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ENGLISH OXYMORONIC CONSTRUCTIONS IN USE: CORPUS AND NATIVE-
SPEAKER EVIDENCE WITH AI-ASSISTED INTERPRETATION (A PILOT STUDY)

This study explores how oxymoronic constructions are interpreted in contemporary English,
particularly in cases where frequent usage may weaken the perception of semantic contradiction. The
research focuses on fixed expressions with formally antonymic structure and examines the extent to
which their paradoxical meaning is preserved or neutralized in actual language use.

The empirical argument draws on two evidence streams: patterns of frequency and contextual
stabilization in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), and native-speaker
judgments of contradiction and stylistic markedness. Outputs from ChatGPT and Gemini are used as
an auxiliary interpretative benchmark rather than as independent linguistic evidence. This
triangulated design permits comparison between usage, speaker perception, and the metalinguistic
explanations produced by Al tools.

The findings suggest that formal antonymy alone does not guarantee the perception of
contradiction. High-frequency expressions with a terminological function (e.g., civil war, virtual
reality) tend to lose their oxymoronic effect, while more expressive constructions (e.g., bittersweet,
deafening silence) retain their figurative force. At the same time, AI-generated interpretations appear
sensitive to formal structure but less effective in capturing pragmatic nuances.

The study contributes to the understanding of oxymoron as a dynamic and gradable
phenomenon rather than a fixed stylistic category. It proposes a model of gradable oxymoronicity
that reflects the transition from rhetorical expressiveness to lexicalized usage. The proposed
approach may also be applied to the analysis of similar constructions in other languages and
discourse contexts.

Key words: oxymoron, semantic contradiction, lexicalization, corpus analysis, artificial
intelligence, cognitive interpretation, language models, COCA, native speaker perception, English
linguistics.

MAIN PROVISIONS

The present study is based on several theoretical and methodological principles related to the
interpretation of oxymoronic constructions in contemporary English. The research is situated within
the fields of corpus linguistics, cognitive linguistics, lexical semantics, and pragmatics and examines
oxymoron as a dynamic linguistic phenomenon rather than as a purely stylistic device.

The study proceeds from the traditional understanding of oxymoron as a combination of
semantically opposite or incompatible elements that produces a paradoxical effect and contributes to
expressiveness [1; 2; 3]. Such an interpretation provides the basis for identifying constructions with
formal antonymic structure and remains an important point of departure for the analysis. Recent
experimental studies have shown that native speakers evaluate oxymoronic expressions not only
according to semantic opposition, but also with respect to conventionality, acceptability, familiarity,
and interpretability, suggesting that oxymoronicity is influenced by cognitive rather than purely
formal semantic factors [14].

At the same time, the research adopts a cognitive perspective according to which oxymoronic
constructions may function as meaningful conceptual structures rather than simple logical
contradictions. Conceptual blending theory [4] explains how apparently incompatible meanings can
be integrated into a unified conceptual space, while conceptual metaphor theory [7] demonstrates

185


https://doi.org/10.59102/kufil/2026/iss3pp185-199

1. Yonuxanos arsinaarsl KY xa6apuisicsl. @uitonorus cepusicsl. Ne 3 2026 Bulletin of S.Ualikhanov KU.
Bectauk KY umenn III. Yanmuxanosa. Cepust ¢punonorudeckas. Ne 3, 2026 Philological Series. Ne 3, 2026
ISSN 2788-7979 (online)

how opposing semantic domains may interact in the process of meaning construction. From this
perspective, oxymoron is viewed as a mechanism of conceptual integration rather than merely a
rhetorical anomaly.

The study also takes into account pragmatic approaches to meaning interpretation. In
accordance with relevance theory and lexical pragmatics [5; 6], the perception of contradiction
depends not only on semantic structure but also on discourse context, communicative intention, and
conventional patterns of usage. Consequently, formally contradictory expressions may be interpreted
by speakers as coherent and semantically acceptable units.

