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INTRODUCTION

The focus of the present thesis is to produce an analysis of the synonymous verbs decline, refuse and reject. In creating this analysis, various methods and approaches will be used and it will be dealt with from various perspectives. It works primarily with the meanings of the three verbs but it also comments on etymology, usage and frequency of occurrence of the verbs in various contexts. It will be proved that these marginal parts of the analysis are closely related to the semantic (meaning oriented) analysis that is the core of this work. 

The aim of this work is also to show on an example of particular conceptual synonyms the ways in which synonyms can differ and to offer several options of how to analyze them. The results of this analysis should be also able to serve as a guideline for learners and non-native speakers when choosing an appropriate verb out of the three synonymous verbs decline, refuse and reject to be used in a particular context.

The thesis consists of two main parts. The first one is the Theoretical Part and it provides a ground for the analysis that is to be carried out in the second part by creating necessary theoretical basis and presenting important terminology to be used later in the work. Then the Practical Part follows in which the actual analysis of the verbs decline, refuse and reject will be accomplished. Both parts observe similar structure and the sections are ordered in the same way. Therefore the structure of the whole thesis is lucid and easy to orient in.

First, the Theoretical Part provides the basic linguistic and semantic information essential to any semantic analysis. It focuses on the relation of synonymy, since the verbs that are to be analyzed are synonymous and the analysis will be based on this relation. Then individual methods and approaches will be introduced to be used in the Practical Part. Also historical background will be presented to offer another possible point of view for the analysis.

The Practical Part is focused exclusively on the analysis of the verbs decline, refuse and reject, using the theoretical ground provided in the first part of the thesis. All theoretic approaches presented in the first part are put into practice. The sections in this part follow the pattern given in the Theoretical Part.

At the beginning of each of the two main parts a detailed description and delineation of the particular part can be found.

1 THEORETICAL PART - SYNONYMY

Ullmann (1967: 142) believes that when we see two different words we instinctively assume that there must also be some difference in meaning. And in the vast majority there really is some distinction. However, very often it may be difficult to formulate. That is the reason why I consider it very important and interesting as well to go into analyzing meanings of words that are considered synonymous. As follows from what Ullmann said, even in case of synonyms some difference in meaning is expected just because of the different form of the words. 

As I have already suggested, in the second part of my thesis I would like to concentrate on the verbs decline, refuse and reject that are synonymous and the aim will be to depict differences or nuances in meanings of these three verbs. To be able to produce such comparative analysis it is necessary to provide a theoretical ground on which the Practical Part will be based and from which it will follow. 

The Theoretical Part consists of seven sections. First I will present some essential terminology concerning ‘meaning’ which I consider to be a basic term in any semantic analysis. 

The next two sections are devoted to the theory of synonymy. This relation plays a very important role in this work, since the verbs that are to be analyzed are synonymous. First I will bring several definitions of the term ‘synonymy’ according to various linguistic texts and encyclopaedias and then I will try to pick one of them to be used further in my thesis. When choosing the suitable definition I will take into account primarily the aims and needs of the analysis in the Practical Part. In chapter 1.3 I will introduce various types of synonymy, focusing mainly on conceptual synonymy that will play an important role further in my thesis.

The fourth part provides a historical background and it brings an interesting substantiation for the fact that the English language abounds with synonyms. I will show how the etymological analysis might relate to semantic analysis and thus justify the inclusion of the historical analysis in my thesis. The actual etymological analysis will be carried out in chapter 2.4 of the Practical Part.

The last three sections bring other possible approaches to analyzing the given verbs. Chapter 1.5 comments on the relation of antonymy and it shows how it can be employed in the analysis of synonyms. The next chapter introduces a process called ‘componential analysis’ which will be applied in chapter 2.6 of the Practical Part. Chapter 1.7 deals with context and context-dependence and this concept will be taken into account when working with the British National Corpus in the last chapter of the Practical Part.

Meaning

Before going into the theory of synonymy I would like to deal with the definition of meaning that is in my opinion a crucial term in any semantic analysis. Defining this term is however quite intricate, because it has been defined by various linguists in very many different ways. Ullmann (1967: 54) mentions Ogden and Richards
, who collected 23 different definitions of the term and he claims that since than many new ones have been added to this number. By narrowing our attention to meaning of words the whole issue becomes a little less ambiguous and for the purposes of this work it is totally sufficient. Therefore everywhere in the further text when talking about meaning the meaning of words will be meant.

1.1.1 Conceptual Meaning

In the next few paragraphs I will try to bring the most important theories and definitions of the term ‘meaning’ as well as compare these theories with some marginal and less basic ones. I will put greater emphasis on ‘conceptual meaning’ because it is particularly important for the purposes of my work.

Mathesius (1975: 18) claims that every naming unit has the following three components:

(1) the semantic nucleus – constitutes the basic meaning of the word

(2) the associations attached to the word

(3) ‘emotional colouring.’

Same as Mathesius, Hladký and Růžička (2001: chapter 2) come with the term ‘semantic nucleus’ but they substitute the other two components by the term ‘semantic environment.’ 

Štekauer (2000: 142) uses the term conceptual meaning and he describes it as the most fundamental type of meaning, or the ‘communicative value’. It is also known as ‘cognitive‘ or ‘denotative’ meaning and it corresponds with the term ‘semantic nucleus’ mentioned above.

Also Leech (1981: 9) gives primary importance to the part of meaning which he calls conceptual meaning (or ‘logical meaning’). However, besides conceptual meaning he distinguishes other 6 different types of meaning. Instead of a list of different types of meaning by Leech I will copy here his table (1981: 23) that serves as a summary and systematic overview of all types of meaning and their brief definitions.

	1. CONCEPTUAL MEANING or Sense
	Logical, cognitive, or denotative content.

	ASSOCIATIVE MEANING
	2. CONNOTATIVE MEANING
	What is communicated by virtue of what language refers to.

	
	3. SOCIAL MEANING
	What is communicated of the social circumstances of language use.

	
	4. AFFECTIVE MEANING
	What is communicated of the feelings and attitudes of the speaker/writer.

	
	5. REFLECTED MEANING
	What is communicated through association with another sense of the same expression.

	
	6. COLLOCATIVE MEANING
	What is communicated through association with words which tend to occur in the environment of another word.

	7. THEMATIC MEANING
	What is communicated by the way in which the message is organized in terms of order and emphasis.


Table 1: Seven types of meaning (Leech 1981)

‘Associative meaning,’ as shown in the table, corresponds with Hladký’s ‘semantic environment,’ while the ‘thematic meaning’ is connected with functional sentence perspective and it depends on the way in which the utterance is organized (ordering, emphasis, focus, etc.), the conceptual meaning remaining unchanged.

We can say that conceptual meaning includes the most abstract semantic minimum of a particular word. It is relatively stable and autonomous (Hladký and Růžička (2001): chapter 2). It is possible to study it with the use of componential analysis (through contrastive features). The meaning of the word ‘woman’ formulated by means of componential analysis would look as follows: +human, -male, +adult (as opposed to ‘boy,’ which could be defined +human, +male, -adult). This procedure of decomposing meaning will be defined in more detail later in the thesis and it will also be used in the Practical Part. 

Most linguists bring very similar categorizations of types of meaning as those mentioned above, the common feature being distinguishing conceptual meaning from other parts of meaning. However, the terminology differs greatly. Fromkin (1993: 305) uses the terms ‘denotative’ and ‘connotative’ meaning, the latter one reflecting attitudes, emotions, value judgments, taboos, etc. Lyons (1968: 448) works with ‘cognitive’ and ‘emotive’ (affective, non-cognitive) meaning, etc.

1.1.2 Analytical and Operational Approach to Defining Meaning
In this sub-section I would like to introduce analytical and operational approaches to defining the term meaning as described by Ullmann.

The analytical (referential) approach tries to depict the essence of meaning by ‘resolving it into its main components.’ The best known analytical (referential) model of meaning is the ‘basic triangle’ created by Ogden and Richards (qtd. in Ullmann 1967: 55). In the ‘basic triangle’ (see Fig. 1) they introduce three components of meaning: the word (symbol) ‘symbolizes’ a thought or reference which in its turn ‘refers to’ the feature or event in the extra-linguistic reality (referent). There is no direct relation between a word and the thing it stands for. Palmer, L. R. (1936: 80) states the same thing in saying that there must exist ‘the mind which perceives both material symbol and referent and relates them one to the other’.
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Figure 1:  ‘basic triangle‘ by Ogden and Richards (copied from Ullmann 1967: 55)

Some linguists use different terminology for the same definition: sign, signifier (signifiant) and signified (signifié) for symbol, reference and referent respectively. This terminology was created by Ferdinand de Saussure (see (Beaugrande 1993: 13)
 or (Crystal 1990: 161)). Some related terms (such as form, content, sign, referent, sense or expression) are also mentioned by Hofmann (1993: 7) and dealt with from a different perspective. For more comments on ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ see Martin (1989: 183).

As opposed to analytical (referential) definitions there are operational (contextual) ones. The operational (contextual) approach studies words in action and concentrates on how the meaning works instead of what it is. It uses the assumption that we can establish the meaning of a word by observing its use: ‘The true meaning of a word is to be found by observing what a man does with it, not what he says about it’ (Ullmann 1967: 64). Wittgenstein goes even further saying: “For a large class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language’ (qtd. in Ullmann 1967: 65).

When applying the above definitions to the topic of the present thesis I would say that the operational definition with its concern in use leads us to a context-oriented analysis which will be carried out later in the Practical Part, especially with the help of the BNC and internet searches in chapter 2.7. The analytical approach on the contrary focuses more directly on the meaning itself which will also be applied in the Practical Part, using various dictionaries of the English language and dictionaries of synonyms in chapters 2.1 and 2.2.

Defining Synonymy

In this chapter I will concentrate mainly on analysing various definitions from various sources of one concept – synonymy. However, before I get to the actual analysis I would like to bring some interesting facts about synonymy in general and also introduce necessary terminology that will be used in the analysis.

In anomalists’ point of view, in the ‘ideal’ language each form has only one meaning and each meaning is associated with only one form. However, according to Lyons (1968: 405) no natural language probably matches these conditions. Therefore frequently two or more forms can be associated with one meaning, or two or more meanings can be associated with the same form. Such occurrences in language are called synonymy and homonymy respectively. I will deal mainly with synonymy in the present thesis, although there is also one chapter that employs homonymy but still in connection with synonymy.

As Lyons (1968: 452) puts it, synonymy is more context-dependent than any other sense relation. It is not a structural relationship – that means, that even if we removed all instances of synonymy from the vocabulary, the sense of the remaining lexical items would stay unchanged and such “impoverished” vocabulary would still enable the speakers express anything that they were able to express with the original vocabulary, although of course the stylistic and lexical variety would suffer. Thus it could be said that synonymy is not essential to the semantic completeness of a language. Context-dependency will be dealt with in a greater detail in chapter 1.7.

Sense in definitions of synonymy

Synonymy belongs to sense relations, as well as antonymy, homonymy and other relations. At that moment I would like to present the term ‘sense’, which will be needed when dealing with various definitions of the term synonymy. In very general terms sense can be defined as ‘the information which the name conveys to the hearer’ (Ullmann 1967: 57). According to Štekauer (2000: 141) the term sense is either equivalent to ‘meaning’ (e.g. a sense of a text) or a sub-meaning (e.g. the various senses of the word make, which is a polysemous / many-sensed word). Lyons’s and Leech’s use of the term is also described. Štekauer claims that for Leech ‘sense’ is synonymous to ‘conceptual meaning’. Lyons does not bring a clear definition of the word. He (1968: 428) compares ‘senses’ to definitions depending on other items in the vocabulary:  “what we refer to as the sense of a lexical item is the whole set of sense-relations (including synonymy) which it contracts with other items in the vocabulary” (qtd. in Ullmann 1957: 157). Some items in the fields are organized in sequences or cycles (numbers, the days in a week, etc.), some are in a part – whole relationship (finger – hand, hand – body), some are in an hierarchical order (ranks) or ordered by taxonomy (flowers, fruit trees, etc.). It is important to say at that point that since the term ‘sense’ is defined by means of relationships between vocabulary items, any presuppositions about the extra-linguistic reality do not have to be  made (the existence of objects and properties outside the vocabulary of the language is not indispensable for the sense to be defined in this way).

Hofmann (1993: 7) presents the term sense in a very simple way that will be suitable for the needs of this work: “when a form has several different concepts associated with it, we sometimes call them different senses or ‘readings’ of the word.” Wierzbicka (1996: 242) uses the term ‘sense’ in the same way, giving the definition of the word spring as an example
. She states that this word has four different senses: 

1. the act of springing, a jump

2. a device (usually of bent or coiled metal) that reverts to the original position after being compressed or tightened or stretched...

3. a place where water or oil comes up naturally from the ground...

4. the season in which vegetation begins to appear...

Now we can finally pursue the actual analysis of various definitions of ‘synonymy’.

1.1.3 Definitions of synonymy in dictionaries and encyclopaedias

In this chapter I will find a definition of the term ‘synonymy’ that will be the most suitable for the purposes of this work and that will be used in the Practical Part when analysing the particular synonyms. First I will bring several definitions of synonymy, and then I will compare them. In the end one of them will be chosen to be used further in my thesis and particularly in the analysis. 

The Universal dictionary of the English Language (1936: 1231) 

Synonym: 1. Word identical in meaning with another, or only slightly differentiated in sense or usage 2. Word identical in meaning with another in one or more of its senses, but not all.

Synonymous: Expressing the same or almost the same meaning, conveying the same or a similar idea.

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical Principles, Vol. 2 (1933: 2113)

Synonym: 1. Strictly, a word having the same sense as another (in the same language); but more usu., either of any two or more words (in the same language) having the same general sense, but possessing each of them meanings which are not shared by the other or others, or having different shades of meaning appropriate to different contexts (e.g. serpent, snake; ship, vessel; glad, happy; to kill, slay, slaughter).

Synonymous: 1. Having the character of a synonym; equivalent in meaning: said of words or phrases denoting the same thing or idea.

Synonymy: The quality or fact of being synonymous; identity of meaning.

Webster’s New World dictionary of the American language (1978: 1444)

Synonym: 1. a word having the same or nearly the same meaning in one or more senses as another in the same language: opposed to antonymy.

Synonymy: (…( 4. the quality of being synonymous; identity or near identity of meaning.

The Oxford Companion to the English language (1992: 1014-15)

Synonym: (…( A word that means the same as another. Linguists and many writers agree that there is ‘no such thing as a synonym’, though the reasons for their opinions may differ. Linguists maintain that no two words have the same distribution, frequency, connotation, or language level; (…( It is therefore perhaps best to say that a synonym is a word that shares the same denotation with another word. (…(
For the needs of the analysis that is to be carried out in the present thesis it will be useful to accept the definition of The Universal Dictionary of the English Language or Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language since the definitions in both of these dictionaries allow for the fact that two synonyms are identical or similar only in one or more (but not necessarily all) of their senses. In other words, synonymy is considered to be a relation between senses, not words. This will be useful in case that the synonyms analyzed do not share all of their senses, which is highly probable with words of ordinary language as opposed to technical or scientific terms (see chapter 1.3.1). 

I will show an example by Hurford and Heasley (1983: 104) that clearly illustrates the situation described in the previous paragraph:

(1) After dinner we had a mature Camembert cheese.

(2) She’s a very mature person.

Only in (1) the word mature is synonymous to ripe. 

The definition of synonymy as a relationship between the senses of a word requires a strict separation of all the different senses of the word. This might be quite difficult in some cases since the individual senses might be quite closely related and the boundaries may not be very clear. 

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical Principles offers two ways of defining synonymy that are similar to Lyons’s stricter and looser interpretations of the term (see the next chapter).

The Oxford Companion to the English Language comes with the statement of some linguists, that there is ‘no such thing as a synonym.’ They claim that the synonyms differ in ‘distribution, frequency, connotation or language level’ and share the same denotation. The possible differences between synonyms will be looked at more closely in chapter 2.3 of the Practical Part of this thesis.

1.1.4 Stricter and looser interpretation of synonymy by Lyons

Lyons (1968: 446) distinguishes a stricter and a looser interpretation of the term ‘synonymy’. According to the former one two words are synonymous if they have the same sense. Two words are synonymous in the looser sense if they have similar or overlapping meanings.

Since the focus of my thesis is to analyse and compare the words decline, refuse and reject, I will work with the looser interpretation of ‘synonymy’ so that I am able to consider the differences in the meanings of the three words without contradicting the definition.

Synonymy – mutual hyponymy

Identity of meaning, or synonymy, can be also treated as a special case of hyponymy (meaning inclusion) (Leech (1981): 93). First I will present a formal definition of hyponymy according to Cann (1993: 219): 

“X is a hyponym of Y iff
 there is a meaning postulate relating X’ and Y’ of the form: 
[image: image2.wmf]"

x [X’(x) → Y’(x)] (the extension of X is a subset of that of Y)” 

Cann shows that on examples: 


[image: image3.wmf]"

x [dog‘(x) → mammal‘(x)], 


[image: image4.wmf]"

x [mammal‘(x) → animal‘(x)], 


[image: image5.wmf]"

x [terrier‘(x) → dog‘(x)].

In case of hyponymy we can use the fact that two statements ‘p → q’ and ‘q → r’ logically entail ‘p → r’. Thus from the above examples we can derive further statements as follows:


[image: image6.wmf]"

x [dog‘(x) → animal‘(x)], 


[image: image7.wmf]"

x [terrier‘(x) → mammal‘(x)], 


[image: image8.wmf]"

x [terrier‘(x) → animal‘(x)].

It is important to understand that the sense of a superordinate is contained in the sense of the hyponym, and that a hyponym (X) of a superordinate (Y) is also a hyponym of all superordinates of Y. For the term hyponymy see also Halliday (1994: 332).

Now we can move to synonymy. It occurs when two lexemes are mutually hyponymous and it is also sometimes called ‘bilateral, or symmetrical, hyponymy’. Kempson (1977: 40) uses the term ‘mutual entailment’. “If x is a hyponym of y and y is a hyponym of x, then x and y are synonymous” (Lyons (1977): 292).

“X is a synonym of Y iff there is a meaning postulate relating X’ and Y’ of the form: 
[image: image9.wmf]"

x [X’(x) ↔ Y’(x)] (X and Y have identical extensions)” (Cann 1993: 220). 


[image: image10.wmf]"

x [pullover‘(x) → sweater‘(x)].

This can be said easily as follows: all X’s are Y’s and all Y’s are X’s (Palmer (1981): 88). Cann admits that this definition does not allow for partial synonymy. As will be shown in chapter 1.3.1, absolute synonymy is rare. Therefore the definition is less useful in practice than it might be. Cann suggests using the quantifier most instead of the universal quantifier 
[image: image11.wmf]"

, which would enable dealing with partial synonymy as well. In such case we say: ‘Most X are Y’ and ‘Most Y are X’.

Types of synonymy

In this chapter I will present several types of synonymy according to various linguistic literature. 

1.1.5 Absolute synonymy 

As Lyons (1995: 61) puts it, two expressions are ‘absolutely synonymous’ iff they satisfy the following three conditions:

(i) all their meanings are identical;

(ii)
they are synonymous in all contexts;

(iii)
they are semantically equivalent (i.e., their meaning or meanings are identical) on all dimensions of meaning, descriptive and non-descriptive.

