopedic knowledge can by no means substitute the information of dictionary
entries. D. Kachurin acknowledges that qualitative estimation is not sufficient because the researcher
should be confident as to what relation is established by the respondent: semantic, pragmatic or stylistic
[5, 268]. Nevertheless, the results explicate some practical solutions for disambiguation of polysemy
and homonymy and the motives of the speaker’s choice.

The goal and the specific tasks of the article. is to show the theoretical and practical solutions to the
problem of polysemy and homonymy in the system of English noun. As to the tasks, we will begin
with the overview of polysemy and homonymy from lexicological and lexicographical perspective,
the newest behavioral approaches to the problem and move on to the explanation of cases of using
different criteria and describe some aspects of using the distributional-componential method based on
distributional and semantic criterion, corpora resources and categorical parameters to establish the
behaviour of homonymy and related phenomena such as heterosemy.

Statement regarding the basic material of the research and the justification of the results
obtained. The immediate components of lexeme are not always stable. In our study we followed
L. Kudrievatykh’s [8] theory of lexico-semantic transformation in which the meanings of a
polysemous word are treated not just like manifold representations of the core meaning (in this case
O. Smirnitskii’s term lexical semantic variant — LSV is used) but from the viewpoint of genuine regular
polysemy (including metaphor, metonymy and scientific terms), lexical semantic variability (including
synonymy and related phenomena), heterosemy and pure homonymy, whereas the traditional
distinction between polysemy and homonymy merely presupposes the relatedness or unrelatedness of
meaning [23].
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The analysis of lexicographic data shows that each meaning within the semantic structure of the
vocabulary noun entry should be tagged according to its semantic value as described above and should
be generally referred to as a lexical semantic entity or unit and only then it is possible to determine the
homonymy. These units constitute a lexeme (or sememe as its inner representation). However, some
linguists argue that only full words can be referred to as “entities”, so we decided to substitute these
by “lexical semantic elements” (LSE) and “components” (LSC) constituting these elements. LSEs
have been divided into two groups: variants (Synonyms, near-synonyms and pure polysemes:
metaphorical and metonymical) and pronominalizations (heterosemes and pure homonyms). Example
and statistics

Thus, we have found out the bulk of lexico-semantic elements pertain to the category of lexical
semantic variants, to be more precise, they are 37,3 % of the selected elements, syncrets (including
metonymy) — 31,6 %, homonyms — 13,9 %, heterosemes — 9,9 %, functional transferences (metaphors)
— 7,09 %, respectively.

As a pragmatic phenomenon lexical semantic variation has something in common with synonymy or
near-synonymy. There are several models of this variation described by L. Kudrevatykh: synesthetic
usage, e. g. designation of different location, vector or direction character of the feature; designation
of different temporality; designation of different causativeness; designation of different aspectuality
(active/passive, static/dynamic) [8].

For example, in A. Zahnitko dictionary the nouns have the following meanings: arm ‘cuna’ (power),
‘Bimaga’ (power), ‘moryTHicTh’(mighty); jackpot ‘kymr’ (large sum), ‘HalOUIBIINE BUTpaL Y JTOTEPEi’
(the biggest prize in a lottery) [4, 30, 295]. There is practically no shift in meaning but parallel
specification of core meaning.