A central assumption of the research concerns the processes of lexicalization and semantic
change. Expressions that originally function as stylistically marked oxymorons may gradually lose
their paradoxical force through frequent use and become conventionalized lexical units. This
tendency is consistent with contemporary phraseological research, which argues that conventional
figurative expressions become conventionalized lexical units and may differ in the degree of
perceived figurativeness [10]. In some cases, they develop terminological meanings and cease to be
perceived as contradictory. This tendency is particularly evident in expressions such as civil war and
virtual reality, which retain formal semantic opposition but function as stable lexical items in
contemporary English.

Another important principle of the study is the corpus-based approach to linguistic analysis.
The research relies on authentic language data from the Corpus of Contemporary American English
(COCA) rather than solely on dictionary definitions or linguistic intuition. Corpus evidence makes it
possible to examine frequency, contextual variation, genre distribution, and indicators of
lexicalization, providing an empirical basis for evaluating the status of oxymoronic constructions in
actual language use.

The study further assumes that oxymoronicity is not a binary category. Instead, it should be
viewed as a gradable phenomenon whose realization depends on the degree of semantic conflict
preserved within an expression. Some constructions continue to function as active oxymorons, while
others demonstrate partial neutralization or complete semantic stabilization. This perspective allows
oxymoronicity to be analyzed as a continuum rather than as a fixed stylistic category.

An additional methodological principle of the research is the use of artificial intelligence as an
analytical instrument. Interpretations generated by large language models are treated as an auxiliary
source of metalinguistic analysis, not as evidence of community usage or native-speaker cognition.
Consequently, Al outputs cannot override corpus patterns or survey judgments; their role is to show
how two models explain the same constructions and to identify possible differences between surface-
semantic and pragmatic reasoning. Recent research demonstrates that large language models are
increasingly capable of recognizing and interpreting figurative language, including metaphorical and
other semantically non-literal constructions. However, their interpretations often rely on surface
linguistic features and may not fully capture deeper pragmatic and contextual meanings, especially
when figurative interpretation requires pragmatic inference and world knowledge [11; 12; 13].

Finally, the study uses methodological triangulation with differentiated evidential roles. COCA
is the primary source for claims about frequency, contextual distribution, and conventionalization,
while the native-speaker survey is the primary source for claims about perceived contradiction and
stylistic salience. Al-generated interpretations serve only as a secondary comparative instrument. The
central argument therefore rests on convergence, qualification, or divergence between corpus usage
and speaker judgments, with Al outputs used to illuminate rather than determine the interpretation.

Taken together, these theoretical and methodological principles form the basis of the proposed
model of gradable oxymoronicity, according to which oxymoronic constructions may range from
strongly paradoxical and stylistically marked expressions to fully lexicalized and semantically
neutralized units.

186



1. Yonuxanos arsinaarsl KY xa6apuisicsl. @uitonorus cepusicsl. Ne 3 2026 Bulletin of S.Ualikhanov KU.
Bectauk KY umenn III. Yanmuxanosa. Cepust ¢punonorudeckas. Ne 3, 2026 Philological Series. Ne 3, 2026
ISSN 2788-7979 (online)

INTRODUCTION

The oxymoron is traditionally defined as a rhetorical figure based on the combination of
semantically opposite elements within a single expression, producing a paradoxical effect.
Constructions such as deafening silence or sweet sorrow generate semantic tension, draw attention to
the unconventional combination of meanings, and perform an expressive function [1; 2; 3]. However,
in contemporary language use, a number of expressions that formally exhibit antonymic structure
function as neutral or even terminological units (e.g., civil war, virtual reality, original copy), without
evoking a sense of contradiction or stylistic markedness among native speakers. This raises an
important question about how such expressions are actually interpreted in contemporary English.
Recent corpus-based and experimental research has likewise shown that the interpretation of
oxymoronic constructions depends not only on formal semantic opposition but also on contextual
factors, conventionalization, and speakers’ cognitive judgments, while corpus evidence helps identify
recurrent antonymic patterns in authentic language use [14; 15].

Modern cognitive approaches suggest that oxymoron should not be regarded merely as a logical
anomaly or a narrow rhetorical device. Instead, it can be viewed as a potentially stable cognitive
structure. Theories such as conceptual blending [4], relevance theory [5], and discourse conventions
[6] allow antonymic combinations to be interpreted as a form of cognitive integration. In this process,
initially contradictory elements are combined into a unified meaning. Within cognitive linguistics,
such phenomena may also be interpreted through the lens of conceptual metaphor, where opposing
meanings are integrated into a single cognitive model [7]. As these expressions are used more
frequently within specific discourse genres, they may gradually lose the sense of semantic conflict
between their components. These processes are closely related to lexicalization, whereby originally
motivated expressions lose their internal semantic transparency and function as unified nominative
units [8].