Lyons also admits that absolute synonymy is extremely rare in natural languages. Other linguists come with similar views, although some of them use different terms for the same phenomenon such as total, complete or true synonymy.

“Words,” Dr. Johnson once remarked, “are seldom exactly synonymous.” Also Bloomfield claims that “each linguistic form has a constant and specific meaning [...] We suppose, in short, that there are no actual synonyms.” According to Bréal’s ‘law of distribution’ in language “words which should be synonymous, and which were so in the past, have acquired different meanings and are no longer interchangeable.”
 (qtd. in Ullmann 1967: 141).

However, Ullmann refuses to deny the possibility of complete synonymy. It can be encountered very often in technical terminology. This can be attributed to the fact that scientific terms are “precisely delimited and emotionally neutral”, which allows us to decide almost with certainty whether any two terms are “completely interchangeable” (1967: 141). Absolute synonyms can be also found in other disciplines: phonetics (spirants and fricatives – consonants like s and z), medicine (caecitis and typhlitis – the inflammation of the blind gut), etc. (1967: 142). 

Štekauer (2000: 154) defines absolute synonyms as words agreeing in denotation, connotation and distribution (e.g. kind – sort). He presents an example from botany (gorse – furze).

In ordinary language it is much less common for a pair of words that are absolutely synonymous to occur because “by contrast with the vocabulary of scientific and technical discourse, the words of ‘everyday language’ are charged with emotional ‘associations’, or ‘connotations’, over and above their primary, purely ‘intellectual meaning” (Lyons (1968): 449). But occasionally it is possible to find a pair like this, for example almost and nearly are considered to be interchangeable for all intents and purposes.

Since the focus of this thesis is to produce an analysis of the verbs refuse and reject that obviously belong to ‘ordinary language’, I have chosen to work with the looser definition of synonymy that allows for certain nuances in meaning (for the term looser definition see chapter 1.2.2) and does not require the synonyms to meet the conditions for absolute synonymy (see above).

1.1.6 Cognitive (conceptual) synonymy

To be able to understand ‘cognitive synonymy’ it is important to define the term ‘cognitive meaning’ first. Palmer (1981: 90) describes it as a remainder of meaning after removing ‘emotive’ and ‘evaluative’ meanings. The terms ‘cognitive’ and ‘emotive’ can be compared with Leech’s ‘conceptual’ and ‘associative’ meanings (1981: 23) as they were introduced in chapter 1.1.1.

The vocabulary of English can be divided into two groups: scientific and technical terms, and the rest. The first group almost lacks the emotive meaning, while the words of everyday language are always connected with emotional associations, connotations. According to Lyons, the linguistic behaviour depends on emotive factors and the emotive meaning helps us mainly to select between cognitive synonyms on particular occasions in which case cognitive (conceptual) synonyms are considered to be words that differ only in the emotive meaning, sharing the cognitive (conceptual) meaning.

As Radford (1999: 198) puts it cognitive synonymy can be defined in terms of entailment: “Lexemes L1 and L2 are cognitive synonyms iff S(L1) entails S(L2) and S(L2) entails S(L1),” where S(L) is a symbol for that L occurs in a sentential context S. To illustrate this Radford uses this example:

Sir Lancelot rode a white horse. (1)

Sir Lancelot rode a white steed. (2)

As follows from the above definition the words horse and steed are obviously cognitive synonyms, because (1) entails (2) and (2) entails (1). If we are to understand why the two words cannot be marked as ‘synonyms’ (without the modifier ‘cognitive’), it has to be realized that there exist sentential contexts where the substitution of one of the terms by the other one influences the acceptability of the whole sentence, while the truth value of the utterance remains unaffected:

Horses eat hay.

Steeds eat hay.

We can feel that the second sentence is just as true as the first one, but it sounds rather odd. Thus the acceptability of the whole sentence is affected, while the truth value has not been changed when substituting the word steed for horse.

1.1.7 Near and Partial Synonymy by Lyons

Lyons (1995: 60, 61) distinguishes absolute, near and partial synonymy. Absolute synonymy has already been dealt with earlier in the text. Now I would like to present the difference between near and partial synonymy according to Lyons. 

Near synonyms are similar, but not identical in meaning. This kind of synonymy can be found in various dictionaries of the English language, ordinary or specialized ones. Hladký and Růžička (2001: chapter 2) define near synonyms as “words that are closely related with the members of a synonym group (or, in other words, a semantic field).” They explain the terms on the verb mix. It has a number of synonyms (admix, blend, fuse, make up, merge, mingle etc.) and a number of near synonyms (associate, combine, join, link, unite). The near synonyms are given by finding the synonyms for all of the words that are synonymous to the verb mix. This way the semantic field of a word can be constructed. Partial synonyms on the other hand meet the criterion of identity of meaning, but they fail to meet one or more of the three conditions for absolute synonymy as described in chapter on absolute synonymy (1.3.1).

Lyons shows that on an example of words large and big. In one of their meanings they can be considered synonymous, identical in meaning, such as in:

They live in a big / large house.

However, these two words are not identical in all of their meanings. The following two example sentences illustrate a situation in which it is clear:

I will tell my big sister.

I will tell my large sister.

The first sentence is ambiguous in meaning in a way that the second one is not. Therefore it is clear that big has at least one meaning that is not shared with large. Therefore they fail to meet the first the condition ‘(i) all their meanings are identical’ and so are only partially synonymous, not absolutely.

The second condition ‘(ii) they are synonymous in all contexts’ is related with ‘collocational range’ of the expressions, which is the set of contexts (collocations) in which a particular expression can occur.

Historical background

I decided to include etymological analysis in my thesis as well, because I claim that it is closely connected to semantic analysis which is the core of this work. This assumption will be supported further in this chapter by showing the relation between the meaning and etymology of words. In this chapter I will also describe the historical background of the evolution of the English language, because it appears that history can be used as a solution to the question of a considerably frequent occurrence of synonyms in the English language. 

As Jespersen (1919: 132) remarks the English language manifests its richness especially in the great number of synonyms, whether we understand this term in its strict sense (words of exactly the same meaning) or in the looser sense (words with nearly the same meaning). The latter class is more valuable because it allows the speaker to express even the slightest nuances and shades of any idea.

In the first subsection I will show the most important and to our purposes relevant evolutionary phases of the English language. In the second part of this chapter I will deal with the various sources of the vocabulary of the English language. I will also present Ullmannn’s synonymic patterns that clearly illustrate the fact that two words of different origin, although they are considered synonymous, are often not exactly identical in their meanings. I will also be showed that the differences in their meanings can be predicted according to the origin of the words. 

1.1.8 The Evolution of the English Language

When trying to trace the origin of synonyms in the English language it is important to start the investigation in the times of Old English (Hladký 2003). It is a language that was used in the period from the end of the 7th century to the year 1100. The words at that time were mostly of Germanic origin, such as weald (German-Wald, Cz-les), niman (German-nehmen, Cz-brát). The vocabulary that was adopted from Latin was often connected with agriculture, business, education and changes in life-style (such as verse, beet, plum, kettle, cook, kitchen, butter, cheese, cup, dish, cheap, mint, mile, inch etc.), later particularly with religious words (apostle, disciple, pope).

In the Old English there were a great number of synonyms, which is supposed to be partly a result of the alliterative verse that was very popular at that time. As evidence both Hladký and Ullmann mention the Old English epic Beowulf. It has been found that in Beowulf there are thirty-seven words for ‘hero’ or ‘prince’, at least twelve for ‘battle’ or ‘fight’, seventeen for ‘sea’ and at least sixteen for ‘boat’ or ‘ship’ (Ullmann (1964): 150). 

In the times of the Middle English (1100-1500) the language became much simpler. There appeared some new Scandinavian words in the vocabulary (window, to die, husband, fellow, happy, ill, wrong, ugly, angry, steak, take, they). Words of Norman origin and later of French origin were often connected with administration and civil service (government, parliament, reign), military service (colonel, officer, battle), law, religion etc. (Hladký 2003).

1.1.9 Sources of the Vocabulary of the English Language

According to Mathesius (1975: 20) a major source of synonyms in English is the fact that a great number of words are of dual origin: Germanic (Saxon words) and Latin (this category also includes words from Greek and French). The first group contains words that are very often short, as opposed to the long words of Latin, Greek or French origin, e.g. to begin – to commence, to try – to attempt, etc.

Jespersen describes the difference between two synonyms, one of them being native, the other one of French origin:

“The former is always nearer the nation’s heart than the latter, it has the strongest associations with everything primitive, fundamental, popular, while the French word is often more formal, more polite, more refined and has a less strong hold on the emotional side of life” (1919: 97, 98).

For example a cottage is finer than a hut, to dress generally implies a finer garment than to clothe, amity lacks the warmth of friendship etc. In some cases the difference between the native word and the French synonym is that the native one is more colloquial while the foreign one is more literary, such as begin – commence, feed – nourish, inner and outer – interior and exterior. 

Ullmann (1967: 145 - 148) uses this categorization of English words according to their origin as well and he claims that synonyms in English are organized according to two basic principles, one of them involving a double, the other a triple scale. The double scale, often called ‘Saxon’ vs. ‘Latin’, includes pairs of synonyms where a native term is opposed to one that is borrowed from Latin, French or Greek. When comparing these two words, the first one is usually more ‘spontaneous, more informal and unpretentious,’ while the latter one has a ‘learned, abstract or even abstruse air.’ The native term also tends to be emotionally warmer and homelier. In general, the foreign word is longer in most cases and has an unassimilated, alien appearance. 

Another synonymic pattern existing in English is called triple scale and involves triads of synonyms, the first being of native origin, the second one of French and the last one of Latin or Greek origin. The native term is in most cases the simplest and the most ordinary of the three words, while the Latin or Greek is ‘learned, abstract, with an air of cold and impersonal precision.’ The French one stands between the two extremes. 

I will quote only a few examples of both synonymic patterns: 

Double scale (Saxon – Latin, French or Greek origin)

Adjectives:

bodily

heavenly

inner

learned

corporeal

celestial

internal (interior)

erudite

Verbs:

answer

buy

read

tire (weary)

reply

purchase

peruse

fatigue

Nouns:

fiddle

friendship

help

world

violin

amity

aid

universe

Triple scale (Saxon – French – Latin or Greek origin)

begin

end

food

kingly

rise

time

commence

finish

nourishment

royal

mount

age

initiate

conclude

nutrition

regal

ascend

epoch

Antonymy

When dealing with synonyms in this work another sense relation will be used. It is antonymy, also called oppositeness of meaning (as contrasted to sameness of meaning) by Lyons (1968: 407). As Palmer (1981: 92) puts it another possibility to test synonyms is to investigate their ‘opposites’ (the antonyms). Two words can be treated as synonyms in case they have the same antonyms. As an example he presents the words superficial and shallow. The first one can be opposed both to deep and profound, while shallow can only be contrasted with deep. Therefore the words superficial and shallow are synonymous only in some contexts, and deep and profound can be interchanged only in case they both have the antonym superficial.

As has already been mentioned, antonymy is a relation of oppositeness of meaning. It is interesting to realize that it was often conceived of as the opposite of synonymy, e.g. in Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language (1978: 1444) (see chapter 1.2.1). However, this shows to be a wrong assumption because as Lyons puts it, when we contrast or compare two words or objects “with respect to their possession or lack of one or more properties, we do so generally on the basis of their similarity in other respects” (1977: 286). Such two words must be in a close field relationship with each other, e.g. the antonymous words wet and dry could both belong to the field called ‘field of presence of moisture’ (Bolinger and Sears (1968): 125). Thus we can say that even in opposition there is inevitably also a certain degree of similarity and so antonymy can be called a ‘companion’ term to synonymy rather than an opposite one. Two antonymous words can normally replace each other if the word ‘not’ is added in front of the antonym, such as big – not small.

Bolinger and Sears (1968: 125) come with an interesting observation: two words can be both synonymous and antonymous to each other. It is attributed to the fact that both synonyms and antonyms belong to the same field. E.g. in to peel / skin a banana the two words are synonymous, while in the sentence You have to peel a raw potato but you can skin a boiled one, they appear to be antonymous. However, this could be a matter for discussion, since as follows from what was mentioned in the previous paragraph – an antonym has normally the meaning of the original word with addition of not. Therefore the antonym of peel would be not peel etc. 

Štekauer (2000: 155) points out that a word can have two nonsynonymous antonyms (such as sweet - sour and bitter), or more than one synonymous antonym (front – back, rear, hind). We distinguish two kinds of antonymy: contradictory antonyms and contrary antonyms. ‘Contradictory’ (complementary) antonyms express an ‘either – or’ relationship: above / below, absent / present, dead / alive, single / married etc. For ‘contrary’ antonyms it is true, that “denying one member of the pair need not imply that the second member is meant.” Frawley (1992: 28, 29) uses different terminology. He calls the first group ‘ungradable’ antonyms (words that mutually exclude each other and their denotations have no ‘middle ground’) and the latter one ‘gradable’ antonyms (these have the ‘middle ground’). For ungradable antonyms it is true that: ‘the truth of one requires the falsity of the other and the falsity of one requires the truth of the other’ (alive – dead), while for gradable antonyms only the first part is valid: ‘the truth of one requires the falsity of the other’ (hot – cold).  When using antonymy in this work we will obviously work with the latter type.

1.2 Componential analysis

Štekauer (2000: 142, 144) claims that the most fundamental type of meaning is the denotative (cognitive, conceptual) meaning. To convey this meaning various methods can be used. For example when defining colours we can refer to wavelengths of reflected light or to extra-linguistic reality (white – snow, blue – sky, etc.). Sometimes to bring an exact definition of meaning it is useful to decompose it. First we decipher the more important and relevant meanings and then move onto the less important. Štekauer brings and example of the word ‘chair’: it is a piece of furniture (which is a part of interior decoration); it is a piece of seating furniture (as opposed to other types of furniture); it has a back but no side supports (in contrast to a stool and an armchair); then the material is defined, the size, style, etc. This process uses the fact that individual lexical items are opposed to each other, and from this opposition we derive distinctive features that help us distinguish one lexical item from other items of the vocabulary.

A similar process marked as ‘semantic feature analysis’ is also described by Hatch and Brown (1995: 15, 16). They included a diagram of semantic feature analysis of the polysemous word bachelor
 (see Fig. 2). They also commented on redundancy as a phenomenon that is not favoured in linguistics in general. Redundancy will be dealt with in the Practical Part in chapter 2.6 in a greater detail.
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Figure 2: Semantic feature diagram for bachelor (from Katz and Fodor (1963): 186)

The procedures described above are examples of componential analysis. Leech (1981: 89) defines it as a process of breaking down the sense of a word into its minimal components and he claims that componential definitions can be regarded as ‘formalized dictionary definitions’. The distinctive features (components) can also be called dimensions of meaning or oppositions. For componential analysis see also Crystal (1990: 239).

Because this work is focused on an analysis of verbs, I will add a brief comment concerning componential analysis of this part of speech. As Fillmore (1971: 378) puts it, the distinctive features present in the meaning of verbs are ‘agent’, ‘goal’, ‘source’, etc. Thus in case of antonyms standing in a converse relation the analysis could look as follows: agent + goal = buy, learn, agent + source = sell, teach. Other distinctive features are ‘motion’ and ‘space orientation’ (vertical / horizontal). This is not applicable to my analysis, since the verbs decline, refuse and reject are not motion verbs. Also the type of subject and object may play a role; e.g. run a race requires animate subject (that has legs), while run an organization requires human subject. 

In chapter 2.6 of the Practical Part I will show how componential analysis can be used in analyzing the meaning of particular words and I will create componential definitions of these words.

Context

It has already been stated that the relation of synonymy is to a great extent context-dependent (in chapter 1.2). That means that the meaning of a word is often affected by its context or environment. This fact will be very important in the analysis of the verbs decline, reject and refuse, especially in chapter 2.7 since I will take into account various sentential or phrasal contexts in which the three words appear, and I will deal with the words as parts of a context, not separately, to be able to discover even slight nuances and differences in their meanings (for analysis of the meanings of the words as separate units see chapter 2.1).

Jespersen (1919: 18) compares the Czech and the English language in terms of context dependence. He comes to a conclusion that “words in a language with a synthetic structure (such as Czech) usually have a more definite meaning than words in a language with an analytical structure (such as English or French).” Since a word in English usually has a wider meaning (less definite) than the corresponding word in Czech, it can be said, that the degree of context dependence is much higher in English than in Czech. Jespersen shows that on an example of a verb take which is usually specified by its context. Its Czech counterpart vzíti, although context-dependent to a certain extent, shows clearly a lesser degree of context-dependence than take.

Lyons (1968: 452) talks about context dependent synonymy and he illustrates it on the following examples:

My bitch has just had pups.

My dog has just had pups.  

The two words bitch and dog seem to be synonymous because of the context in which a female dog is expected thus the marked term bitch is neutralized. Another instance of context dependent synonymy can be observed in the following example:

 I’ll go to the shop and get some bread.

I’ll go to the shop and buy some bread.

In this case the words buy and get though normally not synonyms, can be considered synonymous in this particular context, where the idea of going to the shop automatically implies purchase (unless it is suggested otherwise). 

However, Palmer (1981: 93) objects to this kind of synonymy. He claims that the information that is supplied by the context cannot be viewed as a part of the meaning of the individual words: “The fact that information can be gleaned from the context does not affect the meaning of items.” He illustrates this on the following example:

the book

the red book

These two phrases can very well be contextually synonymous (e.g. in case we have already mentioned a red book, or there is one – red – on the table in front of us), but we would never say that the two phrases have the same meaning. 

In my thesis, I will certainly work with different contexts and the occurrence of the verbs decline, refuse and reject in these contexts and I will also deal with collocations of the given verbs, especially with the use of the British National Corpus in chapter 2.7.

Let me now present the term ‘collocation’. Halliday (1994: 333) calls it ‘co-occurrence tendency’, i.e. a tendency to ‘co-occur’ (e.g. cold – ice, snow – white, etc.). According to Crystal (1990: 240) the collocations show the way lexemes ‘keep company’. As an example Crystal uses this sentence:

It was an auspicious ---

From the beginning of the sentence one can guess the following word from quite a small range of words, such as occasion, event or omen. Such expectancies about lexeme occurrences in various contexts are called ‘collocations’. There exist different degrees of such expectancy (e.g. auspicious predicts the occurrence of the word occasion in a greater degree than does occasion the occurrence of auspicious) and Crystal adds, that it is ‘theoretically possible to study all lexemes in a language to determine these expectancies’. This assumption will become a basis for the survey carried out in chapter 2.7 where the collocations of the verbs decline, refuse and reject will be analyzed.

