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Abstract. This study explores the cognitive underpinnings of compound noun formation in English,
with a particular focus on the continuum between semantic transparency and opacity. Compound
nouns, ranging from transparent forms like "teacup™ to opaque constructions like "humbug," provide
valuable insights into the cognitive mechanisms involved in language processing, including
metaphor, metonymy, and conceptual integration. The paper examines how these mechanisms
contribute to the development of polysemy in compound nouns, facilitating the transition from literal
to figurative meanings. Through case studies of zoonymic (animal-based) and phytonymic (plant-
based) compounds, it highlights the dynamic nature of compound interpretation across various
registers, from formal to informal and slang. The analysis demonstrates how compound nouns not
only function as linguistic tools but also reflect cognitive processes and cultural contexts, enriching
both vocabulary and symbolic meaning. Ultimately, this research deepens our understanding of how
conceptual strategies shape language use and offers a comprehensive view of the cognitive processes
that underlie compound noun formation in English.

Key words: Compound nouns, cognitive linguistics, semantic transparency, semantic opacity,
conceptual metaphor, metonymy, polysemy, zoonymic compounds, phytonymic compounds, register
variation.

Introduction
Compound nouns are a fundamental feature of English morphology, serving not only as efficient

tools for naming but also as windows into the cognitive processes that underlie language use. From
transparent constructions like teacup—which clearly denotes a cup used for tea—to opaque
compounds such as humbug—which bears no obvious connection to its constituent parts—compound
nouns vary widely in how directly their meaning can be inferred. This semantic range reflects deeper
cognitive mechanisms at work, including metaphor, metonymy, and conceptual integration, as
explored in cognitive linguistics.

Cognitive approaches to word formation suggest that even semantically transparent compounds
require mental effort in mapping and integrating constituent concepts into a unified whole (Gagné &
Spalding, 2015). For instance, understanding jellyfish involves not only recognizing its literal parts
(jelly and fish) but also invoking a metaphorical conceptualization: an aquatic creature with a
gelatinous body, likened metaphorically to jelly. Similarly, watchdog combines the notion of
guarding (watch) with an agent (dog), yielding a compound that can be understood literally (a dog
that watches or guards) or figuratively (a person or institution that monitors others for wrongdoing).
Methodology

These cognitive mechanisms also contribute to the evolution of polysemy in compound nouns, where
literal meanings extend into figurative or idiomatic ones. Through conceptual metaphor, a bulldog
becomes a metaphor for tenacity, and through metonymy, a term like ironwood shifts from naming a
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tree to denoting the durable wood it yields. This semantic flexibility is further shaped by the context
in which the compounds appear—whether formal, technical, or informal and slang-laden registers—
each influencing the degree of transparency and the communicative intent behind word usage.

In informal contexts, particularly in slang, compound nouns often take on idiomatic meanings that
require shared cultural or social knowledge to interpret. Expressions like banana oil or Aunt Mary
illustrate how semantic opacity can serve expressive, humorous, or subversive purposes, reinforcing
in-group identity while challenging outsiders’ understanding.

This article investigates the cognitive underpinnings of compound noun formation in English, with
special attention to the continuum of semantic transparency and opacity. By examining both literal
and figurative meanings, and the mechanisms of metaphor and metonymy that facilitate them, the
study aims to provide a comprehensive view of how English speakers cognitively construct and
interpret compound nouns across different registers. Case studies focusing on zoonymic and
phytonymic compounds further illustrate how language users draw on shared conceptual frameworks
to generate and decode meaning.

Results and Discussions

The study of compound nouns has long attracted the attention of linguists, particularly in the
domains of morphology, semantics, and cognitive linguistics. Traditional morphological analyses
(Bauer, 2003; Plag, 2003) have focused on structural types—such as endocentric vs. exocentric and
coordinate vs. subordinate compounds—while more recent cognitive approaches explore how mental
representations and conceptual mappings influence compound interpretation. A central theme in
cognitive linguistics is the role of semantic motivation and conceptual integration in word formation.
Gagné and Spalding (2015) argue that even apparently transparent compounds require cognitive
operations to unify disparate concepts into a coherent mental image. Their CARIN theory
(Competition Among Relations in Nominals) proposes that semantic relations (e.g., made of, used
for, located in) are selected based on contextual fit and prior experience, shaping how compounds are
interpreted.

The development of polysemy in compounds is often attributed to conceptual metaphor and
metonymy, as described by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) and elaborated by Kovecses (2010). These
mechanisms allow literal meanings to evolve into figurative ones. For example, snowbird can shift
from its zoological sense to a metaphor for seasonal migration, while ironwood can undergo
metonymic narrowing from tree to timber. Libben (2014) emphasizes that compound processing is
dynamic and influenced by both linguistic input and cognitive constraints. He shows that lexical
access is affected by transparency, frequency, and decomposability. Highly idiomatic or opaque
compounds (e.g., banana oil) require more inferencing and cultural awareness than literal ones (e.g.,
sunlight).