Syncretism is an unalienable part of regular polysemy and according to Y. Apresian it is composed by
metonymic processes. In our study this category comprises special terms in the system of noun
meanings coined on the principle of radial polysemy with preserved feature of semantic derivation.
For example, such meanings of the noun involution are syncrets: ‘mam. inBomromuis’ (Mathematics: an
operation, such as negation, which, when applied to itself, returns the original number); ‘6om.
3akpydyBanus’ (Botany: involute formation or structure); ¢izion. nerenepartis (Physiology: reduction
in size of an organ or part, as of the uterus following childbirth or as a result of ageing); ‘6iox.
nereHepaiis’ (retrogression; restoration of a former state). Syncrets of another type belong to one of
metonymic models, like those defined by J. Pusteiovskyi [27, 425-426]: quantity/mass, e. g. clot
‘rpyaka’ (a lump of material formed from the content of a liquid) — ‘Tpom6’ (thrombus) [4, 101];
container/contents, e. g. (9) crib ‘scna’ (a stall for cattle) — ‘HeBenuka kBaptupa’ (a small flat) [4, 129];
figure/ground, e. g. feather ‘mepo’ (one of the light, flat growths forming the plumage of birds) —
‘36ipn. omepenns’ (plumage) [4, 204]; product/producer, e. g. packer (machine for packing) —
‘makyBanbHHK’ (one whose occupation is the processing and packing of wholesale goods, usually meat
products) [4, 385]; plant/fruit, e. g. lemon ‘nmumon’ (a spiny evergreen tree, Citrus limon) — ‘the fruit
of this tree’ [4, 314]; process/result, e. g. poll ‘peectpartist BubopiiB’ (registration of voters) — ‘crucok
subopiiis’ (list of voters) etc [4, 414]. However, we argue that more universal metonymic models have
been put forward by L. Novikov and include such mechanisms of the shift of meaning as: action/result
of this action; action/place of action; action/means of action; action/subject of action; feature/a person
or a thing with this feature; container/contents; item/material; profession/person having it; dance/music
[9, 575-577].

Heterosemy comprises the examples of noun meanings having special markers in the dictionary,
specifications of genre, slang, jargon, professional, obsolete and pejorative character. These meanings
can only be inferred with additional knowledge obtained from a certain social or professional
subculture and lexicon. For example, in the analysed list of nouns there are such heterosemous
elements as in [18] duck ‘rpasers, sikuit He HaOpaB kogHOTO Ouka’ (a player who didn’t get a score),
‘BaHTaXiBKa-amM(}ibia’ (an amphibious military truck used during World War II) [4, 175].
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In our study the examples of heterosemy and homonymy have been found with the help of
etymological criterion explaining the reasons for usage of certain nouns with ascribed connotations
typical of a subculture or other sphere of being. The etymological dictionaries contain such
information, although they do not show current urban usage of nouns in these meanings [26; 32].
Homonymy was established in those cases where the relation of etymology was indefinite as in
barnacle as well as in cases when the distinction is strictly emphasised. The meanings ‘opn. ka3apka
oimomoka’ (the barnacle goose) and ‘Byconoruii pak’ (a shellfish adhering to trees over the water) in
analysed dictionaries are enlisted in one entry [1; 4; 22; 25]. The etymological theory relating the
nomination of these animals has many obscurities [32, 117-118], but in The free dictionary it is
somewhat different:

“...Because the barnacle goose breeds in the Arctic, no one at that time had ever witnessed the bird
breeding; as a result, it was thought to be spontaneously generated from trees along the shore, or from
rotting wood. Wood that has been in the ocean for any length of time is often dotted with barnacles,
and it was natural for people to believe that the crustaceans were also engendered directly from the
wood, like the geese. In fact, as different as the two creatures might appear to us, they share a similar
trait: barnacles have long feathery cirri that are reminiscent of a bird’s plumage” [31].

In some cases we have resorted to the semantic-transformational criterion. Transformational rules
imply the semantic analysis of meanings transferred into different surroundings, contexts or even
languages. The correspondence of background of the meanings enables to regard them as polysemous,
heterosemous or homonymous nouns. The obligatory condition is that this background should be
maximally common, although the mode of nomination might be different in different language
mentality, in native and non-native speakers’ lexicon. In the noun dog the meaning ‘cz. crparina
aroauHa (mmpo kiHky)’ (slang an ugly person, especially a woman) — heterosemy. In Ukrainian there is
a proverb ‘I'apHi 11uKo 1 Koca, Ta, sik co0aka, Bcix kyca’ (literally means: ‘A girl has a beautiful face
and plait but bites everybody like a dog); in German there is a corresponding one: ‘wie ein Hund
leben’, meaning ‘to live in bad relationships’ [30]. The Ukrainian idiom ‘cobaua dywa’ (dog’s soul)
is used as a pejorative expression with negative connotation [2, 277]. Thus the slang meaning is not a
homonymous but a heterosemous one.