2 PRACTICAL PART – DECLINE, REFUSE AND REJECT
I would like to point out that many readers, learners, writers and others are sometimes using dictionaries that list synonyms next to each entry, and often copy these synonyms and use them to extend their vocabulary or to achieve a greater variety in lexis or style. However, they often do so without considering it, without a thorough insight. Of course there are also various dictionaries of synonyms that try to depict the main points in which the synonyms differ, but still, there are cases when for a non-native speaker it is very hard or even impossible to decide which synonym to use in a particular context.  Therefore I think it is very important especially for learners and non-native speakers to make sure to consult more than one dictionary before adopting a new synonym that one is not quite sure how to use. This part of my thesis will bring a thorough analysis of the synonymous verbs decline, refuse and reject and it will work on differences between these synonyms not only with the help of various dictionaries and thesauruses but also using other methods such as contextual analysis, etymology, etc. The aim is to produce an overview of points in which the three verbs differ in meaning and thus offer a guideline to non-native speakers that will help them to choose the correct and appropriate word in particular contexts. The analysis of the frequency of occurrence (chapter 2.7) will serve to this purpose as well.

In the analysis that is to be carried out in this part of my thesis various approaches and methods will be used and all of them are based on the theory provided in the Theoretical Part. However, it is absolutely essential to start with purely semantic analysis focused exclusively on conceptual meaning of the individual words. This will be the focus of the first chapter of the Practical Part and it will bring a comprehensive survey of meanings of the verbs decline, refuse and reject, although some notes on usage and shades in associative meaning will be included, depending on the dictionaries used in this section.

The second chapter of the Practical Part tries to depict differences in meanings of the three verbs using a number of thesauruses and dictionaries of English synonyms. The next chapter introduces substitution test and deals with interchangeability of the given synonyms in various contexts. It also presents various ways in which synonyms can differ according to Palmer and Collinson and applies them on the case of decline, refuse and reject. Chapter 2.4 uses etymology of the three verbs to contribute to the semantic analysis that is pursued in the previous chapters. The next two chapters use other approaches to analyzing synonyms, first one employing antonyms, the other one using the method of ‘componential analysis’. The last chapter of the Practical Part works with the British National Corpus to investigate various contexts in which the three verbs occur and also to comment on frequency of occurrence in these contexts.

Decline, Refuse and Reject in Dictionaries of the English Language

In this chapter I will deal especially with conceptual meaning of the verbs decline, refuse and reject and I will try to delineate and analyze the meanings of the given verbs with the use of various dictionaries of the English language that describe the meanings of words through definitions and often offer illustration by means of example sentences or phrases. Some notes on usage and shades in associative meaning will be included as well, depending on the information provided by the used dictionaries. 

Let me now briefly outline the structure of the present chapter. After quoting the listings from each dictionary I will add a brief comment to it and make some general observations. Then I will create a list of collocations according to the dictionary entries and I will also try to depict a sense or senses that the verbs decline, refuse and reject have in common and that will become the main field of the further analysis. At the end of this chapter I will briefly comment on specific contexts in which only one of the three verbs is used, while the shared sense is preserved in these contexts.

2.1.1 Definitions in Dictionaries of the English Language

The first dictionary to be quoted is The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987) because it is sufficiently comprehensive, the entries being reasonably long at the same time. I will quote them in full version:

The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 518, 1622, 1626)

De·cline (di klin′), v., -clined, -clin·ing, n. –v.t. 1. to withhold or deny consent to do, enter into or upon, etc.; refuse: He declined to say more about it.  2. to express inability or reluctance to accept; refuse with courtesy: to decline an invitation; to decline an offer.  3. to cause to slope or incline downward.  4. Gram. a. to inflect (a noun, pronoun, or adjective), as Latin puella, declined puella, puellae, puellae, puellam, puella in the five cases of the singular. b. to recite or display all or some subset of the inflected forms of a noun, pronoun, or adjective in a fixed order.  –v.i.  5. to express courteous refusal; refuse: We sent him an invitation but he declined.  6. to bend or slant down; slope downward; descend: The hill declines to the lake.  7. (of pathways, routes, objects, etc.) to follow a downward course or path: The sun declined in the skies.  8. to draw toward the close, as the day.  9. to fail in strength, vigor, character, value, etc.; deteriorate.  10. to fail or dwindle; sink or fade away: to decline in popularity. 11.  to descend, as to an unworthy level; stoop.  12. Gram. to be characterized by declension. –n.  [...]
Re·fuse1 (ri fyōōz′), v., -fused, -fus·ing. –v.t.  1. to decline to accept (something offered): to refuse an award.  2. to decline to give; deny (a request, demand, etc.): to refuse permission.  3. to express a determination not to (do something): to refuse to discuss the question.  4. to decline to submit to.  5. (of a horse) to decline to leap over (a barrier).  6. to decline to accept (a suitor) in marriage.  7. Mil. to bend or curve back (the flank rather than the front).  8. Obs. To renounce.   –v.i.  9. to decline acceptance, consent, or compliance. [...]

Re·ject (v. ri jekt′; n. rĕ′jekt), v.t.  1. to refuse to have, take, recognize, etc.: to reject the offer of a better job.  2. to refuse to grant (a request, demand, etc.).  3. to refuse to accept (someone or something); rebuff: The other children rejected him. The publisher rejected the author’s latest novel.  4. to discard as useless or unsatisfactory: The mind rejects painful memories.  5. to cast out or eject; vomit.  6. to cast out or off.  7. Med. (of a human or other animal) to have an immunological reaction against (a transplanted organ or grafted tissue): If tissue types are not matched properly, a patient undergoing a transplant will reject the graft.  –n. [...]

The listings from the Random House Dictionary of the English Language are complete with no omissions; therefore they include also the senses that are not shared by all the verbs in question. Such senses are written in a smaller font. Some of them are totally distinct from the common meaning ‘to be unwilling to accept’, such as the senses 6. – 12. of decline, and some are typical only of one of the verbs but still are semantically connected with the shared meaning in a way, e.g. the senses  5. and 7. of the verb refuse or the senses 5. – 7. of reject. In the following dictionary quotes I will skip the senses that do not concern the shared meaning of the three verbs at all or such that I consider useless for the further analysis.

As was said in the previous paragraph, the part of meaning that is shared by the verbs decline, refuse and reject could be named ‘to be unwilling to accept’, while each verb possesses certain implications in itself that cause some nuances in meaning. These nuances will be the main concern of the first - semantically oriented - part of this analysis, i.e. the part that is aimed directly on meaning of words, not the use, nor etymology.

I decided to include also Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2002) in this section although the attribute ‘for advanced learners’ might imply that it is not an appropriate source for an academic research. The reason why I quote this dictionary is that it brings a great number of examples of usage and collocations which will be particularly useful further in the thesis in the contextual analysis and when dealing with collocations of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. 

Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2002: 360, 1186, 1190)

Decline1 /di'klain/ verb

[...]
2 [I/T] to say politely that you will not accept something or do something: decline an offer / invitation We asked her to the reception, but she declined the invitation. ▪ They offered to fly him to Brussels, but he declined. ▪ decline to do sth The minister declined to comment on the rumours. [...]

Refuse1 /ri'fju:z/ verb

1 [I/T] to say you will not do something that someone has asked you to do: Mum asked him to apologize, but he refused. ▪ refuse to do sth How could he refuse to help his own son? ▪ flatly refuse (=refuse in a firm and sometimes impolite way) Senior executives flatly refused to comment as they left the meeting.
2 [I/T] to say that you do not want what someone has offered to you: It seemed impolite to refuse when she invited me for dinner. ▪ Alternative therapies are suggested for patients who refuse conventional medical treatment.  3 [T] to not give someone what they asked for, or not let someone do what they ask to do: Some landowners refuse permission to use footpaths on their land. ▪ refuse sb sth Judge Mackey refused the defendant the right to appeal.

Reject1 /ri'dзekt/ verb [T]
1 to not agree to an offer, proposal, or request: It is almost certain that our offer will be rejected. ▪ reject sth out of hand (=reject something completely) The government have rejected the scheme out of hand. 1a. to disagree with an idea, argument, or suggestion: The court rejected the argument and found the defendant not guilty.  2 to refuse to take something, for example because it is damaged or is not what you wanted: The company rejected the entire shipment.  2a. to refuse to accept someone for a job or a course of study: Local universities now reject as many as 15,000 students per year.  3 to behave in an unkind way to someone who wants kindness or love from you: He had rejected his daughter for marrying a Christian.  4 if someone’s body rejects an organ after a TRANSPLANT operation, they become ill because their body has a bad reaction to the organ.
As follows from the two previously quoted listings from the dictionaries The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987) and Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2002) the verb decline is the mildest and also the most polite and courteous expression of ‘refusing something’ or ‘unwillingness to do / accept something’ while refuse carries the implication of not accepting something in a firm and sometimes even impolite way. Reject can imply that the thing that was not accepted was considered useless or unsatisfactory. Collocations in the field of medicine with ‘an organ’ seem to be typical of the verb reject (in the sense of the body having an immunological reaction and therefore not being able to accept the transplanted organ). Also the sense of ‘vomit’ seems to be attributed exclusively to reject.

New Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus of the English Language (1991: 250, 838, 840)

de·cline (dikláin) 1. v. pres. part. declining past and past part. declined v.t. to refuse [...] || v.i. [...] || to refuse || [...] 2. n. [...]

re·fuse (rifjú:z) pres. part. re·fus·ing past and past part. re·fused v.t. to decline to accept, he refused my offer, or to submit to, he refused the lie-detector test || to decline to grant or give (something) to someone, to refuse readmittance to former members || to decline (to do something), he refused to shake hands || (of a fabric) to fail to be affected by (a dye) || (of a horse) to decline to jump (a fence etc.) || (cards) to be unable to play a card of (the suit led) || v.i. to make a refusal || (cards) to fail to play a card of the suit led [fr. F. refuser]

re·ject 1. (ridзékt) v.t. to refuse to accept, to reject an offer || to cast or set aside as being unacceptable, faulty or useless, the machine rejects badly worn coins || to eject from the stomach 2. (rí:dзekt) n. [...] 

From the above listings several new pieces of information on the verb refuse can be obtained. Refuse can be used in several specific contexts, such as talking about ‘a fabric’, ‘a horse’ or ‘cards’ (for more details see the listing of the verb refuse above). The listings of decline and reject do not bring anything new from what has already been said earlier in the text.

Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991: 358, 1129, 1132)

Decline [...] vi. [...] 5 to refuse to accept or do something, esp. in a way that is formally polite --- vt. [...] 2 to refuse, esp. in a formally polite way [I must decline your offer] [...]

Refuse [...] vt. [...] 1 to decline to accept; reject 2 a) to decline to do, give, or grant b) to decline (to do something) [refuse to go] 3 a) to decline to accept or submit to (a command, etc.); decline to undergo b) to decline to grant the request of (a person) 4 to stop short at (a fence, etc.) without jumping it: said of a horse 5 [Obs.] to renounce --- vi. to decline to accept, agree to, or do something [...]

Reject [...] vt. [...] 1 to refuse to take, agree to, accede to, use, believe, etc. 2 to discard or throw out as worthless, useless, or substandard; cast off or out [...] 5 to rebuff; esp., to deny acceptance, care, love, etc. to (someone) [a rejected child] 6 Physiol. to fail to accept immunologically (a part or organ grafted or transplanted into the body) [...]

The extract from the Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991) consolidates some of the conclusions that have already been made and it also brings some new observations. The verb decline is often used for formal and polite refusals. The use of refuse when talking about a horse that ‘stops short at a fence without jumping it’ has already been mentioned, as well as the use of reject in connection with transplanted organs. The implication of things being useless and unsatisfactory in connection with the verb reject has been commented on as well. This dictionary labels these refused things in the same context as ‘worthless, useless and substandard’. Reject can also be used in the sense of denying ‘acceptance, care, love, etc’. to someone. Thus we get collocations such as ‘a rejected child’ etc. This matter comes up in the previous listings as well, e.g. “to behave in an unkind way to someone who wants kindness or love from you: He had rejected his daughter for marrying a Christian.” (taken from the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2002: 1190)). 

All dictionaries I have consulted so far claim that decline and refuse are both transitive and intransitive in some of their uses, but the verb reject is solely transitive.

The last dictionary to be quoted is The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary Volume II P-Z (1971). I quote this dictionary to support the conclusions that have been made so far. This dictionary lists also defunct and obsolete senses that are not used in modern English anymore and also an abundance of examples of occurrence of particular words in earlier periods (in case of the verbs decline, refuse and reject especially Middle English). In the following quotation I will only copy a list of current senses of the verbs decline, refuse and reject that comply with the shared sense ‘to be unwilling to accept’ and I will omit the obsolete senses as well as all examples written in Middle English. To each sense I will pick only one or two example sentences from later periods and they will be written in a smaller font for the entries to be easier to read and orient in.

The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary Volume I A-O (1971: 663), Volume II P-Z (1971: 2468, 2476-7)

Decline [...] I. Intransitive senses. *To turn aside, devitate. [...] II. Transitive senses. *To cause to turn aside, to avert; to turn aside from, avoid, refuse. [...] 13. To turn away from (anything suggested or presenting itself) as from a thing which one is unwilling to take up, undertake, or engage in; to withhold oneself from; not to consent to engage in, practise, or do. Now only with nouns of afection: to decline a discussion, contest, challenge, etc.: cf.c. [...] 1848 MACAULAY Hist. Eng. xiv, They far more readily forgive a commander who loses a battle than a commander who declines one. b. Not to consent or agree to doing, or to do (something suggested, asked, etc.); hence, pracically = REFUSE: but without the notion of active repulse or rejection conveyed by the latter word, and therefore a milder and more courteous expression. (Constr. vbl. sb., inf.; also absol. or intr.) [...] 1891 Pall Mall G. 12 Jan. 3/2 The Archbishop..declined to accept their apology. Mod. He was invited, but declined. Shall we accept or decline? c. Not to accept (something offered); implying polite or courteous refusal. [...] 1884 G. ALLEN Philistia III. 18 Writing magazine articles..which were invariably declined with thanks.

Refuse [...] I. †
1. a. [...] 2. To decline to take or accept (something offered or presented); to reject the offer of (a thing). [...] 1820 SHELLEY in Lady Shelley Memorials (1859) 138 It was refused at Drury Lane..on a plea of the story being too horrible. 1847 MRS. A. KERR tr. Ranke’s Hist. Servia 242 Rather let the duty be undertaken by those who refuse foreign assistance. b. To reject (a thing or person) in making a choice or selection. [...] 1715 WATTS Logic IV.i., By this means they [poets and orators] will better judge what to chuse and what to refuse. 3. To decline to accept or submit to (a command, rule, instruction, etc.) or to undergo (pain or penalty). [...] 1856 ‘STONEHENGE’ Brit. Rural Sports 363/1 The orders to ride behind..could scarcely be refused by the jockey. b. transf. of things, in various contextual senses. [...] 1873 SPON Workshop Rec. Ser. 1. 152/1 The acid..causes the stone to refuse the printing ink except where touched by the chalk. c. Of a horse: To stop short at (a hedge, water, etc.) instead of leaping. Also transf. [...] 1881 Encycl. Brit. XII. 197/2 However bold the horse may be, he will soon refuse water if his rider be perpetually in two minds when approaching a brook. 4. † a. [...] b. To reject, decline to have, as a († lover, paramour) wife or (now usually) husband. [...] 1866 G. MACDONALD Ann. Q. Neighb. i. (1878) 5, I had been refused a few months before. [...] III. 9. With inf. To decline positively, to express or show a determination not to do something. Also transf. of things. [...] 1874 GREEN Short Hist. viii. § 3- 483 Eliot refused to move from his constitutional ground. b. Const. with gerund. rare. 1766 Burrows’ Reports II. 1152 The Officer of the interior Court can not refuse paying obedience to the Writt. 10. To decline to give or grant; to deny (something asked) to a person (or thing). [...] 1859 TENNYSON Enid 448 When I..Refused her to him, then his pride awoke. [...] c. Mil. To decline to oppose (troops) to the enemy; to withdraw or move back from the regular alignment. 1875 KINGLAKE Crimea V. vi. 92 If the disposers of ordnance..should desire..to refuse their right, they might bend off that part of their artillery line along the crest. 11. With double acc.: To decline to give, deny (something) to (a person, or thing). [...] 1891 Law Times XC. 462/1 Where the court refuses a parent the custody of his child. b. With personal object (or subject) only. [...]  1865 TROLLOPE Belton Est. x. 110 If refused once, he might probably ask again. [...] IV. 13. intr. To make refusal; to decline acceptance or compliance; to withhold permission; spec. in écarté (see REFUSAL 1 b). [...] 1877 Encycl. Brit. VII. 620/1 (Ecarté), The dealer may either accept or refuse...If the dealer refuses the hand is played without discarding. b. Of a horse: (see 3 c above). 1857 G. LAWRENCE Guy Liv. ix, The Axeine swerves, and refuses at rather an easy fence. c. Of a pile: To resist further driving. 1879 Sir R. BALL in Cassell’s Techn. Educ. V. 276 When the pile ‘refuses’, as it is technically termed..it..is capable of supporting the buildings.

Reject [...] 1. trans. To refuse to recognize, († allow,) acquiesce in, submit to, or adopt (a rule, command, practice, etc.); to refuse credit to (a statement). [...] 1839 THIRLWALL Greece VI. 275 Nor perhaps ought  we to reject the farther account..as a groundless fiction. 1875 JOWETT Plato (ed. 2) V. 375 He who rejects the law must find some other ground of objection. b. absol. or intr. To be disobedient. Rare-1. 1851 MAYHEW Lond. Labour II. 349/2 If they resist and reject, in what way do you force them up? 2. To refuse to have or take for some purpose; to set aside or throw away as useless or worthless. [...] 1828 D’ISRAELI Chas. I, II. iv. 87 At the present election, whoever had urged the payment of the loan was rejected. [...] 3. To refuse (something offered); to decline to receive or accept. [...] 1871 R. ELLIS tr. Catullus xxiii. 24 Such prosperity..Slight not, Furious, idly nor reject not. [...] 4. To expel from the mouth or stomach. 1825 LAMB Elia ii. Barbara S-, When he crammed a portion of it [fowl] into her mouth, she was obliged sputteringly to reject it. b. absol. or intr. To vomit. rare. 1822-34 Good’s Study Med. (ed. 4) I. 502 As soon as the patient rejects, he may be allowed a little warm water, administered to him sparingly. [...] 6. To repel or rebuff (one who makes advances of any kind); to refuse to accept, listen to, admit, etc. [...] 1788 GIBBON Decl. & F. I. V. 205 Whosoever hates or rejects any one of the prophets, is numbered with the infields. b. Of a woman: To refuse (a man) as lover or husband. Also with compl., and absol. [...] 1858 LONGF. M. Standish vii. 8 Thus to be flouted, rejected, and laughed to scorn by a maiden. [...] 7. To refuse to grant, entertain, or agree to (a request, proposal, etc.). [...] 1874 GREEN Short Hist. iii. § 5. 139 The demand was at once rejected by the baronage. [...] 9. To throw or cast back; † to repel, repulse (an assailant). rare. 1889 SYMONDS in Fortn. Rev. XLV. 57 We can neither reject ourselves into the past, nor project ourselves into the future, with certainty sufficient to decide [etc.]. [...]

The above dictionary is largely in line with the dictionaries mentioned previously. 