Register variation is another critical dimension. According to Mattiello (2008), slang compounds
operate with distinct principles of creativity and sociolinguistic function, relying on insider
knowledge, humor, and subversion. Slang compounds often reflect social identity, emotional stance,
or group alignment, with meanings that evolve rapidly over time. Taken together, these studies
illuminate how compound nouns are cognitively constructed, semantically motivated, and
contextually nuanced. They provide the theoretical foundation for examining compounds across the
semantic transparency—opacity spectrum and across registers.

Cognitive Foundations of Compound Nouns. Semantic Transparency vs. Opacity. Compounds range
from transparent (teacup = cup for tea) to opaque (humbug = nonsense), depending on how directly
their meaning derives from constituents. Cognitive linguistics posits that even transparent compounds
require conceptual integration—mental mapping between constituent concepts (Gagné & Spalding,
2015). For example:
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- Jellyfish: Combines jelly (soft texture) + fish (aquatic animal) via the metaphor ARTEFACT —
ANIMAL.

- Watchdog: Fuses watch (guard) + dog (agent) via a propositional model (SUBJECT-FUNCTION-
PURPOSE).

Cognitive Mechanisms in Polysemy. Compound nouns often develop figurative meanings through:

- Conceptual Metaphor:

- Bulldog: Literally a dog breed — metaphor for a tenacious person ("a bulldog attorney").

- Snowbird: A bird — Northerners migrating south in winter (via PLACE association).

Conceptual Metonymy: Ironwood: Literally a tree — its durable wood (PART—WHOLE).

Chickpea: A plant — its edible seeds (WHOLE—PART).

Functional Dynamics of Compounds. Register-Specific Variation

Formal registers: Transparent, rule-governed compounds (textbook, sunlight).

Slang/Informal registers: Idiomatic, culturally rooted (airhead, banana oil).

Pragmatic and Social Functions. Compounds serve:

Economy: Condense complex ideas (lunchbox vs. box for carrying lunch).

Expressiveness: Convey irony (backseat driver), humor (couch potato), or critique (ambulance
chaser).

Group Identity: Slang compounds (Aunt Mary = marijuana) rely on shared cultural knowledge.

Case Studies: Zoonyms and Phytonyms

1. Zoonyms (Animal-Based Compounds)

Compound |Literal Meaning|Figurative Meaning Cognitive Mechanism

Jellyfish ~ |Marine animal |Indecisive person Metaphor (SOFT — WEAK)
\Watchdog |Guard dog Vigilant authority Proposition (FUNCTION)
Copperhead|Snake species [Traitor (U.S. Civil War)Metonymy (ACTION — TRAIT)
2. Phytonyms (Plant-Based Compounds)

Compound|Literal Meaning|Figurative Meaning|Cognitive Mechanism
Ironwood |Dense tree Its timber Metonymy (WHOLE—PART)

Cowberry [Shrub species |Edible berry Metonymy (PLANT—FRUIT)

The study of compound nouns through the lens of cognitive linguistics reveals the complex interplay
between structure, meaning, and conceptualization. Far from being static word formations,
compounds are dynamic linguistic constructs shaped by semantic motivation, cultural context, and
cognitive processing. Whether transparent or opaque, compound nouns require speakers to integrate
constituent meanings through metaphor, metonymy, and other conceptual strategies that link
language to thought. Transparent compounds, such as teacup or sunlight, demonstrate how basic
semantic relations can be easily accessed and interpreted. However, even these constructions involve
underlying cognitive operations such as categorization and functional mapping. In contrast, opaque
or idiomatic compounds—Ilike banana oil, watchdog, or jellyfish—demand deeper inferencing and
often draw on figurative thinking or socio-cultural references to be fully understood.

Conclusion

This continuum from transparency to opacity reflects broader patterns of linguistic creativity and
communicative efficiency. In formal contexts, compounds tend to be semantically predictable and
serve utilitarian purposes. In informal registers, especially slang, compounds become expressive,
emotionally charged, and culturally nuanced, often acting as markers of group identity or socio-
political commentary. Compounds such as Aunt Mary (marijuana) or ambulance-chaser (an
opportunistic lawyer) illustrate how meaning is shaped not only by lexical content but also by
speaker intention, context, and shared knowledge. By analyzing compounds in terms of referential

328 AMERICAN Journal of Language, Literacy and Learning in STEM Education www. grnjournal.us



motivation and conceptual mechanisms, we gain insight into how language users navigate and
manipulate meaning. The inclusion of zoonymic and phytonymic compounds highlights how
metaphorical and metonymic extensions from the natural world serve to enrich vocabulary and
cultural symbolism. Ultimately, compound nouns are more than the sum of their parts; they are
cognitive artifacts that reflect how humans conceptualize the world, encode experience, and express
identity. The study of their semantic motivation not only deepens our understanding of English
morphology but also reveals the intricate relationship between language, mind, and culture.
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