The noun fox — ‘po3m. mepmokypcuuk’ (a first-year student) has a unique connotation in English
whereas in Ukrainian there is also a simile «xutpuii six aucuns» (as cunning as a fox), and ‘crapuii
auc’ means: ‘OyBaia, TocBiqYeHa JroArHA  (a stager, experienced person), ‘3HEB. MiJICTyITHA, JTyKaBa
moauHa’ (derogative, a perfidious, false-hearted person) or ‘miTHIN 4ONOBIK, SKUH 3TULAETHCS 10
niBuat, cokycHuUK (an elderly man paying his addresses to young girls) [2, 424-425]. In German
there is an expression — ‘schlau wie ein Fuchs sein’ [30]. Uniqueness of connotation in English in ‘a
first-year student’ directly points at its homonymous character.

The most important complex structural-semantic criterion with which we acknowledge the fact of
polysemy, heterosemy and homonymy is called distributional-componential due to the corresponding
structural semantic analysis. It combines the techniques of distributional analysis of occurrences of
noun meanings in corpus texts with their componential representation. It has been put forward by
R. Boltianskaia but is never mentioned in existing classifications of criteria distinguishing polysemy
from homonymy. In the study conducted by R. Boltianskaia problematic meanings of verbs were
described in terms of distributional formulae determining semantic formulae. The semantic formula is
a set of semantic-syntagmatic indexes of analysed words. R. Boltianskaia distinguished classes
(subject, attribute, predicate, determiner) and subclasses of words denoting living beings Na, concrete
nouns N¢, persons Na, non-persons N-a, things Nci, substances Nc¢> and abstract nouns N [3].

To classify the meanings of problematic nouns we have used a wider system of categories, developed
by Russian linguists, namely Liashevskaia, Shemanaeva, Kobritsov et. al. for Russian national corpus
[6]. It presupposes more detailed semantic descriptions of nouns within three big groups of tags: class
(part of speech), lexical and semantic features (a lexeme’s thematic class, mereology
(e. g. part — whole), topology and evaluation) and derivational features (diminutives, nomina agentis).
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Distributional analysis was carried out on the basis of corpus resource, elabourated by Sharoff et al.
[33], namely the concordance interface. We have chosen 4 kernel and 4 adjunct distributional models
from Frequency dictionary of combinability to verify the distributional hypothesis of homonymy
selected on the principle of seven types of most informative immediate contexts put forward by
A. Kaplan [10], [16]. The hypothesis, according to W. Manczak, claims that the higher frequency of
the element denotes its simplicity [24] and M. Kochergan also argues that for the meanings of the noun
there are strong and weak distributional models [7]. Thus strong distributional models must be
responsible for polysemy whereas the weak ones for heterosemy or homonymy.

We have found out that the frequency of usage of the meanings of nouns in corpora is a very important
factor which facilitates the process of disambiguation. Most frequent models, such as N+N and A+N,
show higher results of homonymy occurrences. We have also revealed a regularity which implies that
homonymy identifiers which appear in one model will appear in other models extrapolated onto the
system of noun meaning. Moreover, homonymous units usually have specific context environment not
typical of polysemous units that are usually more numerous and thus less complex. For instance, most
dictionaries do not recognize bachelor as a ‘university degree’ and ‘unmarried man’. In British
National Corpus and British National Corpus from 2006 in the model N+N modified in our study as
N+noun, where noun=target noun, bachelor is represented with the following markers, called
‘identifiers’: life (4 instances), brother (4 instances), party (2 instances), Fellow(1 instance). The
context of the latter, pointing at homonymy is as follows: “...The author spent much of his life as a
bachelor Fellow of Brasenose College Oxford; his cloistered life was devoted to writing, notably on
classical antiquity and the Italian Renaissance” [15]. However, the identifier cloistered may also show
his unmarried status.

Homonymy was also found in Dictionary of National Biography: Missing persons in the model
Ving+noun with identifiers becoming: “...He had a long career in the university, becoming bachelor
and then (c. 1284) doctor of theology as well as master c. 1290” [15], and confirming in another
example.