The first section of the entry of the verb decline referring to intransitive senses is not quoted, since none of the senses is related in any way to the shared sense ‘to be unwilling to accept’. There are two more senses added to refuse that have not appeared yet: in technical language, said of a pile (see number 13c) and in military in the sense to withdraw or move back, not to oppose the troops to the enemy (number 10c). A new piece of information for our analysis also seems to be the use of refuse to talk about things in various contexts (see 3b in the refuse entry). This dictionary also seems to be the only one that mentions the use of both decline and reject in situation where it implies that the ‘not accepted’ thing had been offered, while in the other referred sources this context is reserved to refuse (the other dictionaries admit the use of the object ‘offer’ with all of the verbs in question, but the implicit message of ‘the not accepted thing having been offered’ with any object is only connected with refuse in all the sources). It also admits the use of reject in the context of ‘not accepting’ an offer of marriage. A new and important piece of information for our analysis also seems to be the fact that there are two senses mentioned in which reject can function as an intransitive verb, though in both cases such usage is labelled as rare. The two senses are ‘to be disobedient’ and ‘to vomit’ (see the above reject entry, numbers 1b and 4b). Refuse is also said to occur with a gerund form (refuse ‘paying’ in 9b) although this usage is also marked as rare. Intransitive use of refuse has already been mentioned.

2.1.2 Collocations of the Verbs Decline, Refuse and Reject
Now I will list some of the collocations (esp. objects) of the three verbs according to the above dictionary entries and also according to The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English (1975: 372, 1042, 1046):

Decline: to decline to undergo/ to do/ to accept/ to give/ to grant/ to submit to (a command)/ to agree to/ to comment, decline an offer, an invitation, discussion, contest, challenge, battle, etc.

Refuse: to refuse to accept/ to do/ to go/ to take/ to agree to/ to accede to/ to use/ to believe/ to shake hands/ to comment/ to help/ to discuss,

to refuse an offer, the lie-detector test, readmittance, the right, medical treatment, an invitation, permission, an award, a gift, a chance, office, a candidate, a person as husband, orders, control, obedience, compliance, right, assistance,  refuse sb. satisfaction, sb’s request, etc.

Reject: to reject a child, badly worn coins, one’s daughter, an organ after a transplant operation, students (of universities), a shipment, a scheme, an offer, a novel, somebody, memories, an idea, doctrine, custom, evidence, candidate, literary contribution, food, an invitation, request, suitor, vote, law, loan, etc.

2.1.3 The Shared Sense of the Verbs Decline, Refuse and Reject
At this moment I will conclude with saying that the sense that is shared by all the three verbs in question according to the dictionary excerpts listed above could be labelled ‘to express unwillingness to do / accept something’. Some dictionaries of synonyms that will be worked with in the following chapter bring more detailed and perhaps more complete definitions of the shared sense, such as ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ in the Cassell's Modern Guide to Synonyms & Related Words (1971: 477, 478) or ‘to turn away something or someone by not consenting to accept, receive, or consider it or him’ in the Webster's New Dictionary of Synonyms (1968: 498).  All the definitions mentioned above express roughly the same idea and differ only in wording of the statement, while implying the same sense. When referring to the shared sense further in the thesis I will use the above formulations without quoting them again.

This sense will become a basis for the most processes of the analysis that will be carried out further in the thesis. It will allow for finding a focus in the analysis and therefore being able to go into a certain depth and not getting distracted by an unorganized mass of various senses that are not common for all of the verbs and therefore less relevant. The marginal senses will be taken into consideration only in some cases when I regard it appropriate or useful. The analysis will aim at discovering nuances in the meanings and usage of decline, refuse and reject but these nuances will not step out completely of the sphere of the shared meaning ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’. 

2.1.4 Some Specific Contexts

In this subsection I would like to introduce and summarize the usage of the verbs decline, refuse and reject in specific contexts in which normally only one of the three verbs is used, while the shared sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ is preserved completely or in a way. Besides the dictionaries listed above I will also work with some other ones without quoting the whole entries. In case I use a dictionary that has not been quoted above I will always state the name of the dictionary and the pages that were consulted. The instances of usage of decline, refuse and reject in specific contexts can be found in chapter 2.7 too where there are examples of objects (2.7.6) and modifiers (2.7.7) that collocate only with one of the analyzed verbs according to the British National Corpus. 

With the verb decline I have discovered only one specific context. It is a game of chess in which ‘to decline’ means ‘to refuse to take a piece or pawn offered’ (taken from the Penguin English Dictionary (1979: 192)). This usage is described in The Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, Volume I A-G (1972: 752) as well. 

Several specific contexts in which the verb refuse is used have already been mentioned earlier in this chapter. Let me just summarize them briefly. Refuse is used for a horse when it declines to jump or to talk about a fabric when it fails to be affected by something (e.g. a dye). It is also used when playing cards if a person is unable to ‘play a card of (the suit led)’. The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (1971) introduces the use of refuse in military context and in technical language (see the end of chapter 2.1.1). It also seems that refuse is the most common when one does not want to accept an offer for a marriage, although reject can be used in this context as well.

The verb reject is used in the field of medicine when talking about transplanted organs (the body having an immunological reaction to them). It can also be used to mean ‘not to believe’ in the sense of ‘not to accept an idea’ and very often reject implies that the thing that is not accepted is considered useless, unsatisfactory or faulty (for instances of this see chapter 2.7.6 – ‘notion’, ‘hypothesis’, ‘idea’, ‘proposal’, etc.). Reject is also often used to express ‘denying acceptance, care or affection’. We can use reject to mean ‘vomit’ as well. To justify the inclusion of this usage in this chapter it is important to realize that the shared sense is still preserved in the way that the stomach ‘does not accept the food’. The last specific context I would like to mention in this subsection is the use of the infinitive of the verb reject according to The Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, Volume III O-Scz (1982: 1170):

[...] 11. The infin. used attrib., designating a part of a record player by means of which the turn table is made to stop (and the pick-up arm usu. returned to its rest) before a side has ended. Also stressed (rī·dзekt).

Decline, Refuse and Reject in Dictionaries of English Synonyms

In this chapter I will take a closer insight on the relation among the synonyms decline, refuse and reject using various dictionaries of English synonyms. These dictionaries will be commented on once again later in chapter 2.5 that deals with antonyms. In the present chapter I will work primarily with the sense that is shared by all the verbs as stated in the third subsection of the previous chapter. I will try to depict ways in which the three synonyms differ. All conclusions will be compared with those made in the previous chapter using the dictionaries of the English language.

Webster's New Dictionary of Synonyms (1968: 498)

In this dictionary there is quite a detailed analysis of the words synonymous to decline. Besides refuse and reject there are also the verbs repudiate and spurn. Firstly, there is a brief comment on the part of meaning that is shared by all of these verbs and then each verb is given its space for the delimitation of its meaning as compared with the other verbs in the whole group. Therefore the entry tries to depict the differences in meaning (both cognitive and associative or emotive) of the words as opposed to their synonyms, rather than bringing the complete definitions of meaning of the individual verbs. Several examples of use are also attached to each described verb. I will only copy here the part of the dictionary entry that is directly related to the verbs decline, refuse and reject. Below the quotation an analysis of the extract will follow summing up the most important information.

Decline vb Decline, refuse, reject, repudiate, spurn are comparable when they mean to turn away something or someone by not consenting to accept, receive, or consider it or him. Decline is the most courteous of these terms and is used chiefly in respect to invitations, offers (as of help), or services <decline an invitation to dinner> <she declined the chair the Judge pushed toward her – Cather> <I am very sensible of the honor of your proposals, but it is impossible for me to do otherwise than decline them – Austen> Refuse is more positive, often implying decisiveness, even ungraciousness <meats by the law unclean . . . young Daniel could refuse – Milton> <the employers refused to “recognize” the unions – Shaw> Refuse, however, may imply, as decline does not, the denial of something expected or asked for <refuse a child permission to go out> <Mark knew that Mrs. Pluepott only lived to receive visitors, and he had not the heart to refuse her the pleasure of a few minutes – Mackenzie> Reject stresses a throwing away, a discarding, or abandoning; it implies a refusal to have anything to do with a person or thing <those who accepted the offer and those who rejected it – Montague> <Plotinus definitely rejects the notion that beauty is only symmetry – Ellis> <the poor man must be forgiven a freedom of expression, tinged at rare moments with a touch of bitterness, which magnanimity as well as caution would reject for one triumphant – Cardozo> <common sense, rejecting with scorn all that can be called mysticism – Inge> 

As follows from the above dictionary quotation, the meaning that all the verbs dealt with have in common is ‘to turn away something or someone by not consenting to accept, receive, or consider it or him’. The described nuances in meanings of the verbs in most cases validate or confirm the conclusions that have already been made earlier in the analysis. Decline is considered a more courteous expression, used mainly with ‘invitations, offers (of help), or services’, while refuse is labelled as more certain, decisive or even ungracious. It can also imply the denial of something ‘expected or asked for’. Reject carries the implication of ‘throwing away, discarding, or abandoning’ something, or even a refusal ‘to have anything to do’ with somebody or something.

Webster's Collegiate Thesaurus (1976: 203, 663, 664)

In this dictionary of synonyms there are several different senses of each word. The senses are numbered and under every number corresponding to one of the senses there is a list of synonyms, antonyms, related words etc. I looked up the words decline, refuse and reject and I will choose only the sense that has something in common for all of the words in question and I will copy only the information that I find useful for the purposes of my analysis.

Decline vb 4 to turn away by not accepting, receiving, or considering <he declined the invitation> 
syn disapprove, dismiss, refuse, reject, reprobate, repudiate, spurn, turn down
ant accept

Refuse vb 1 syn DECLINE 4, disapprove, dismiss, reject, reprobate, repudiate, spurn, turn down

Reject vb 1 syn DECLINE 4, disapprove, dismiss, refuse, reprobate, repudiate, spurn, turn down
ant accept, choose, select

We can see that according to Webster’s Collegiate Theasaurus the verbs decline, refuse and reject share one sense, the one of ‘turning away by not accepting, receiving, or considering’. In terms of this sense they also share the same synonyms and as far as the antonyms are concerned, the verb accept is mentioned only with decline and reject, while with reject there are also verbs choose and select. There is not any comment on the antonyms of refuse. Antonyms will be dealt with in a greater detail in chapter 2.5.

The Systematic Dictionary of English Verbs, Book 1 (1978: 50, 51)

This dictionary brings an overview of verbs expressing ‘objection or dislike’, i.e. object, refuse, decline, deny, mind, reject, renounce protest, oppose, condemn, denounce. More detailed descriptions are presented of the nuances in meaning of all of the verbs sharing the sense of ‘expressing objection or dislike’. I will only focus on the verbs decline, refuse and reject.

408 Refuse (2) To say “No” to a request or offer; to show unwillingness to accept (refuse suggests more positiveness or ungraciousness than decline and often implies the denial of something asked for)

409 Decline (2) To refuse to undertake, engage in, or comply with; to refuse to accept (decline implies courteous refusal especially of offers or invitations)

412 Reject (3) To refuse to accept, use, believe, etc.; to refuse to grant or recognize

As follows from the above overview, refuse is the most resolute in its meaning of not accepting and it can even express ungraciousness, while decline seems to function as a more polite or courteous way of refusing things. These observations are totally in accordance with the observations made in the Webster's New Dictionary of Synonyms (1968: 498) mentioned at the first place in this chapter. However, the above survey does not clearly say what degree of certainty or politeness is present in the meaning of the verb reject.

The Pan Dictionary of Synonyms and Antonyms (1980: 82, 257, 258)

Decline vb.   1 refuse, deny, reject: He declined the nomination for the post of treasurer.
ANT. vb. (1) agree, accept.

Refuse1 vb. turn down, deny, decline: The teacher refused us permission to leave school early.
ANT. accept, allow.

Reject vb. 1 refuse, deny; renounce: I don’t know why my application was rejected, unless I misspelled something.

As opposed to Webster's Collegiate Thesaurus (1976) in this dictionary the antonyms of refuse are included while those of reject are not. Otherwise there is no surprising or new information on the analysed verbs. I included this dictionary mainly because of the given examples just to bring further evidence that supports the conclusions that have already been made. For example in the sentence with reject we can confirm the implication of something useless or unsuitable being refused.

Cassell's Modern Guide to Synonyms & Related Words (1971: 477, 478)

REJECT
decline

refuse

repudiate
spurn

These words mean to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing. Reject is to fail to accept or grant and carries overtones of casting aside as useless, valueless or unsuitable. [The court rejected the prisoner’s appeal for a new trial; The idea that the earth is flat was rejected centuries ago.]

Refuse and decline both mean to fail to comply with or to fail to do something. Refuse is the stronger of the two words and often stresses firmness and at times even rudeness: to refuse to obey an order. It also suggests the idea of withholding: to refuse money to a beggar; to refuse an offer of marriage. Decline, on the other hand, is to refuse politely and is applicable to invitations to social events or to a courteous offer of help: to decline an invitation to a dinner party; a blind man who smilingly declined to be helped across the street. Decline may be used in place of refuse when an atmosphere of formality prevails: The witness declined to answer certain questions put to him.



antonyms: accept, ACKNOWLEDGE, DEMAND.

From the above definitions we can conclude that - as has already been said - the verb reject implies that something ‘useless, valueless or unsuitable’ is refused. Again, refuse appears to be stronger and tends to be impolite as opposed to decline. It is also important to notice that the idea of ‘withholding’ can be implied by refuse, such as in ‘to refuse money to a beggar’ or ‘to refuse an offer of marriage’. A new piece of information seems to be that decline may replace refuse in formal contexts or situations.

Longman Lexicon of Contemporary English (1984: 126, 338, 718)

In the Longman Lexicon the words are organized into sections according to topic, such as ‘Speaking and talking’, ‘Doing things’, ‘Law & Order’ etc. These sections are even further divided into subsections according to the meaning of the individual verbs that are put together. When copying data from this lexicon, I will write the name of each section in capital letters and the subsections will be bold, carrying a letter-number code.

SPEAKING AND TALKING: G127 verbs : rejecting, refusing, and denying

reject [T1] not to accept, esp. for use: They have rejected his plan. Don’t reject this idea straightaway; think about it.

refuse [IØ; T1, 3; D1] not to accept or do or give: He asked her to marry him but she refused (to marry him). She refused his offer. She refused him even a kiss.

decline [T1, 3; IØ] to refuse, usu. politely; be unwilling: We asked them to come to our party, but they declined (the invitation). The minister declined to make a statement to the newspapers.

The concept of rejecting an idea includes in itself the implication of the idea being ‘useless or valueless’ which again validates deductions made earlier in the text. The last example sentence in the paragraph of decline brings evidence for the assumption made in the previous section that decline may be used instead of refuse in formal contexts. Again, the idea of ‘withholding’ in the verb refuse is consolidated as well as the collocation of refuse + marriage / offer of marriage / to marry.

DOING THINGS: N136 verbs : refusing and rejecting

refuse [IØ; T1, 3; D1] not (to accept or do or give): He asked her to marry him but she refused (to marry him). She refused his offer. She refused him even a kiss.

reject [T1] to refuse strongly; not accept: He rejected their offer of a job / their help. 

The entry on the verb refuse remains the same as in the section ‘Speaking and talking’. However, as far as reject is concerned, we gain new information about the degree of certainty that was not explicit in the dictionaries dealt with so far earlier in this chapter. According to the Longman Lexicon of Contemporary English the verb reject implies a strong refusal or not accepting. The level of politeness or courtesy is not mentioned.

LAW & ORDER: C193 verbs : not letting or allowing

refuse [T1,3; D1; IØ] to say or show that one will not (accept, do, or give): We asked him but he refused to go. She refused. He refused me the book. The government have refused (them) permission to build here.

It is interesting that in the section ‘Law & Order’ neither the verb decline nor reject were included, although one could assume that decline could be suitable in this area according to what was said earlier in the analysis (use of decline in formal contexts). 

At this point I would like to pay some attention to the symbols next to each verb. They express transitivity or intransitivity and also describe the environment in which the verbs occur. The symbols are: decline [T1, 3; IØ], refuse [IØ; T1, 3; D1], reject [T1] and according to the ‘Guide to the Dictionary’ (first 34 pages of the dictionary) they can be interpreted as follows: 

[T1] - all the three verbs can be followed by a noun or noun-like expression as a ‘direct object’ such as in We asked them to come to our party, but they declined the invitation. She refused his offer. He rejected their offer of a job.  Such verbs are therefore transitive.

[T3] – the verbs decline and refuse can be followed by the infinitive with ‘to’, such as in The minister declined to make a statement to the newspapers. We asked him but he refused to go. 

[IØ] – the verbs decline and refuse need not be followed by anything and they are therefore intransitive. E.g. We asked them to come to our party, but they declined. She refused. The verb reject is not possible to be used as intransitive according to this lexicon. However, we know that The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary Volume II P-Z (1971) admits this use in some senses, though rarely (see the end of chapter 2.1.1).

[D1] – this means that refuse can be followed by two nouns, pronouns or noun-like expressions, which come often in the form of ‘indirect object’ + ‘direct object’, such as in He refused me the book. She refused him even a kiss. 

For more information on different types of objects see Mathesius’s survey as analyzed by Qian (2001: 12-21).

It seems that all important and relevant information on the nuances in meaning of the verbs decline, refuse and reject has already been said and commented on. Therefore the following dictionary extracts will be simply listed and left without comment since they mainly serve to confirm and bring further evidence. A brief note will be added only when relevant.

Webster’s Universal Dictionary and Thesaurus (1993: 154, 441, 442)

decline vi to refuse; [...] *vt to reject, to refuse;

refuse2 vt to decline, reject; to withhold, deny. *vi (horse) to decline to jump.

reject vt to throw away, to discard; to refuse to accept, to decline; to rebuff. *n a thing or person rejected. 

Roget's II: The New Thesaurus (1980: 236, 762, 764)    

decline
verb 1. To be unwilling to accept, consider, or receive: always declines offers of help.

1. Syns: dismiss, nix (Slang), refuse, reject, spurn, turn down. – Idiom turn thumbs down on.

refuse
verb 1. To be unwilling to grant: refused him the right to visit the children.

1. Syns: deny, disallow, disapprove, turn down, withhold. – Idiom turn thumbs down on.
2. To be unwilling to accept, consider, or receive.
2. DECLINE verb.

reject
verb To be unwilling to accept, consider, or receive.

Syns: DECLINE verb.

Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991: 358)

SYN.—decline implies courtesy in expressing one’s nonacceptance of an invitation, proposal, etc. [he declined the nomination]; refuse is a more direct, sometimes even blunt term, implying an emphatic denial of a request, demand, etc. [to refuse a person money]; reject stresses a negative or antagonistic attitude and implies positive refusal to accept, use, believe, etc. [they rejected the damaged goods]; 

--ANT. accept

This dictionary brings the most explicit statement concerning the level of positiveness and certainty of reject by saying that it ‘stresses a negative or antagonistic attitude and implies positive refusal to accept, use, believe, etc.’

The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 1622)

Syn.  1. rebuff. REFUSE, DECLINE, REJECT, SPURN all imply nonacceptance of something. TO DECLINE is milder and more courteous than to REFUSE, which is direct and often emphatic in expressing determination not to accept what is offered or proposed: to refuse a bribe; to decline an invitation. TO REJECT is even more positive and definite than REFUSE: to reject a suitor. [...]  --Ant.  1. accept, welcome.

