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Each person who has a good basic knowledge of English faces the problem of the correct usage of some common words and combinations which tend to be misused by foreign speakers.  Many of the words belong to groups of two or more which are close in meaning and therefore difficult to differentiate. In such cases even good dictionaries are often little help. Thus we are coming to the problem of the synonyms.  Taking up similarity of meaning  and contracts of phonetic shape we observe that the English language has in its  vocabulary a variety of words kindred in meaning but distinct in some other characteristics. For example modern  English has unusually large number of synonyms or near-synonyms. Synonyms are words only similar but not identical in meaning. Some linguists define synonyms as two or more words of the same language, belonging to the same part of speech and possessing one or more identical or  nearly identical  denotation meanings, interchangeable, at least in some contexts, without any considerable alteration in denotation meaning, but differing in morphemic composition, phonemic shape, shades of meaning, connotations, affective value, style, valency and idiomatic use.   Very often synonyms may have some distinctive features, between general and specific meaning and between shades of meaning.
  Reading different articles and works of literature we find lots of different synonyms which can be classified  as ideographic synonyms, stylistic synonyms and absolute synonyms. 
In a great number of cases the semantic difference between two or more synonyms is supported by the difference in valiancy. The difference in distribution may be syntactical, morphological, lexical. It is, for instance, known  that  bare  in reference  to person is used only predicatively while  naked occurs both predicatively and attributively.  

Lexical  difference in distribution is based  on the difference in  valency Contextual synonyms are similar in meaning only under some specific distributional conditions. In all synonyms series here is away the synonyms dominant. Total synonymy, i.e. synonymy where the members of a synonymic group can  replace each other in any given context, without the slightest alteration in denotative or emotional meaning and connotations, is a rare occurrence. 
Many linguists take up the historical line of approach and discuss the origin of synonyms and the causes of their abundance in English. The English word-stock is extremely borrowing: Germanic and Latin or Romance. In English there are countless pairs of synonyms where a native term is opposed to one borrowed from French, Latin and Greek. In most cases the native words is more spontaneous, more informal. The foreign one often has a learned, abstract air. They may also have emotive differences: the Saxon word is apt to be wanner and homelier than its foreign counterpart. The native words are usually colloquial. Many bored words from Latin or French and widely used modern English. 
In modern English, there is a great number of different Americanisms. The infiltration of British English by Americanisms are also results in the formation of synonyms pairs, one being a traditional Briticism and the other a new American loan. As a rule the Americanisms have a lower frequency index than the British counterparts. In a few cases the American synonym has a higher frequency than its British counterpart. Very often two synonyms differ stylistically. British synonym is stylistically  neutral while the Americanism is stylistically marked.
Thus the wealth of synonymy in English  is party accounted for by extensive borrowing. Main patterns of synonymic sets in English are:

( a double-scale pattern;

( a triple-scale pattern: native, French & Latin/Greek;

( The difference between synonyms of different origin may be both stylistic and semantic, cf.

( The difference between synonyms has a social significance.
Pairs of synonyms can be used for stylistic purposes, i.e. to make speech more expressive. Some  have characteristics of set expressions (idiomatic phrases or phraseological units. A synonymy dominant is semantically the simplest member of a synonymic set, able to express the meaning common to all members of the set, the most neutral of them.