Heterosemy is less frequent in the selection of nouns but it occurs in a wider range of distributional
models. For example, heterosemous meaning ‘person’ of the noun lot appeared in 3 models: A+noun
(‘respectable lot’, ‘biddable lot’, ‘corrupt lot’, ‘funny lot’, ‘ungrateful lot’), Ventnoun (Past
Participletnoun) (‘maligned lot’, ‘organized lot’) and noun+V= (noun+infinitive). Heterosemous
lexico-semantic elements are even more difficult to find.

Conclusions and prospects for further research. Finding the optimal solution to the existing
problem of polysemy and homonymy is a real challenge for linguists. First of all, it is important to
ascertain that the elements constituting the system of English noun are qualitatively and quantitatively
different and might be potentially or strictly homonymous. In each case of dictionary usage of the noun
the choice of criterion starts with the etymological one and predetermines the involvement of additional
criteria. Distributional-componential criterion functions as a tool to investigate the actual
combinability of meanings of the noun within distributional models. Due to distributional modelling
the estimated frequency factor shows qualitative and quantitative difference between polysemy,
heterosemy and homonymy.
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Haspouska Ipuna. Ilpo6aema omonimii Ta mouricemii B cucTeMi aHrJilicbKkoro iMmenHnka. YBara cokycoBaHa Ha
JIOCIIJKEHH] 1oJriceMii Ta OMOHIMIi y OJHOMOBHHMX Ta JIBOMOBHHX CJIOBHHKAX y CHCTEMi aHIJIIHCHKOTO IMEHHHKA H
MICTUTD JIesIKI TEOPETHYHI i MPaKTHYHI aCHEeKTH MPOLEIypr PO3MEKXYBaHHS IIMX SBUIL, SIKi TOKAa3aHO Y KaHAMIATCHKIH
JaucepTanii aBTopa. BusHaueHHS MeXi MiXK 3Ha4CHHSAMH Yy CHCTEMi aHTJIHCBHKOTO iMEHHHKa y (opMi SIKICHO BiAMIHHHX
JIEKCHKO-CEMaHTHYHUX €JIEMEHTIB: MeTadop, JEeKCHKO-CEMAaHTHYHUX BapiaHTIB, CHHKPETIB, TETEPOCEMIB Ta OMOHIMIB,
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AxkmyaabHi numaHHs iHo3emHoi ginonoezii

3aJIeXKHUTh Bl IPUPOJY METOHIMIYHOTO 3CyBY M MeTaOPUYHOTO IEepeHocy abo crenudidyHoro xapaxkrepy KOHOTai.
HeonHo3HauHi, rerepoceMiyHi Ta OMOHIMIYHI €JIeMEHTH, OTPUMaHi MiJl Yac aHalizy, MalOTh Haaajl OyTH JOCIIiIKeH] 3a
JIOTIOMOTOI0 TUCTPHOYTUBHO-KOMIIOHEHTHOTO KPHUTEPil0 Ha OCHOBI JAWCTPUOYTHBHOTO MOJEIIOBAHHS Ta YaCTOTHOCTI
BXXHMBAaHHS B Kopirycax. JuCTpuOyTHBHE MOJEIIOBAHHS IIOJISTa€ y BH3HAUCHHI aKTyallbHOI CIIONYyYyBaHOCTI IMEHHHKIB
NUIIXOM  TIJICTAHOBKM BigiOpaHWX JAHCTPUOYTHBHHX MOJENeH y CHemianpHii mporpami, IO HAa3HUBAETHCS
«KOPKOHJAHCEPOM», MiJpaxyHKy YacTOTHOCTI LUX MOJENIeH I 3aJeXHOCTI MOSBUM B HHUX TeTepoceMii Ta OMOHIMIi.
OMOHIMIYHI 3HA4YEeHHs y CHCTeMi IMEHHHMKa XapaKTePH3YIOTbCSl YHIKaJbHICTIO KOHTEKCTIB 1 HIDKYOIO, ab0 BHIIOIO,
MOPIBHSHO i3 MOTICEMIYHUMH 3HAYCHHSAMH, YaCTOTHICTIO KOPIYCHHX 1IeHTH(DIKAaTOPIB.