According to this dictionary, reject is ‘even more positive and definite’ than refuse. This supports the statement commented on in the previous dictionary section and out of all the dictionaries I have worked with it is the only one that brings a comparison of the words refuse and reject in terms of ‘determination and positiveness’. It also mentions the collocation reject + ‘suitor’, while most sources prefer the verb refuse in this context. However, this dictionary presents reject as even more positive and definite than refuse, therefore also the speaker’s choice between refuse and reject shows the level of his/her determination. Refuse is probably more common when one does not want to accept an offer of marriage, while reject would be used to stress the positiveness of the decision.

Types of Synonyms, Substitution Test, Ways in which Synonyms Can Differ

In the first subsection of this chapter I will consider the verbs decline, refuse and reject from the perspective of various types of synonymy as presented in chapter 1.3 of the Theoretical Part.

In the second part I will deal with interchangeability of the verbs decline, refuse and reject and I will present substitution test, another method of analyzing synonymy. The theory will be applied on the three verbs and it will be illustrated by examples.

Then I will deal with possible differences between synonyms. Štekauer (2000: 153) says: “Synonyms are words or phrases with the same or nearly the same meaning.” He also comments on the issue of ‘true’ synonyms – words with identical meanings. There are only few of them, since most synonyms although they have nearly the same denotation (conceptual meaning), they differ in connotation (associative meaning). 

However, pairs or groups of words that differ only in lexical strata, such as formal / slang (girl / bird), dialect, standard (Br. – spanner / Am. – wrench) are often not considered synonyms. They are called ‘tautonyms’. The following pairs or groups of words also cannot be considered synonyms: spelling variants (colour / color), pronunciation variants (digest [di] / [dai]), morphological variants (effectivity / effectiveness), etc. It is clear that the verbs decline, refuse and reject do not belong to any of these categories, therefore they can be marked as synonyms, and the term ‘tautonym’ is not relevant in this case.

Štekauer (2000: 154) also mentions synonyms differing in intensity, where greater intensity is often accompanied by expressive or stylistic connotations: break / smash, cry / shout, etc. All of these possible differences between synonyms outlined by Štekauer and even some more will be dealt with in the second and third subsection of this chapter.

2.1.5 Types of synonyms

In this section I will go back to the Theoretical Part and I will try to place the verbs decline, refuse and reject into the categories of different types of synonyms described by various linguists as they were outlined in chapter 1.3. 

The first subsection of chapter 1.3 deals with absolute synonymy and it brings three conditions that words need to satisfy to be labelled as ‘absolute synonyms’. It is obvious that the verbs decline, refuse and reject do not fulfil these conditions and cannot thus be considered absolute synonyms. This is rather expectable, since it has been said that absolute synonymy is rather rare in everyday language, and the verbs in question clearly belong to everyday language.

It can be said that the verbs decline, refuse and reject are cognitive (conceptual) synonyms, i.e. they differ primarily in their emotive and evaluative part of meaning, which is a very important observation since it allows me to use these verbs in my work as an illustrative example of how to treat conceptual synonymy and to adopt these verbs as the objects of my analysis.

As far as Lyons’s partial and near synonymy is concerned, it is clear that the verbs decline, refuse and reject are partial synonyms according to the characteristics described in chapter 1.3.3 of the Theoretical Part.

2.1.6 Context analysis – substitution test

According to Ullmann (1967: 143) the best method for the delimitation of synonyms is the substitution test recommended by Macaulay. It reveals whether, and to what extent, two synonyms are interchangeable. 

In some cases only an overlap in meaning is found. Then the terms are interchangeable only in some contexts but not in others. For example broad and wide are synonymous in some cases, such as ‘the broadest sense’ and ‘the widest sense’, while in other contexts only one of the two words can be used: ‘five foot wide’, not broad; ‘a broad accent’, not a wide one. This is usually true with synonyms that differ mainly objectively. However, the situation is totally different with words that have identical or almost identical objective meaning but the difference between them is mainly stylistic or emotive. Despite of their closeness in objective meaning they may belong to different registers or levels of style and thus cannot normally be interchanged. Therefore when taking into account various contexts and using the substitution test there may be no overlap at all. For example one could hardly imagine a context – except a sarcastic or comical one – where pop off could replace pass away.

Lyons (1968: 428) introduces a statement that ‘synonymy is a relation of identity holding between two (or more) independently-defined senses’. He immediately remarks that this assumption about synonymy is unjustified and explains why it is so. This way the question of synonymy is reduced to the question whether two words denote the same entity, have the same sense. Lyons prefers that “synonymy will be defined as follows: two (or more) items are synonymous if the sentences which result from the substitution of one for the other have the same meaning.” This view points again to the substitution test and to analysis of interchangeability of synonyms in various contexts.

Decline, Refuse and Reject

We can say that the verbs decline, refuse and reject are interchangeable in almost all contexts in the sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ except those contexts that were mentioned in chapter 2.1.4. This chapter lists specific contexts in which only one of the verbs can be used, the meaning being special in a way, while still carrying the common feature ‘not accept’. 

It needs to be said that although I claim that the analyzed verbs are interchangeable in most contexts, it has to be expected that when these verbs are interchanged for instance in a sentence, some minor changes will happen to this sentence, especially in associative (emotive, evaluative) meaning. The changes can be predicted on the basis of the dictionary analysis (chapters 2.1 and 2.2) and they result from the defined differences in meanings of the three verbs. For example when refuse replaces decline in a particular context, the fact that something is not accepted is preserved, but the way of ‘not accepting’ might seem more direct and resolute, and the person who is ‘not accepting’ will probably appear more positive and determined about his/her decision. The previous example is a general illustration of how the substitution test works.

2.1.7 Ways in which Synonyms Can Differ According to Palmer

After saying that ‘no two words have exactly the same meaning’ and that it seems unlikely for  two words with exactly the same meaning to survive in a language, Palmer (1981: 89-91) brings a list of ways in which possible synonyms can differ. He claims that there are at least five of them:

1. the words belong to different dialects (e.g. US fall x UK autumn, US faucet x UK tap). These words are of no interest for semantics, as they can be called rather ‘translation-equivalents’ than synonyms.

2. the words belong to different styles (e.g. pass away, die, pop off). 

3. the words differ in their emotive or evaluative meanings, while the cognitive meaning remains the same (e.g. politician x statesman, liberty x freedom – the words in these pairs are said each to imply approval or disapproval).

4.  the words are collocationally restricted, i.e. they occur only in connection with other words (e.g. rancid occurs with bacon and butter).

5. the words are only close in meaning or their meanings overlap, i.e. they are synonymous in a loose sense (e.g. synonyms in dictionaries: mature is said to be synonymous to adult, ripe, perfect, due).

Decline, Refuse and Reject

As far as the first possible difference – the difference in dialect – is concerned, it can be said that the verbs decline, refuse and reject do not differ in dialect. I have not found any reference in the sources I have gone through that would imply any dialectical difference.

As follows from the dictionary analyses carried out in the first two chapters of the Practical Part the analyzed verbs do not differ in style, although the degree of formality might be slightly higher in decline according to some of the sources (see chapter 2.2).

It seems that the area of emotive and evaluative meaning is the main sphere to look for differences in meaning of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. It results especially from the dictionary analysis carried out in chapters 2.1 and 2.2 (for details go back to these chapters).

There are some collocational restrictions connected with the analyzed verbs and they are dealt with in chapter 2.7, more specifically in subsections 2.7.6 and partly 2.7.7 (these chapters concentrate on objects and modifiers that collocate with only one of the verbs decline, refuse or reject) and also in chapter 2.1.4 (specific contexts).

It has been already said that the verbs are synonymous in the looser sense. The meanings of the verbs overlap (see chapter 2.1, the quotation of The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987), in which a smaller size font is used for senses that are not shared – do not overlap) and in some senses they are only close in meaning, not identical. 
2.1.8 Possible Differences between Synonyms by Collinson

I quote the following list of most typical differences between synonyms as depicted by Professor W. E. Collinson (qtd. in Ullmann 1967: 142, 143) because he actually uses the verbs decline, refuse and reject to illustrate some of the points:

(1) One term is more general than another: refuse – reject.
(2) One term is more intense than another: repudiate – refuse. 

(3) One term is more emotive than another: reject – decline.
(4) One term may imply approbation or censure where another is neutral: thrifty – economical.
(5) One term is more professional than another: decease – death.
(6) One term is more literary (poetic, archaic, etc.) than another: passing – death.
(7) One term is more colloquial (familiar, slang, vulgar, etc.) than another: turn down – refuse.
(8) One term is more local or dialectal than another: Scots flesher – butcher.
(9) One of the synonyms belongs to child-talk: daddy – father.

Decline, Refuse and Reject

It seems that only the first three points are relevant to the synonyms decline, refuse and reject. I will therefore not add any other comments since Collinson’s list with examples is self-explanatory.

Etymological Analysis

This chapter uses a different perspective to view the verbs decline, refuse and reject. It deals with the etymology of the verbs and tries to use the conclusions from such analysis to contribute to the analysis of meaning of the given verbs, which is the core of this work. The way that etymology is related to meanings of words has already been suggested in the Theoretical Part and it will be demonstrated in the following two sections on an example of particular verbs.

2.1.9 Decline, Refuse and Reject in Dictionaries of English Etymology

To track etymology of the verbs decline, refuse and reject I used several etymological dictionaries and also dictionaries of the English language. I decided to quote The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987) first because it offers etymologies of the given verbs outlined in a simple and lucid way which is perfectly suitable for the purposes of this survey, because the main focus is on the origin of the analyzed verbs. This thesis does not claim to bring a thorough etymological analysis. It only uses etymology to provide another perspective to the semantic analysis. This dictionary also shows dates of the first occurrence of each form in the English language - the date next to each entry refers to the time when the word was first recorded in English, or the period in which the earliest document containing this word was written or published.

.  The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 518, 1622, 1626)

de·cline [...] 
1275-1325; (v.) ME declinen < OF: to inflect, turn aside, sink < L dēclīnāre to slope, incline, bend; cf. Gk klínein to LEAN1; 
re·fuse1 [...]
1300-50; ME refusen < MF refuser, OF < < L refūsus, ptp. of refundere to pour back; see REFUND1
re·ject [...]
1485-95; (v.) < L rējectus, ptp. of rējicere to throw back, equiv. to re- RE- + jec-, comb. form of jacere to throw + -tus ptp. suffix  

According to the Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987) the verb decline first appeared in English between 1275 and 1325. The present form decline descended from the Middle English word declinen which developed from the Old French variant which derived from the Latin word dēclīnāre. A Greek form klínein might also be connected with the etymology of decline.

The verb refuse descended from the Middle English word refusen. This was taken from Middle French refuser, which also existed in the Old French. The French variant goes back to Latin refūsus, participle of refundere. A middle stage is omitted between the Latin and Old French form (for this middle stage see Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991) below). Refuse was first recorded in the English language between years 1300 - 1350. 

Reject first appeared in English between 1485 and 1495 and it is claimed to originate in Latin in the form rējectus, a participle of rējicere.

The following dictionaries support the definitions stated above, adding more detailed information on etymology. I will comment on some of them in case the interpretations differ.

Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991: 358, 1129, 1132)

Decline [...] ME declinen < OFr decliner, to bend, turn aside < L declinare, to bend from, inflect < de-, from (see DE-) + clinare, to bend: see LEAN1

Refuse [...] ME refusen < OFr refuser < LL *refusare < L refusus, pp. of refundere: see REFUND1
Reject [...] LME rejecten < L rejectus, pp. of reicere, rejicere, to throw or fling back < re-, back + jacere, to throw: see JET1

Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991) generally agrees with the Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987). It presents one more stage in the etymology of refuse, presenting a hypothetical
 form *refusare in Late Latin, but it does not mention Greek in the evolution of decline. The occurrence of reject in the English language is specified as Late Middle English, which is in line with the dates given in the previous dictionary.

A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, Volume I A-K (1966: 410), Volume II L-Z (1967: 1319, 1322)

Decline, intr. and tr. v. – ME. declinen, fr. MF. (= F.) décliner, fr. L. dēclīnāre, fr. de- and –clīnāre. See clinical and cp. incline, recline. Derivatives: declin-ed, adj., declin-er, n.

Refuse, v., to reject. – ME. refusen, fr. OF. (= F.) refuser, fr. VL. refūsāre, fr. L. refundere (pp. refūsus), ‘to pour back’. See refund and cp. refound. Cp. also ruse, rush, v. Derivatives: refuse, adj. (q.v.), refus-able, adj., refus-al, n., refus-er, n.

Reject, tr. v. – L. rejectāre, freq. of reicere (less correctly rejicere) (pp. rejectus), ‘to throw back, cast off, repel, reject’, fr. re- and jacere (pp. jactus), ‘to throw’. Cp. OF rejecter, rejeter, F. rejeter, and see jet, ‘to spirt forth’. For the change of Latin ă (in jăctus) to ĕ (in re-jĕctus) see accent and cp. words there referred to. Derivatives: reject-able, adj., reject-er, n.

The Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language (1966, 1967) claims the form refūsāre to appear in Vulgar Latin without marking it as a hypothetical form (cf. the previous dictionary). As opposed to the previous two dictionaries one of the stages in the evolution of decline is said to be the Middle (not Old) French form (décliner). It also points to Old French words rejecter, rejeter in the etymology of reject that have not been mentioned in the first two sources.

A Concise Etymological Dictionary of the English Language (1927: 131, 439, 440)

Decline. (F. – L.) O.F. decliner. – L. dēclīnare, to lean or bend aside from. – L. dē​​-, from; -clīnāre (only in comp.), to lean; see Incline, Lean (1).

Refuse, to deny a request. (F. – L.) M.E. refusen. –O.F. refuser (the same as Port. refusar, Ital. refusare, to reject). It answers to a Late L. type *refūsāre, formed as a frequentative of refundere, to pour back, also to restore, give back (whence to reject). –L. re-, back; fundere, to pour; see Fuse (1). β. We may also note E. refuse, sb., O.F. refus, refuse; cf. O.F. mettre en refus, faire refus à, to abandon, reject (Godefroy).

Reject. (F. – L.) M.F. rejecter (16th cent.; F. rejeter; oldest spelling regeter). –O.F. re-, back; geter, getter, to throw, from L. iactāre; see Jet (1).

The last dictionary I am using mentions again the hypothetical Late Latin form *refūsāre (see above). It also points to French versions of the word reject. However, it does not imply the occurrence of the verbs decline and reject in the Middle English. This is understandable with reject since it was said to occur in the Late Middle English by only one of the dictionaries I have consulted. But all the other sources quoted above claim decline to appear in the Middle English.

To clarify the non/existence of the analyzed verbs in the Middle English I decided to consult a Middle-English Dictionary. The one I used claims to list words that were used by English writers from the twelfth to the fifteenth century. I found out that it includes these words:

A Middle-English Dictionary (1981: 155, 499)

Declīne, v., O.Fr. decliner; [...]

Refǖsin, v., O.Fr. refuser; [...]

2.1.10 The Origin of the Verbs Decline, Refuse and Reject

It can be concluded from what was said in the previous section that all the verbs decline, refuse and reject originated in Latin, evolving later also into French from which they were adopted into English.

As stated in the Theoretical Part in chapter 1.4 a great number of synonyms appeared already in the Old English, due to dual (German/Saxon – Latin) origin of some words and also thanks to the popularity of the alliterative verse. We can say, that the synonyms decline, refuse and reject do not belong to this ‘Old English’ group of synonyms, because they apparently arose in later periods.

In chapter 1.4 it is claimed that words of Latin, Greek or French origin are usually longer than native terms, which does not seem to be relevant for our investigation, since none of the analyzed verbs is native. The verbs decline, refuse and reject have almost the same lengths (to be precise, the rate of the lengths of the given verbs in number of letters is 7 : 6 : 6 respectively) and all the verbs can be said to originate in ‘Latin, Greek or French’. Therefore their almost equal lengths correspond with their origin. 

Native terms are also said to be more emotional, more fundamental, spontaneous, colloquial, simple, and popular, while the French or Latin words are more formal, more literary, abstract, more polite, more refined etc. Out of the three analyzed verbs decline is described in most of the sources in chapter 2.2 as more polite, courteous and formal, while refuse and reject are more emphatic and direct. Therefore decline carries characteristics of a word originated in French or Latin, while refuse and reject could seem to be of a native origin. This theory could be also supported by the minute difference in the lengths of the verbs. However, none of the etymological dictionaries I have consulted is in line with this assumption. It can be attributed to the fact that the differences in formality, colloquiality, emotionality, etc., as well as the differences in lengths are rather minor.  

2.2 Antonymy

As Ullmann (1967: 144) puts it, we can distinguish between synonyms by finding their opposites – antonyms. For example if we take into consideration the word accept as an antonym of decline, then reject would be synonymous to decline. However, this is no longer true when decline is opposed to rise. This means that the words reject and decline are synonymous only in some environments, i.e. solely in such contexts in which they both have the same antonym – accept. Similar example is deep and profound that overlap in meaning in ‘deep/profound sympathy’, where the antonym of both is superficial, but not in ‘deep water’, where the antonym of deep is shallow (see chapter 1.5).

In this chapter I will work with the antonyms of the verbs decline, refuse and reject, taken from the dictionary entries quoted in chapter 2.2. I will copy here only the parts of the entries that deal directly with antonyms:

Webster's Collegiate Thesaurus (1976: 203, 663, 664)

Decline vb [...]
ant accept

Refuse vb [...]

Reject vb [...]
ant accept, choose, select

The Pan Dictionary of Synonyms and Antonyms (1980: 82, 257, 258)

Decline vb.   [...]
ANT. vb. (1) agree, accept.

Refuse1 vb. [...]

ANT. accept, allow.

Reject vb. [...]
Cassell's Modern Guide to Synonyms & Related Words (1971: 477, 478)

REJECT
decline

refuse

repudiate
spurn



antonyms: accept, ACKNOWLEDGE, DEMAND.

Webster’s New World Dictionary of American English (1991: 358)

SYN.—decline [...] refuse [...] reject [...]
--ANT. accept

The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 1622)

Syn.  1. rebuff. REFUSE, DECLINE, REJECT, SPURN all imply nonacceptance of something.  [...]  --Ant.  1. accept, welcome.

In the above excerpts from dictionary entries there appear several antonyms of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. Some of them are attributed only to one of the verbs, such as agree (with decline), allow (with refuse), choose and select (with reject). In some dictionaries the antonyms are attached to the whole group of the synonymous verbs, such as acknowledge, demand, or welcome. However, these verbs are not verified as antonyms of the individual verbs in the other dictionaries. Only the verb accept is mentioned in all the above dictionaries, both as an antonym of the individual verbs and the antonym of the whole group of the synonymous verbs.

Therefore it can be concluded that the only common antonym of the verbs decline, refuse and reject is accept. This is obviously true only in cases in which the verbs mean ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ which is the meaning they share as stated in chapter 2.1. Thus it can be said that the analyzed verbs meet the given criterion of synonymy – they have a common antonym.

2.3 Componential analysis

In this chapter I will try to create componential definitions of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. I will use ‘componential analysis’ as a tool to achieve that, and at the same time I will modify the given process to suit best the needs of this particular group of words being analyzed (for the term ‘componential analysis go back to chapter 1.6 of the Theoretical Part). Before I start working on the actual analysis, I will include several comments on the form of componential definitions.

Fromkin (1993: 127) brings some more practical comments on the semantic features and componential analysis though she does not mention the term itself. She states that semantic features are ‘a formal or notational device for expressing the presence or absence of semantic properties by pluses and minuses’. She arranges the semantic features in a schematic and formal way using the symbols + and – which I find very useful and will follow to a great extent when creating my own analysis: 

woman:

+female  +human  –young

father:

+male  +human  +parent

girl:

+female  +human  +young

mare:

+female  –human  –young  +horseness

Fromkin also presents a ‘redundancy rule’ that shows that some features need not be mentioned in the analysis because they can be deduced from or are included in another feature of the analysis. For example if a word carries the feature [+HUMAN] then the feature [+ANIMATE] is unnecessary in the list of features, because it can be inferred from [+HUMAN] (cf. Hatch and Brown (1995): 15).

I would like to mention one more point concerning the form of componential definitions. As Leech (1981: 90) puts it, not all semantic features that are relevant to a given semantic field are appropriate also for every definition within that field, e.g. the feature ‘sex’ is irrelevant in the definitions of the words child and adult; the word man (=’human being’) is not specified for neither ‘sex’ nor ‘adulthood’; the adjective female is unspecified for both ‘species’ and ‘adulthood’. Such ‘neutralization’ of semantic features can be represented by the symbol ‘o’ or the ‘neutral’ dimensions may be omitted:

man:

+human (omale) (oadult)

adult:

+human +adult (omale)

child:

+human –adult (omale)

female:

(ohuman) (oadult) –male 

Componential Analysis of the Verbs Decline, Refuse and Reject

When creating componential definitions of the verbs decline, refuse and reject, the first thing to do is to state the semantic features that will become the frames of the definitions. To be able to formulate the main semantic features I consulted the dictionary entries quoted in chapters 2.1 and 2.2 and tried to depict the main features that could be used not only to define each verb, but also to differentiate the verbs, each one from the others. I will concentrate exclusively on the sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ as stated in chapter 2.1. The list of the semantic features I have chosen stands as follows: (1) NON-ACCEPTANCE, (2) POLITENESS AND COURTESY, (3) DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS, (4) UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS, (5) FORMALITY, (6) NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE SPEAKER, (7) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR UNSATISFACTORY, (8) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED OR ASKED FOR.

An objection might arise concerning Fromkin’s redundancy rule, that the feature number (4) is not necessary to be included because it is in fact a reverse to the feature (2). Therefore if there is minus at (4), then automatically (2) will carry a plus symbol. I will explain on an example why I consider it useful to include both features in the definitions: the verb refuse might imply ungraciousness or rudeness in some cases, while it carries no implication of a move toward a greater degree of politeness. Therefore decline will be assigned a ‘O’ symbol for the feature (2) and a ‘{+}’ symbol for (4). The symbols are explained in the following paragraph.

The ‘O’ symbol will be used in case that the verb is not specified for that feature (the word “does not say” anything concerning that feature, it is neutral) or that it is not unequivocally decidable from what we know. For the needs of my componential analysis I will introduce one more symbol to make the componential definitions as appropriate as possible. Braces {} will be used around the + symbol in case that the feature can but need not occur in the meaning of the analyzed verb. 

The componential definitions of the given verbs would then look as follows:

decline:
+ (NON-ACCEPTANCE), 

+ (POLITENESS AND COURTESY), 

O (DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS), 

– (UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS), 

+ (FORMALITY),    

– (NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE 

SPEAKER), 

O (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR 

UNSATISFACTORY), 

{{+}}
 (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED)

refuse:
+ (NON-ACCEPTANCE), 

O (POLITENESS AND COURTESY), 

+ (DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS), 

{+} (UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS), 

– (FORMALITY), 

– (NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE 

SPEAKER), 

O (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR 

UNSATISFACTORY), 

{+} (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED)

reject:
+ (NON-ACCEPTANCE), 

O (POLITENESS AND COURTESY), 

+ (DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS), 

{+} (UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS), 

– (FORMALITY), 

{+}  (NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE 

SPEAKER), 

{+} (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR 

UNSATISFACTORY), 

{{+}} (THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED)

I will display the above componential definitions in the form of a table to make them clearer and easier to compare one with another:

Table 2: Componential definitions of the verbs decline, refuse and reject in the sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’

	
	DECLINE
	REFUSE
	REJECT

	(1) NON-ACCEPTANCE
	+
	+
	+

	(2) POLITENESS AND COURTESY
	+
	O
	O

	(3) DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS
	O
	+
	+

	(4) UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS
	–
	{+}
	{+}

	(5) FORMALITY
	+
	–
	–

	(6) NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE   SPEAKER
	–
	–
	{+}

	(7) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR UNSATISFACTORY
	O
	O
	{+}

	(8) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED
	{{+}}
	{+}
	{{+}}


O - the verb is not specified for that feature, it is neutral

{} - the feature can but need not occur in the analyzed verb

When trying to depict the definitions of the verbs decline, refuse and reject by means of componential analysis we realise that there are some weaknesses preventing us from producing perfect definitions that would grasp all details and particulars in the meanings of the words. For example I think that with some semantic features it would be useful to use a scale instead of the symbols ‘+’ and ‘–‘ that offer only two possibilities: yes / no. The scale would allow for a more detailed comparison and showing intensity of some features. This comment is relevant for instance with the feature (3), since we know that reject is even more direct and stronger in determination and positiveness than refuse. Therefore the verbs refuse and reject would be differentiated by means of the scale, while in the above componential definitions they seem to be the same (both carry the ‘+’ symbol). It would also allow to eliminate the feature (4) UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS, since the verbs could be defined by means of a scale of ‘politeness and courtesy’.

It might be also objected that the above componential analysis employs semantic features that are not part of ‘conceptual meaning’, but rather belong to ‘associative meaning’ (for these terms go to chapter 1.1). Componential analysis as a tool is usually used to depict conceptual meaning of words. However, the analyzed verbs differ mainly in the associative part of meaning (e.g. style – formality, the attitude of the speaker, etc.); therefore it would not bring many interesting results if I worked only with the pure conceptual meaning. I want to stress that I used ‘componential analysis’ as a tool, not keeping all its characteristics and rules.

I will conclude with saying that although I adapted the process of componential analysis to the needs of the present work, it was definitely useful when creating a comparative analysis of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. It proves profitable mainly in that it helps to create an overview of parts of the meanings that are similar as well as those that are different in the given verbs. The form of the componential definitions is very intelligible and allows for a lucid comparison, which helps to compare dictionary definitions of the individual verbs more easily and therefore analyze them in a greater depth.

Using the British National Corpus – Collocations, Frequency Analysis

Wittgenstein stated: ‘Don’t look for the meaning of a word, look for its use.’ (qtd. in Lyons (1968): 410). This statement can become a motto of the present chapter in which I will analyze the verbs decline, refuse and reject in various contexts and look at the way they are actually used in the language. I will use predominantly the British National Corpus as a tool, referring occasionally also to other internet searches and sources.

The first subsection is devoted to the British National Corpus and general information about this device. I will also explain in what way the BNC will be used.

In the next five subsections I will deal with verb + object collocations and the last subsection is devoted to verb + modifier collocations. For the term ‘collocation’ see chapter 1.7 of the Theoretical Part. In that chapter there can also be found Crystal’s comment on the degree of mutual expectancy of various words to occur in a context. It will be seen that the expectancy connected with the verbs decline, refuse and reject is not very high in most cases (there are not many words that would require exclusively one of the verbs in its near environment) but still there are words that tend to co-occur with some of the verbs more than with others and thus this ‘co-occurrence tendency’ is worth analyzing.

In this chapter there can also be found notes on frequency of occurrence of the verbs decline, refuse and reject in the analyzed collocations and contexts as stated in the BNC. The frequency analysis in fact mirrors the degree of mutual expectancy mentioned in the previous paragraph. 

2.3.1 The British National Corpus – General Information

The British National Corpus (BNC) is a 100-million-word electronic databank of sample texts of written and spoken English, using a wide range of sources, both spoken and written (Wikipedia). It is designed to represent British English from the late 20th century. The latest edition is the BNC XML Edition and it was released in 2007 (British National Corpus).

The written part of the BNC (90%) contains extracts from national and regional newspapers, specialist journals and periodicals for all ages and various interests, academic books, essays, etc. The spoken part (10%) includes parts of unscripted informal conversation that was recorded by volunteers of different age, region and social class, as well as extracts of spoken language collected in various contexts such as formal business or government meetings, radio shows etc. (taken from British National Corpus website).

The BNC is very useful as a tool in various language analyses. I will use it especially in context (collocation) analysis and in frequency analysis.

In the present chapter I will employ especially one particular tool of the British National Corpus, called ‘Word Sketch Difference’ or ‘Sketch Engine’. It derives a corpus-based summary of a word’s grammatical and collocational behaviour (Getting Started with the Sketch Engine). Out of this summary I will concentrate mainly on objects that collocate with the analyzed verbs (objects will be analyzed in the following five subsections) and also on modifiers that will be analyzed in the last subsection of this chapter.

The data cited in the following sections have been extracted from the British National Corpus, distributed by Oxford University Computing Services on behalf of the BNC Consortium. All rights in the texts cited are reserved.

2.3.2 Objects that collocate with all the verbs decline, refuse and reject

In the present section as well as in all the following ones I will compare the BNC results with what I have found out from various dictionaries dealt with in chapters 2.1 and 2.2 and also with the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1980) that brings some interesting observations on the usage of the verbs decline, refuse and reject with various objects. I will copy here a part of the dictionary entry that is relevant to the present survey.

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1980: 928)

Refuse1 [...] USAGE One can refuse or decline to do something, but one must decline (opposite agree) in words: The horse refused (not *declined or *agreed) to jump the wall. One can refuse or decline, not reject, an invitation (opposite accept); refuse (not decline or reject) permission; decline or reject (not refuse) a suggestion; refuse, reject, or decline an offer (opposite accept); reject (not refuse or decline) a plan or PROPOSAL. One need not reject in words: The horse refused/rejected (not *declined) the apple (opposite accepted). [...]

According to the BNC the only two objects that collocate with all the verbs decline, refuse and reject are ‘invitation’ and ‘offer’. I will create tables that will show the frequency of each verb in collocation with the particular object, and also offer couple examples of every collocation. Behind each example in brackets there is a code of the source as stated in the BNC together with a more detailed description of the source, and the genre written in italics.

Table 3: The collocations of the object ‘invitation’ with the verbs decline, refuse and reject

	BNC
	decline
	refuse
	reject
	Examples

	invitation
	37
	40
	7
	In 1814 Sewell became its president, and a little later Coleman, who had earlier declined an invitation to be president, became its patron. (B2W - Cotchin, Ernest. The Royal Veterinary College London. 1990.)

The expedition which the king led to Scotland in the winter of 1341-2 was unpopular: according to Murimuth he was attended only `by a few knights', and Arundel, Huntingdon, and five other earls declined the invitation to serve. (E9V- Tuck, Anthony. Crown and nobility 1272-1461: political conflict in late medieval England. 1986. – humanities, arts)

He was so drunk that he almost fell on top of her. She recoiled and of course refused his invitation. (ANF – Rose, June. Modigliani. 1990. - biography)

But Diana has refused a personal invitation from the Queen to the church service and Christmas lunch -- a clear signal that she wants as little as possible to do with the rest of the royals. (CBF - Today.)

Adonis, cold and puritanical, rejects the lustful invitations of Venus, the supreme goddess. (AHG - Daily Telegraph, electronic edition of 1992-04-05: Arts section.)

He was impossible! Although she had rejected his dinner invitation, somehow he had come out of the scene the victor. Obviously he assumed that she had picked up some instant Romeo, and it was clear from his tone and expression that he condemned her as cheap and shallow. (HA7- Kingston, Kate. A warning of magic. 1993. – fiction prose)


According to the above table, decline and refuse are almost equally frequent in collocation with the word ‘invitation’ (37 and 40 occurrences), while reject is rather rare with its seven occurrences. It could also be noted that decline is used in quite formal contexts. These observations are in line with the conclusions made in chapters 2.1 and 2.2 and also with the extract from the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English cited above. 

Now, the table for collocations with ‘offer’ follows:

Table 4: The collocations of the object ‘offer’ with the verbs decline, refuse and reject

	BNC
	decline
	refuse
	reject
	Examples

	offer


	63
	106
	99
	I declined the offer of a van, but otherwise accepted the inevitable. (A0F - Falk, Michael. Part of the furniture. 1991. - fiction prose)

It was entertaining viewing for Mal Meninga, watching the game with his Canberra colleagues, but the Australian declined a £50,000 offer, made after the game, to rejoin St Helens. (A1N - Independent, electronic edition of 1989-10-02: Sport section.)

Miss Harder even refused the offer of financial assistance, in case it led to another child losing his chance of coming to Britain. (BNN - Turner, Barry. And the policeman smiled. 1991. –humanities, arts)

For some years it was used by the American Church which offered to buy it for a substantial sum from the London diocese when its lease expired; but the offer was refused and the church declared redundant.  (AR9 - Binney, Marcus, and Watson-Smyth, Marianne. The Save Britain's Heritage action guide. 1991. – humanities, arts)

The government rejected the highest offer. (ABK - The Economist.)

The company is likely to be affected by a series of unofficial stoppages before any official action begins, as it was in the lead up to negotiations when Ford's final offer was rejected last month. (AAC - The Guardian, electronic edition of 1989-12-21: Home news pages.)


We can see that all the verbs decline, refuse and reject are quite equally frequent in connection with the word ‘offer’, though decline seems to be a little less common according to the BNC. Sentence (A0F) supports the fact that accept is an antonym of decline. All these facts correspond with the extract on usage from the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English that was quoted at the beginning of this chapter, as well as with the dictionaries that were used in chapters 2.1 and 2.2.

So far, nothing substantial can be said about the level of politeness or determination of the analysed verbs, when taking into consideration the collocations with ‘invitation’ and ‘offer’ in the BNC.

To gain more information on frequency of the given collocations I consulted the Google Search, using the basic searching method that shows results in case that all of the given words are found in the source. First I looked up results for ‘decline invitation’ and there were 1,890,000 results found. For ‘refuse invitation’ it showed 2,180,000 and for ‘reject invitation’ 1,870,000 results. This is quite surprising mainly because of the great number of results found for ‘reject invitation’. It might be attributed to the fact that many texts present on the Internet are written by anonymous or even non-native English speaking authors and need not be correct and therefore are not reliable, or also to the fact that some of the texts may include all sorts of specific contexts in which a collocation that would normally be odd or unacceptable can be used without any objections. However, the searching method itself can be challenged, too. With this kind of search you also get a number of results in which although both the searched words occur, they are not in collocation, or not even near each other. 

Therefore I used advanced search and looked for the exact phrases, that I considered the most usual, and thus the most applicable, such as ‘”decline an invitation”’. The results are summarized in the following table:

	GOOGLE SEARCH
	decline
	refuse
	reject

	“an invitation”
	29500
	20100
	809

	“your invitation”
	10800
	810
	1240

	”his invitation”
	2400
	1540
	1430

	“an offer”
	46800
	42500
	48300

	“your offer”
	25300
	775
	44500

	“his offer”
	1010
	13100
	1030


Table 5: Analysis of frequency of occurence of the objects ‘invitation’ and ‘offer’ with the verbs decline, refuse and reject, using the Google search

This method of searching is not very convenient either, since it only enables you to find exact phrases. This way you are not able to find more complex collocations where the verb and the object are separated by a word, unless you include this word in the sought phrase. In such case however all other results are excluded. The search method employed in the BNC is much more useful in that it investigates both front and back environments of the particular word, going up to five words in both directions. This way all kinds of contexts are found, no matter what stands between the two analyzed collocates.

It can be seen, then, that Internet searches such as the Google Search are not very useful in frequency analyses. From that point on I will only use them to look for evidence for various conclusions, primarily in the realm of semantics or when I consider it appropriate. When including them, I will also consider very carefully the source or the author of each passage used. It seems, then, that various dictionaries, thesauruses, and lexicons, as well as the BNC with its careful selection of sources should be regarded as more reliable and dependable in my analysis.

2.3.3 Objects that collocate with both decline and refuse

Because I consider it unnecessary to cite the whole bibliographic data for each example taken from the BNC, in the following chapters I will show solely the BNC code for each source. I will mention the author, title of the source or the genre only in case it is relevant to the analysis. 

In the BNC, there is only one object that collocates with both decline and refuse:

Table 6: The collocations of the object ‘treatment’ with the verbs decline and refuse

	BNC
	decline
	refuse
	Examples

	treatment
	5
	48
	No one doubts the right of the patient with kidney disease to decline treatment. (ASK)

The card would allow people to set out their wish to decline life-prolonging treatment. (CEN)

Every patient has a right to refuse medical treatment. (ANA)

I AM appalled that while people from countries like Bosnia can come to Britain for live-saving operations under the NHS, our own over-50s with heart problems are being refused treatment and drugs. (CBC)


The BNC shows that refuse is more common in the connection with ‘treatment’ than decline. The absence of collocations of ‘treatment’ with reject is in line with the dictionary extracts quoted in chapter 2.1, although nothing is said about decline + ‘treatment’. The Longman’s overview of usage does not even mention this object. The Google Search does not support the statement that reject is not used with the object ‘treatment’, since it shows quite a number of such collocations (while – as said above – these might not be that dependable or authoritative).

2.3.4 Objects that collocate with both decline and reject
The BNC brings only one object collocating with both decline and reject:

Table 7: The collocations of the object ‘chance’ with the verbs decline and reject

	BNC
	decline
	reject
	Examples

	chance
	5
	5
	Declining the chance to invest may result in considerable losses. (GUC)

Wharton 's manager Mickey Duff declined the chance to fight Italian Vicenzo Nardiello for the vacant European title. (CH3)

Bill Athey has rejected the chance of a move to Derbyshire. (CEP)

The Southampton striker was expected to reject the chance to stay with the First Division strugglers. (CBG)


The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English (1975: 372, 1042, 1046) shows the object ‘chance’ only with the verb refuse which contradicts the results found in the BNC. None of the other dictionaries I have consulted mention the object ‘chance’. The Google Search this time is in accordance with the BNC showing only few occurrences of ‘chance’ with refuse, most of them in rather informal texts that in my opinion can be considered less relevant, such as:

Olga, 24: “I the lonely girl, but I do not wish to refuse chance to get acquainted with you!”
<http://brideberry.com/ladies/?id=114>

This passage is taken from the website of an international dating service, and the girl Olga is Russian, therefore her usage of English is by no means a measure for the kind of linguistic analysis I am pursuing. 

Therefore I would conclude with saying that ‘chance’ is more usual in collocations with the verbs decline and reject, since the BNC is regarded as the most relevant tool in the frequency analysis, as stated earlier in this chapter.