KirouoBi ciioBa: moJiceMisi, OMOHIMisI, TeTepOCeMisi, KOHKOPIAHC, YaCTOTHICTb.

Happoukass Upuna. Ilpodiiema oMOHMMMHM M NOJIMCEMHMH B CHCTEME CYLIECTBHTEJIBHOI0 AHIJIMHCKOrO f3bIKA.
Buumanue cdokycHpoBaHO Ha HCCIEJOBAaHWM OMOHHMHH M IIOJUCEMHH B OJHOSI3BIYHBIX M ABYS3BIYHBIX CIIOBAPAX
AHIJIMICKOTO SI3bIKA B CHCTEME aHIJIMHCKOTO CYIIECTBUTENBFHOTO U COAEP)KUT HEKOTOPBIC TEOPETHIECKUE 1 IIPAKTUIECKHC
aCTIeKThl MPOLEAYPHl Pa3sTPAHHUCHUS ITHUX SBICHHWH, KOTOpBIE YyKa3aHbl B KaHIUIATCKOM [AMCCEpTalMd aBTopa.
OOo3HaueHNe TpaHd MEXAy 3HAYCHUSIMH B CHCTEME aHIJIMIICKOTO CYNIECTBHTEIBLHOIO B (OpPME KaueCTBEHHO
OTJIMYAIOIINXCS JIEKCHKO-CEMaHTHYECKUX JJIEMEHTOB: MeTadop, JEeKCHKO-CEeMaHTHYeCKUX BapUaHTOB, CHHKDPETOB,
TeTCPOCEMOB U OMOHHUMOB, 3aBUCUT OT MPUPOJAbl MECTOHUMHNYCCKOTO CMCUICHUSA WA MeTa(l)OpI/I‘-ICCKOFO nepeHoca ujin
creQpUIHOrO XapakTepa KOHHOTAIMK. HeonHO3HauHbIe, reTepOCeMUYECKHE 1 OMOHUMHYECKUE SJIEMEHTEI, IOy YeHHbIC
B pe3yiabTaTe aHalW3a, JOJDKHBI B JalbHEWIIEM OBITh HMCCIICAOBAHBI C IOMOIIBIO AUCTPHOYTHBHO-KOMIIOHEHTHOTO
KpUTEpHA Ha OCHOBE I[I/ICTpI/I6yTI/IBHOI‘O MOJCIUPOBAHUA U YaCTOTHOCTU UCIIOJIb30BaHUA B KOpPIIyCax. JII/ICTpI/I6yTI/IBHOC
MOJICIUPOBAaHUE COCTOUT B ONPEACICHUU aKTyaJbHOH COYETAEMOCTH CYIIECTBUTENIBHBIX MOCPEICTBOM IOJCTAHOBKU
O0TOOpaHbIX AUCTPHUOYTHBHUX MOJENeH B CIEHHAJbHOW MporpaMMe, HMEHYEeMOH «KOHKOPIaHCEpOM», IO/CYETe
YaCTOTHOCTH 3THUX MOJEJNCH W 3aBUCHMOCTH TOSIBJICHUS B HUX T'€TEPOCEMUHN 1 OMOHUMHUH. OMOHIMHYECKHE 3HAUCHHS B
CHCTEME CYIIECTBUTEIHHOTO XapaKTEePU3yIOTCsl YHUKAJIbHOCTHIO KOHTEKCTOB H O0JIee HU3KOI MITH BBICILIEH, IO CPAaBHEHHUIO
C MOJIUCEMUYCCKUMU 3HAYCHUAMU, YaCTOTHOCTHIO KOPITYCHUX I/IL[GHTI/I(I)I/IKaTopOB.

KaioueBble ci10Ba: onuceMusi, OMOHUMHS, TE€TEPOCEMHUs], KOHKOPJIAHC, YACTOTHOCTb.
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