2.3.5 Objects that collocate with both refuse and reject

This group of objects is the largest one. The small number of objects that come in collocation with both the verb decline and one of the verbs refuse and reject, can be attributed to the fact that the meaning of the verb decline according to the dictionaries of the English language (e.g. The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 518)) includes a lot of senses, while the one that is shared also by the verbs refuse and reject need not be the prevailing one. Therefore the low frequency of use of the verb decline in the sense ‘to express unwillingness to do / accept something’ does not at all imply low frequency of usage of that verb in general. (For the other senses of the verb decline see chapter 2.1).

For better intelligibility this chapter will be further divided into three subsections: 1. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb refuse, 2. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb reject, 3. Objects that collocate with both refuse and reject with the same frequency.

1. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb refuse

Table 8: The verb + object collocations of the verbs refuse and reject 1

	BNC
	refuse
	reject
	Examples

	help
	22
	5
	You may want to refuse help when you feel it is unnecessary. (CJ9)

 The PROFITBOSS never refuses help to anyone. (EW5)

She would never admit to being anorexic and refused help. (K1E)

They reject help from outside agencies. (CGT)

Gordon Taylor […] yesterday rejected the help of Leeds manager Howard Wilkinson. (AJA)

In sexual matters as in most others it is the source of help which is rejected – or deceived – rather than the help itself. (EW8)

	request
	79
	42
	His request was refused. (ASK)

This is the first time we have refused a request from him. (CEP)

Who could refuse the request of such ladies? (A67)

Tribunals rejected requests from several French Moslem groups. (HKX)

The bank may reject your request for a loan because it thinks you are overcommitting yourself. (EE0)

The general opinion amongst Central Authorities is that a request should not be rejected on this ground. (EDL)

	food
	21
	6
	Why should the cat suddenly refuse food that it normally eats with great enthusiasm? (BMG)

She had for 10 days refused all solid food. (FDC)

He refused all food and she could hardly get him to drink. (HJH)

Why do cats sometimes reject their food? Every cat owner knows the moment when a pet approaches a new dish of food, sniffs it, and then stalks off without taking a bite. (BMG)

Second-stage baby foods may be rejected but the child may accept some puréed foods cooked by the mother. (CGT)

It is rather like a child rejecting food he has not tasted because he does not have enough information to make it seem attractive. (H0E)

Most children reject new foods the first time they are offered. (BM1)

	man
	13
	5
	We’ve been refusing that man a cheque book for months but he just went inside and someone from senior management, who hasn’t been behind a counter for years, just hands one over without a thought. ( AKL)

I would never have believed that a landlord […] would refuse a man a drink the night before he was wed. (HHC)

I don’t think he’s thinking of marrying, but even if he asked me, I’d refuse him, as I’d refuse any man. (GW8)

Democracy means only that the people have the opportunity of accepting or refusing the men who are to rule them. (G1G)

The fact that we rejected men was not a gesture of feminism alone. (CF4)

The situations of the two antiheroes are similar: both men rejected by a hypocritical social order. (J55)

	application
	129
	61
	He can refuse the whole application. (BME)

Some people think that if a lender refuses a credit application, the applicant has a right to know why. (CCT)

The application was refused. (BNE)

The committee will reject your application unless you’re in a union. (AA8)

Croydon rejected their application. (EA4)

By November 1927 the patent application had been rejected. (CER)


As far as ‘help’ is concerned, the verb reject can be said to have even less than five occurrences in the BNC, since one of the example (AJA) is stated twice in the list, and in (EW8) the object in question is ‘the source of help’ rather than ‘help’, although the use of reject + ‘help’ is implied. Therefore the rate refuse : reject is in fact 22 : 3. The (EW5) sentence illustrates the use of refuse in collocation with two objects as described in chapter 2.2 in the section dealing with the Longman Lexicon of Contemporary English (1984). ‘Help’ is a direct object and ‘to anyone’ is an indirect object. The level of politeness or determination is not noticeable in the given examples.

With ‘request’, both refuse and reject are quite frequent, although the BNC shows more collocations with refuse. Both verbs can be used in active voice (CEP, A67, HKX, EE0) or the passive (ASK, EDL).

It was shown in some of the dictionaries in chapter 2.1 (e.g. The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 1626)) that one of the senses of reject is “to vomit”. However, it is clear from the above BNC examples that even in collocations with ‘food’ this sense is present only in few of them, if it is present at all. Although I quoted wider contexts when needed, in some of the example sentences it is not explicit if reject is in the sense of ‘refuse’ or ‘vomit’ (CGT, BM1). On the other hand, in some of them the sense of ‘vomit’ is clearly excluded (BMG, H0E). Also the Google Search confirms that the sense of ‘vomit’ is not that common with reject.

Out of the 13 occurrences of the object ‘man’ with refuse 7 showed to be in position of subject (the verb being either in active voice: “A man refused to hand over to the police the keys of a car.” (GVR) or in the passive: “A dying man has been refused a refund on the air ticket.” (K1Y)) In the latter sentence the word ‘man’, though a subject, would behave as an indirect object in the corresponding active sentence (they refused a dying man a refund). Out of the remaining six examples, three show ‘man’ in the position of direct object (such as GW8, G1G), and three in the position of indirect object (such as AKL, HHC). The examples (AKL, HHC) again support the claim that refuse can occur with two objects, one direct and one indirect. This is not true with reject, which the examples in the BNC confirm. Out of the five occurrences with reject one has to be eliminated, since ‘man’ is not in the position of object. In three of the remaining examples ‘man’ is a direct object (CF4) and in one case it is in a subject-like position, bearing the attributes of a direct object (J55). As far as the meaning of the two verbs is concerned, it seems to me that in the above example sentences reject carries more determination in itself maybe even with an implication of condemnation, while refuse expresses a simple act of ‘non-accepting’. This supports the observations that have been made earlier.

The object ‘application’ is quite frequent with both refuse and reject, the rate being 129 : 61. Both can be used in active as well as passive voice. Considering wider contexts of the example sentences it can be only argued that reject is a little bit more resolute or stronger than refuse which is also supported by The Random House Dictionary of the English Language (1987: 1622) in chapter 2.2.
2. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb reject

Table 9: The verb + object collocations of the verbs refuse and reject 2

	BNC
	refuse
	reject
	Examples

	suggestion
	5
	71
	Nicholas Ferrar refused all these suggestions, having decided that as soon as he was free to do so he wished to lead a religious life. (CFF)

Councillors yesterday refused a suggestion to offer a £5 discount to people who settle their full annual bill within 30 days. (K4W)

Last Friday, the US rejected a Soviet suggestion that the two superpowers act as guarantors of the peace process. (A9M)

Robyn indignantly rejected the suggestion. (ANY)

	claim
	10
	98
	The Inland Revenue refused the claims of both companies. (CBV)

You must not admit to, negotiate on or refuse any claim unless you have permission from us. (HB5)

He also rejected claims that he had corrected errors of judgement by Nicholas Ridley. (A2P)

Gandhi rejects outright claims made concerning the superior or inferior status of religions. (C9B)

A female employee was offensively treated by two male colleagues, but at first her claim was rejected. (B08)

	scheme
	5
	27
	Scarborough Council refused a previous scheme. (K4W)

Since August 1990 three similar schemes have been refused. (K55)

Three private new town schemes have now been rejected. (A3T)

It is not surprising that the Conservatives rejected the Redcliffe-Maud scheme. (FRB)

	appeal
	11
	51
	Markovic said: “Slovenia had refused all appeals from the federal government and I could no longer take responsibility for the further development of events in the republic.” (HL8)

If Spain’s highest legal body refuses the appeal of Mr. Marks he will be sent to stand trial in Florida. (A28)

Mr. Gummer rejected appeals from consumer groups and Opposition parties for a separate Ministry for Food that would act independently of farming interests. (A59)

The High Court, meanwhile, rejected and appeal by a rightwing MP to deport two other leading Palestinians suspected of being involved in the leadership of the intifada. (A8W)

	advance
	5
	16
	He believes Venus and Adonis, with its attendant sonnets, makes Shakespeare the only writer to have Adonis refuse the advances of the goddess. (AJV)

We now have the chance to remove the fear from the minds of women that for too long the attitude to rape has been based on the unspoken belief that, in the end, no woman will refuse the sexual advances of a dominant man and that ‘No’ […] is simply a ‘tease’ and that women never mean it. (GW1)

Or they will pick a young rickshaw coolie and ride around all night watching his little golden rump bobbing in front of their eyes – and beat him if he refuses their advances. (FU8)

Edwina Currie had rejected his advances (‘What sort of girl do you think I am?’) (HNK)

She is a little playful, first accepting and then rejecting his advances, whilst he suggests there are stronger feelings behind his efforts to steal a kiss. (A12)

Generally, it was the smaller snail that climbed on to the back of the larger one and actively courted it, wile the larger snail was passive, simply accepting or rejecting the advance. (G33)

[…]’ said their Lordships, advocating that Britain should reduce sulphur dioxide emissions by 30 per cent. The government rejected all these advances. (AM4)

	terms
	6
	13
	Cec then refused the terms offered by the club in the summer of 1927 and moved to Bristol City. (B2H)

Still the Athenians refused his terms; they even lynched a Councillor who proposed discussing them. (G3C)

Whether to reclaim or reject this term has been a matter or some debate in Black communities. (CGF)

Opposition groups in exile had rejected the terms of the Constitution and called for a boycott. (HL4)

	authority
	5
	13
	The local authority was refused leave to appeal to the House of Lords. (AAL)

Conversely, a local authority which has been refused financial resources can attempt to reverse this state of affairs […]. (G19)

He rejected the authority of President Muawad, who was elected with Syrian backing. (A8J)

People refused to accept Jesus as the Messiah and as a result they rejected his authority. (CEJ)

	child
	10
	16
	If Denise Scott Fears has problems refusing adults, she’ll feel even more of a ‘heel’ refusing that winsome child! (A8M)

Cranston nodded, his eyes petulant like those of a child being refused a sweet. (H98)

Roheim’s research in central Australia, for instance, shows that mothers will never refuse a child the breast […]. (HTP)

Judith and Patrick are told two days after the eagerly-awaited birth of their first baby, that he is suffering from Down’s Syndrome – he is a Mongol. Their immediate and instinctive reaction is to reject the child. (ANA)

[…] the questioner was asking about – or rather, refuting – the possibility of any mother actually rejecting her child. (CDE)

‘The case was a strong one, not least because Leonard Arthur had admitted that if parents rejected a mentally handicapped child (which they had) it was honest and ethical from his standpoint that the child was better off dead. (ANA)

It would not be lawful for a grant maintained school to reject children with special needs who were otherwise eligible for admission. (CMU)

	demand
	19
	31
	The pilots resigned six weeks ago when the airlines refused a demand by the Australian Federation of Air Pilots for direct negotiations over their claim for a 29.5 per cent pay rise. (A1S)

There was a year of negotiation before the deal was closed and we refused their persistent demands to increase our offer of £750,000. (A52)

Few of these grants were easily elicited, some were decidedly difficult to extract, and occasional demands were flatly refused. (F9L)

And he rejected the demands of environmentalists and opposition parties for measures to discourage car use in favour of public transport. (A59)

He passionately rejected demands from radical Soviet reformers to abandon the party's monopoly of power. (A9M)

He bluntly rejected not only the demands of the Rada but also the claims of Ukrainian nationalism. (ANT)


Reject is substantially more frequent than refuse in collocations with the word ‘suggestion’. From the examples in the BNC it can again be argued that reject is a bit stronger and more determined (e.g. in connection with ‘indignantly’ in ANY). 

It is interesting to say that the number of example sentences with refuse + ‘claim’ is even smaller than 10, since the source HB5 is included four times out of the ten occurrences. It is also interesting to notice that reject + ‘claim’ usually means ‘to reject and idea or a statement’ (A2P, C9B), while in sentences with refuse the object ‘claim’ was in all of the examples in the sense of ‘right’ or ‘demand’.

Also with ‘scheme’ the verb reject is more frequent which could be attributed to the fact that reject might imply non-acceptance of something unsuitable, useless or valueless, which can be often applicable to the content of the word ‘scheme’.

I did not make any interesting observations concerning the object ‘appeal’. I can only remark that the number of occurrences of collocations refuse + ‘appeal’ is to be deduced a little because of recurrence of some of the example sentences.

As far as the object ‘advance’ is concerned, in most cases it is used in plural as ‘advances’ and I found out that in three out of five occurrences with refuse it is employed in the sense of ‘attempts of a (sexual) contact’ (e.g. AJV). With the verb reject too, the majority of occurrences are in the sense of ‘attempts of a contact’ and it is even used to talk about snails (G33). ‘Advance’ can also mean ‘progress’ or ‘policy’ (AM4).

The object ‘term’ has the same meaning with both refuse and reject and no obvious differences in usage can be noticed in the given examples. 

The object ‘authority’ occurs in the BNC with refuse only five times, out of which one needs to be ruled out because ‘authority’ is in the place of subject. In the other cases the sentences are in the passive voice, and ‘authority’ would function as an indirect object in the corresponding active sentences (AAL, G19). Reject on the contrary appears in a number of collocations with ‘authority’, where ‘authority’ is in the position of direct object (twelve out of thirteen occurrences).

The collocation reject + ‘child’ means in almost all examples ‘not to give love’, ‘deny acceptance or care’ etc. This usage was mentioned in the dictionaries used in chapters 2.1 and 2.2 as well. The love or care is denied in the example sentences in the BNC mostly because of the child being handicapped (ANA, CDE). This is not the truth in (CMU) in which the context does not carry any emotional undertones. On the contrary when ‘child’ is used in collocation with refuse the sense is never ‘not to give love’ or ‘to neglect’. In most cases it occurs in the position of indirect object (i.e. the child is refused something, one refuses something to the child) (H98, HTP). Only in one case ‘child’ is a direct object (A8M) and in two cases ‘child’ is in place of subject and I do not quote these examples.  

In the example sentences with the object ‘demand’ it is interesting to notice the modifiers used with the two verbs. Refuse goes with modifiers ‘flatly’ and ‘consistently’ and reject was connected with ‘passionately’, ‘bluntly’, ‘arrogantly’ and ‘firmly’. The modifiers will be dealt with in a greater detail in chapter 2.7.7.

3. Objects that collocate with both refuse and reject with the same frequency

Table 10: The verb + object collocations of the verbs refuse and reject 3

	BNC
	Refuse
	reject
	Examples

	applicant
	10
	8
	He says it’s perverse to refuse applicants with beards. (K23)

The applicant was refused entry as a student although he had written evidence that the course fees had been paid. (FRT)

[…] the applicant would normally be refused. (CCT)

The Bank told us that it does not reject applicants for loans unless it has some reason. (CCT)

Decisions to offer or reject applicants are made by the senior tutors. (GVD)

The CDU proposed the addition of a clause to the Basic Law (constitution) which would allow the authorities to reject applicants for political asylum entering Germany. (HLG)

	order
	8
	7
	Was it that he was such a sincere Catholic that he would not refuse an order from the Pope? (B7K)

The applicant sought mandamus directed to the visitor to restore him. The order was refused. (FE3)

At the same time they wanted to be able to increase their staffing as and when orders came along, and did not want to be in a position to have to refuse orders because they did not have staff […]. (FEW)

But the absence of supreme authority did not mean that everyone always rejected orders […]. (ADW)

More significantly, the State Department evinced the first sign of active hostility to Cuba by pressuring the British government into rejecting a Cuban order for military helicopters. (G1R)

	people
	10
	8
	But as an ex-Immigration Officer told the magazine Race Today (June 1973) ‘If you don’t show a good record in refusing people it is thought you are not doing your job properly.’ (A6V)

Many also refuse people they consider to be at ‘high risk’ of infection and people who refuse a medical examination. (CJ9)

People were refused regular blood pressure testing because they were 65. (B01)

Often infected people are rejected by family and friends. (A00)

I’ve never been very good at rejecting people, so I told him I was frigid. (CA0)

This often leads black children to deny the reality of their skin colour and to reject people of similar race and colour. (CRW)


The object ‘applicant’ with the verb refuse appears in two examples as a direct object, one of them in active voice (K23), one in the passive (CCT). In the remaining example sentences ‘applicant‘ is in the position of indirect object, or subject in passive sentences – then it would function as a indirect object in the corresponding active sentence (FRT). With reject there are more examples of ‘applicant’ as direct object in active sentences (CCT, GVD, HLG).

With the verb refuse ‘order’ can be used in several senses – in business context, in the sense of ‘command’ or as a ‘religious title’. With reject only the first two senses seem to be applicable (either in a business context or as a ‘command’).

In the sentences with the verb refuse only in three out of ten cases ‘people’ is a direct object and it is in both cases a specific context (A6V, CJ9). In the other examples it functions as a subject in a passive sentence so that it would be an indirect object in the corresponding active sentence (B01). The meaning of reject + ‘people’ is in some sentences similar as with ‘child’ – ‘to deny love and affection’ (A00). Otherwise the meaning of reject is comparable with the one of refuse (CA0).

In general I would like to point out that some nuances such as level of politeness or determination are hard to notice in the given examples, since we do not see the speaker’s mind. Therefore when choosing what verb to use in a particular context it is recommendable to rely on what is said in the dictionaries to be able to predict the impact on the hearers, especially if they are native speakers and therefore have the feeling for emotive colouring of individual words.

2.3.6 Objects that collocate with only one of the verbs decline, refuse or reject

In this subsection I will create tables using the BNC to show objects that are used solely with one of the verbs decline, refuse or reject. I will also include example sentences. In these tables, especially in the one devoted to reject, there are some objects that might be used as evidence to the conclusions made in chapter 2.1.4 dealing with specific contexts. 

Decline

In the sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing‘ I have found only one object that collocates exclusively with the verb decline:

Table 11: The verb + object collocations of the verb decline
	BNC
	decline
	Examples

	jurisdiction
	6
	The courts ought, therefore, simply to decline jurisdiction in such matters. (C8R)

If a decision is held to be non-justiciable the court will decline jurisdiction over it. (EBM)

The court held that the place where the goods were to be delivered and where bills were payable was Bouyer's registered office in France, and on that basis the court declined jurisdiction. (FDH)


Refuse

With refuse I have found quite a number of objects that collocate exclusively with this verb:

Table 12: The verb + object collocations of the verb refuse
	BNC
	refuse
	Examples

	permission
	155
	Mr. Justice Schiemann refused the company permission to challenge sir Bryan’s decision in court. (AJ6)

	bail
	27
	Lord Taylor refused bail, but said the new trial should be held as soon as possible. (CH6)

	consent
	45
	The parents again refused consent for the operation. (ANA)

	visa
	13
	Iraq had refused exit visas to Soviet workers whose contracts had not yet expired.  (HL2)

	entry
	51
	Western correspondents have been refused entry to the country. (AAL)

	leave
	22
	The plaintiff might have given or refused leave. (H81)

	admission
	22
	Very few colleges these days refuse admission on grounds of age alone. (EX5)

	rectification
	7
	Knox J. refused rectification as a matter of discretion. (FD7)

	licence
	29
	CAMRA wants the right of licensing authorities to refuse new pub licences much more carefully defined. (A14)

	injunction
	10
	The Court of Appeal has on this basis refused an interim injunction against “Private Eye”. (J78)

	assent
	6
	The last time a monarch refused assent was during the reign of Queen Anne. (J57)


Since these objects occur only with the verb refuse according to the BNC, and therefore no interesting comparison can be done in relation to the other two analyzed verbs, I will not add any more comments.

Reject

Table 13: The verb + object collocations of the verb reject 1

	BNC
	reject
	Examples

	proposal
	148
	Delegates rejected proposals for a referendum. (AAB)

	notion
	53
	He rejects the notion of six million dead. (AK9)

	hypothesis
	36
	In effect the authors reject the hypothesis about unemployment contributing to crime. (G1J)

	submission
	28
	We reject this submission without hesitation. (ASK)

	idea
	182
	He rejected fundamentalist ideas of the biblical evidence. (A68)

	argument
	79
	The judge rejected the argument that publication of the information in an article would be in the public interest. (A8K)

	accusation
	18
	He rejects the accusation that he himself is a surreptitious elitist. (G1G)

	goods
	54
	He can, however, reject the goods without treating the contract as repudiated. (H7U)

	bid
	26
	However, it seems almost certain that Mr. Sherwood and his team will reject the bid, which he has described as ‘inadequate’. (A9D)

	contention
	11
	The Commission rejected this contention. (FCD)

	call
	39
	Twenty years ago Australians rejected calls for a republic. (CEM)


In the above table the objects ‘notion’, ‘hypothesis’, ‘idea’ or ‘argument’ since their exclusive use with the verb reject support the assumption saying that reject implies that the ‘not accepted’ thing is unsatisfactory, unsuitable, valueless, etc. as concluded according to various dictionaries of the English language and dictionaries of synonyms in chapters 2.1 and 2.2.

I also decided to include ‘government’ in this section for the reasons that are stated below the table: 

Table 14: The verb + object collocations of the verb reject 2

	BNC
	refuse
	reject
	Examples 

	government 
	6
	5
	This and other statements were clear enough, and it seems a little one-sided to attribute causal power to one set of statements – those which encouraged Protestants to reject  the O’Neill government […]. (AD2)

A group of mujaheddin field commanders has rejected the Peshawar government. (HSF)


In all instances of sentences with refuse the word ‘government’ is in the position of a subject therefore I do not include them at all. With reject, three occurrences out of five need to be ruled out, because ‘government’ again is not an object, not even after transforming the sentences into the active voice. In the remaining two sentences it is a direct object (AD2, HSF). 

2.3.7 Modifiers collocating with the verbs decline, refuse and reject

In this chapter I will focus on modifiers expressing the manner of ‘not accepting’ and I will show which modifiers usually collocate with the analyzed verbs, adding numbers of frequency of occurrence of the verbs with the individual modifiers according to the BNC.

Table 15: The verb + modifier collocations of the verbs decline, refuse and reject
	BNC
	decline
	refuse
	reject
	Examples

	absolutely
	5
	32
	6
	My legs began shaking. The other foot refused absolutely to leave the ground. (G02)

Robin Child absolutely refuses to grade, and when O-levels gave way to GCSE with all its internal coursework and marking, he rejected it. (AKX)

	angrily
	N/A
	5
	7
	A stern and rather humourless vicar's wife angrily rejected the offer of morning newspapers. (CJK)

	categorically
	N/A
	6
	7
	The authorities categorically rejected a report by the human rights organization Amnesty International in May 1989. (HKP)

	firmly
	N/A
	6
	46
	Instead, the Paris-Brussels axis firmly rejects it in the name of ‘humanism’. (AMK)

	flatly
	N/A
	31
	15
	But they flatly refused to relinquish their grip on power. (A4X)

	formally
	N/A
	5
	11
	The Soviet side formally rejected this in the course of the Washington talks. (HKT)

	politely
	12
	13
	N/A
	He rose and made his farewells, politely refusing Benedicta's invitation to stay longer. (K95)

	quickly
	5
	N/A
	8
	But he quickly rejected the notion, realising the furore it would cause. (CBG)

	rightly
	N/A
	5
	7
	But there is no excuse for modern hymns to contain gender-based or sexist language. They will be rightly rejected by most congregations. (FPY)

	simply
	N/A
	40
	5
	He simply refused to recognise the new administration. (B77)

	totally
	N/A
	5
	19
	The overwhelming majority of Conservatives totally reject the idea of European union and a federal Europe. (A59)

	utterly
	N/A
	6
	7
	Sir Adrian utterly rejects the definition of work as full-time employment. (A6L)


Now I will bring simple lists of some more modifiers that come with only one of the verbs decline, refuse or reject according to the BNC. They can stand either in front of or after the verb. I will only include those words that have more than five occurrences in the Corpus:

Decline: there were no modifiers to be used exclusively with decline, the sense of decline being ‘to express unwillingness to do / accept something’.

Refuse: steadfastly, stubbornly, resolutely, point-blank, consistently, unreasonably, obstinately, adamantly

Reject: outright, unanimously, explicitly, decisively, emphatically, vigorously, overwhelmingly, vehemently, unequivocally, immediately, indignantly

In the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (2002: 1186, 1190) there are lists of adverbs frequently used with refuse and reject. There is no such list for decline. I will quote two extracts from this dictionary in the present section because it supports the conclusions made with the use of the BNC (in the above table and the lists below the table). The recommended usage according to this dictionary is in fact precisely kept and demonstrated by the actual use in the Corpus. With no exception, the collocations and the frequency of use in the BNC correspond to the following lists of adverbs used with the verbs refuse and reject: 

Words frequently used with refuse: absolutely, adamantly, consistently, flatly, politely, resolutely, steadfastly, stubbornly

Words frequently used with reject: categorically, decisively, firmly, flatly, outright, totally, unanimously, vigorously

The usage of modifiers of manner with the verb refuse was also described in Verbal Collocations in Modern English (1975: 202): ‘point-blank’, ‘flatly’, ‘courteously’, and ‘indignantly’. The BNC shows only one occurrence of refuse + ‘courteously’ (I explored both left and right contexts) and not a single occurrence of refuse + ‘indignantly’. On the contrary, it shows five results for reject + ‘indignantly’. The use of ‘flatly’ and ‘point-blank’ with refuse supports the observations made by means of the BNC. The reason why this book is not in a total agreement with the BNC and with the Macmillan Dictionary quoted above might be attributed to earlier date of its edition and also to the fact that it was published in Moscow and it is written partly in Russian. Therefore the authors of the book might not be that authoritative in the aspect of usage. 

CONCLUSION

The aim of the present thesis was to produce a comparative analysis of the verbs decline, refuse and reject that are conceptual synonyms as showed in chapter 2.3.1 and thus to demonstrate on particular verbs how conceptual synonyms can be treated in general. It also aimed at producing an overview of differences in meanings of the analyzed verbs and thus helping learners and non-native speakers in their choice between the synonyms to be used in a particular context.

The Theoretical Part of this work offers a theoretical background for the analysis that is accomplished in the Practical Part. First it introduces some necessary terminology. Chapter 1 is devoted to meaning. It presents various approaches to defining the term ‘meaning’ and to classification of meaning according to various linguistic texts. The second and third chapters of the Theoretical Part are both devoted to the theory of synonymy, the first one dealing with defining synonymy and the latter one with classification of synonymy. Chapter 2.4 focuses on historical background of the English language and it also clarifies the reasons for quite a frequent occurrence of the relation of synonymy in the English language. It shows in what way etymological analysis may be related to semantic analysis. The fifth chapter defines the relation of antonymy and explains that this relation can be employed in analyzing synonymy. Chapter 2.6 introduces ‘componential analysis’ and brings information necessary for the Practical Part in which the actual componential analysis of the verbs decline, refuse and reject is carried out. The last chapter of the Theoretical Part talks about context, context-dependence, and collocations, and it prepares theoretical ground for contextual analysis that is pursued in chapter 2.7 of the Practical Part.

The theory presented in the Theoretical Part is applied in the Practical Part, using approximately the same structure; therefore the numbering of corresponding chapters of both parts should be the same in most cases except the first cipher (1 for the Theoretical Part and 2 for the Practical Part). 

The first chapter of the Practical Part focuses mainly on semantic analysis and deals primarily with the conceptual meaning of the individual verbs decline, refuse and reject. Several dictionaries of the English language are used, quoted, analyzed and compared. In the second subsection of the first chapter there are lists of objects collocating with the individual verbs according to the used dictionaries. I found out that the objects ‘offer’ and ‘invitation’ collocate with all the three verbs, which will be supported in chapter 2.7 by means of the BNC. The third subsection formulates a sense that is shared by all the three analyzed verbs as follows: ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ and this sense will become the main field of all analyses carried out further in the thesis. The last subsection of the first chapter brings an overview of specific contexts in which only one of the three verbs can occur, as they appeared in the quoted dictionaries. For decline there is only one specific context – a game of chess. Refuse can be used to talk about a horse stopping in front of a fence instead of leaping over it, or to talk about fabric not affected by a dye. Other specific contexts for refuse are the following: a game of cards, technical language, military context (for details see chapter 2.1.4). Reject is used to talk about transplanted organs ‘not accepted’ by the body. It can also be used to mean ‘not believe’ in the sense ‘not accept an idea’, or to mean ‘deny acceptance, care or affection’. Another possible sense of reject is ‘to vomit’ which is however not that common as showed in chapter 2.7.5 with the use of the BNC. The above specific contexts are very important as they represent a group of contexts in which the verbs decline, refuse and reject are not interchangeable as stated in chapter 2.3.2.

The second chapter concentrates more on differences in meanings of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. It uses a number of thesauruses and dictionaries of English synonyms and compares them, taking into account the ‘shared sense’ as stated in the first chapter of the Practical Part. The most general conclusions made in this chapter are the following. Since the given verbs are claimed to be conceptual synonyms as stated in chapter 2.3.1, it is natural that they differ primarily in associative meaning. Decline seems to be the most polite and formal verb out of the three analyzed ones. Refuse implies a greater degree of positiveness and determination, and might even imply impoliteness, ungraciousness or rudeness. Reject appears to be even more positive than refuse and it might imply that the ‘not accepted’ thing is useless, valueless or unsatisfactory. This chapter also comments on transitivity – intransitivity of the verbs. The verbs decline and refuse can be used both transitively and intransitively in some situations while reject is considered to be transitive by most of the sources. Nevertheless, the Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary Volume II P-Z (1971) mentions the use of reject as intransitive verb in two contexts, though the scarceness of such occurrences is admitted.

The first section of chapter 3 applies the theory on classification of synonyms given in the Theoretical Part and concludes by saying that the verbs decline, refuse and reject are not absolute synonyms. At the same time they are conceptual synonyms, and also partial (not near) synonyms according to Lyons’s categorization. The second section presents another method of analyzing synonymy – a substitution test – and it is claimed that the analyzed verbs are interchangeable in almost all contexts while the meaning of each context is affected by this change in a way that can be expected if one considers the observations made in chapter 2.2. The contexts in which the three verbs are not interchangeable are listed in chapter 2.1.4 that deals with specific contexts. The last section of the present chapter presents various ways in which synonyms can differ according to Palmer and Collinson and these points are immediately applied on the particular verbs. I claim that the verbs decline, refuse and reject do not radically differ in dialect or style, but they do differ in emotive and evaluative meaning. There are also some collocational restrictions that are dealt with in a greater detail in chapters 2.1.4, 2.7.6 and 2.7.7. According to Collinson, the verb refuse seems to be more general than reject and reject is more emotive than decline.

The fourth chapter applies the theory given in the first part of this thesis in chapter on history and etymology. To track etymologies of the given verbs I used several dictionaries of the English language as well as etymological dictionaries. According to some characteristics of the verb decline (length, degree of formality) it could be figured that decline is of a Latin origin as opposed to refuse and reject. However, this assumption is not in line with the dictionaries I have consulted; therefore I claim that the differences in length and degree of formality are only minor and thus are not in contradiction with the fact that all the three verbs are of the same origin. Thus the conclusion is as follows: all the three verbs in question belong to the category of ‘Latin, French and Greek’ origin which corresponds with their almost equal length, style and only minor differences in emotive aspect, style and degree of formality.

In the fifth chapter the relation of antonymy is used to analyze the given synonyms. I found out that the verbs decline, refuse and reject meet one of the given conditions of synonymy – they have a common antonym accept. There were some more antonyms found in the thesauruses and dictionaries I have used, but none of them besides accept was attached to all the individual verbs as well as to all the verbs as a group.

Chapter 2.6 brings componential definitions of the verbs decline, refuse and reject, using the theory presented in chapter 1.6. Some modifications are applied to the process of componential analysis to tailor this process to the needs of the analysis of the three verbs. The main alteration is that the analysis I produced deals to a great extent with associative meaning, while componential analysis is normally used to define pure conceptual meaning. I justify my approach by saying that the verbs decline, refuse and reject differ mainly in the emotive and evaluative aspect, therefore the componential analysis would not help to compare the verbs if only conceptual meaning was included. Before formulating the componential definitions I had to state a list of semantic features that would be suitable and useful for the analyzed verbs. The semantic features I have chosen are the following: (1) NON-ACCEPTANCE, (2) POLITENESS AND COURTESY, (3) DETERMINATION AND POSITIVENESS, (4) UNGRACIOUSNESS AND RUDENESS, (5) FORMALITY, (6) NEGATIVE OR ANTAGONISTIC ATTITUDE OF THE SPEAKER, (7) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED IS USELESS OR UNSATISFACTORY, (8) THE THING NOT ACCEPTED HAD BEEN OFFERED OR ASKED FOR. I also introduced two more symbols besides ‘+’ and ‘–‘ to allow for more precise definitions. The componential definitions that are produced in this chapter are useful especially in the fact that they help to organize the gained information into a lucid overview. This allows for a better comparison and analysis of the information I gathered from various sources. 

In the last chapter of the Practical Part I work especially with the British National Corpus as a tool to analyze collocations and frequency of occurrence of the verbs decline, refuse and reject in various contexts. Other internet sources are used in a lesser extent because of the reasons given in the subsections 2.7.2 and 2.7.3. The first section of chapter 2.7 offers general information about the BNC and it also describes the way in which the BNC will be used and for what purpose. 

The next five sections of chapter 2.7 concentrate on objects collocating with the three verbs according to the BNC, offering example sentences and frequencies of occurrence with each object. I found out that the verb decline occurs in the BNC in considerably lower frequencies than refuse and reject and I claim that it is caused by the fact that I only searched for decline in the sense ‘to be unwilling to accept, receive, or take into account a person or thing’ which might not be the primary or the most frequent sense of this verb, while refuse and reject appear almost always in this sense or in a sense that is closely related to the shared one.  

Section 2.7.2 lists objects that collocate with all the three analyzed verbs. I found out that according to the BNC there are only two such objects: ‘offer’ and ‘invitation’. The frequency of occurrence of reject + ‘invitation’ is quite low; otherwise all other collocations are quite common. This section also confirmed the assumption that the conclusions drawn from the BNC are more often in line with the information given in dictionaries, while various internet searches show results to almost anything without securing credibility. Therefore I challenged the reliability of internet as a tool in an academic research, unless solely verified websites are consulted. Sections 2.7.3 and 2.7.4 include objects that are used with decline and one of the verbs refuse or reject respectively. The object ‘treatment’ is the only one to collocate with both decline and refuse according to the BNC. The section devoted to the verbs decline and reject lists only one object as well: ‘chance’.

The largest group is the one listing objects collocating with both refuse and reject and it is presented in chapter 2.7.5. This group is further divided into three subsections: 1. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb refuse, 2. Objects that collocate more frequently with the verb reject, 3. Objects that collocate with both refuse and reject with the same frequency. Group 1 includes five objects: ‘help’, ‘request’, ‘food’, ‘man’, and ‘application’. The second group lists nine objects: ‘suggestion’, ‘claim’, ‘scheme’, ‘appeal’, ‘advance’, ‘terms’, ‘authority’, ‘child’, and ‘demand’. Group 3 includes the following three objects: ‘applicant’, ‘order’, and ‘people’. For details and comments on the individual objects go back to the corresponding subsections of chapter 2.7.

Chapter 2.7.6 deals with objects that collocate with only one of the verbs decline, refuse and reject. With decline the only object found is ‘jurisdiction’. There are eleven objects attached exclusively to refuse according to the BNC: ‘permission’, ‘bail’, ‘consent’, ‘visa’, ‘entry’, ‘leave’, ‘admission’, ‘rectification’, ‘licence’, ‘injunction’, and ‘assent’. Reject can be used as the only one of the analyzed verbs with the following twelve objects: ‘proposal’, ‘notion’, ‘hypothesis’, ‘submission’, ‘idea’, ‘argument’, ‘accusation’, ‘goods’, ‘bid’, ‘contention’, ‘call’, and ‘government’. I would like to point out that the exclusive use of the objects ‘notion’, ‘hypothesis’, ‘idea’ or ‘argument’ with the verb reject support the assumption that reject implies the ‘not accepted’ thing being unsatisfactory, unsuitable, valueless, etc. as concluded in chapters 2.1 and 2.2. Again, more details and comments on the individual objects can be found in the corresponding subsections of chapter 2.7.

The last section of chapter 2.7 is devoted to collocations verb + modifier. The only modifier that collocates with all the three analyzed verbs is ‘absolutely’. With decline and refuse there is also only one modifier: ‘politely’.  The modifier ‘quickly’ is the only one to collocate with both decline and reject. Similar as with objects, the group of modifiers collocating with the verbs refuse and reject is the largest one: ‘angrily’, ‘categorically’, ‘firmly’, ‘flatly’, ‘formally’, ‘rightly’, ‘simply’, ‘totally’, and ‘utterly’. The modifiers collocating only with refuse are as follows: ‘steadfastly’, ‘stubbornly’, ‘resolutely’, ‘point-blank’, ‘consistently’, ‘unreasonably’, ‘obstinately’, and ‘adamantly’. The following modifiers collocate only with reject: ‘outright’, ‘unanimously’, ‘explicitly’, ‘decisively’, ‘emphatically’, ‘vigorously’, ‘overwhelmingly’, ‘vehemently’, ‘unequivocally’, ‘immediately’, and ‘indignantly’. The above lists of modifiers that collocate with the analyzed verbs were created with the use of the BNC. Then I compared them with other sources and I found out that the usage in the BNC corresponds with them almost without any exception.

In my thesis I produced a comparative analysis of the conceptually synonymous verbs decline, refuse and reject, focusing primarily on the realm of meaning, touching upon etymology, contextual analysis and frequency of occurrence, too. I used various methods and approaches and I provided a theoretical background for all of them in the Theoretical Part of my work. Both parts of my thesis, the Theoretical and the Practical one, are closely connected, the first one providing a necessary basis for the analysis that is carried out in the latter one. 
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� Ogden, C. K., Richards, I. A. 1936 The Meaning of Meaning. Fourth edition. London.


� Taken from the section devoted to Ferdinand de Saussure


� As defined by the Oxford Paperback Dictionary (OPD 1979)


� Here, and elsewhere in the whole text, the abbreviation iff stands for the phrase if, and only if (Cann 1993: 16).


� Bréal’s ‘law of distribution’ appeared in his Essai de sémantique, p. 26.


� As devised by Katz and Fodor (1963: 186)


� The symbol † in the dictionary entries is used with obsolete senses or expressions


� Hypothetical forms – marked with an asterisk (*)


� {{}} Double braces are used to point out that the only source that mentions this sense with decline and reject is The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (1971)
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