These observations suggest the need to reconsider the category of oxymoron. While
traditionally treated as a binary phenomenon (present vs. absent), contemporary empirical and
cognitive approaches allow it to be viewed as a gradable property that varies depending on factors
such as frequency, genre, degree of lexicalization, and cognitive accessibility. Under this perspective,
expressions previously interpreted as prototypical oxymorons may evolve into idiomatic or even
terminological units, losing their paradoxical force.

The present study aims to empirically test this hypothesis using English word combinations
commonly identified as oxymoronic in pedagogical, methodological, and reference literature. These
include expressions such as bittersweet, open secret, clearly confused, pretty ugly, civil war, virtual
reality, original copy, deafening silence, minor miracle, and seriously funny. These constructions
differ in terms of expressiveness, frequency, and native speaker perception.

It examines how semantic conflict is preserved or weakened in such constructions. It also
considers the factors that shape their interpretation in contemporary English. The analysis focuses on
fixed word combinations characterized by formal antonymy and considers the extent to which the
oxymoronic effect remains explicit in actual usage, as well as the alignment between semantic
structure, Al-based interpretation, and native speaker perception.

To achieve this objective, a three-stage methodological framework is employed: (1) corpus
analysis of frequency and usage contexts in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA);
(2) interpretation of the same expressions using two large language models (ChatGPT and Gemini)
based on standardized prompts; and (3) experimental validation through a survey of native English
speakers, focusing on perceived contradiction, stylistic markedness, and meaning interpretation.

The methodological foundation of the study is based on the assumption that expressions
exhibiting oxymoronic features can be categorized into four provisional types. These include: (1)
lexical (classical) oxymorons that retain paradoxical meaning across contexts (e.g., bittersweet,
deafening silence); (2) contextual oxymorons in which the conflict emerges only under specific
conditions (e.g., pretty ugly, clearly confused); (3) terminological or pseudo-oxymorons that have

187



1. Yonuxanos arsinaarsl KY xa6apuisicsl. @uitonorus cepusicsl. Ne 3 2026 Bulletin of S.Ualikhanov KU.
Bectauk KY umenn III. Yanmuxanosa. Cepust ¢punonorudeckas. Ne 3, 2026 Philological Series. Ne 3, 2026
ISSN 2788-7979 (online)

lost their internal contradiction due to semantic stabilization (e.g., virtual reality, civil war); and (4)
lexicalized idioms in which semantic reinterpretation neutralizes the contradiction (e.g., original
copy, minor miracle). This typology allows oxymoronicity to be analyzed as a continuum rather than
as a discrete category.

The study is grounded in the assumption that oxymoronicity is not a fixed formal property, but
a dynamic characteristic influenced by frequency, lexicalization, and interpretive stability. As a result,
expressions that formally preserve antonymic structure may be perceived as neutral or even literal in
contemporary usage, particularly when their function has stabilized and their rhetorical force has
diminished.

The main contribution of this study lies in triangulating corpus evidence about use with
experimental evidence from native-speaker judgments, while using Al-generated interpretations as
an auxiliary analytical comparison. Within a unified cognitive-pragmatic framework, this design
makes it possible to identify convergence and divergence between formal structure, contextual
conventionalization, and perceived contradiction, thereby refining the boundaries of oxymoronicity
and supporting a model of its gradual attenuation in language.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Material

The material used in this study includes several types of data and focuses on expressions with
formal antonymic structure. The primary linguistic material comprises English word combinations
exhibiting features of formal antonymy (e.g., bittersweet, deafening silence, open secret, civil war,
virtual reality, original copy, pretty ugly, seriously funny, clearly confused, minor miracle).

In addition to the oxymoronic constructions themselves, the research material includes:

1. corpus data obtained from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) [9]
including frequency and contextual usage;

2. survey data collected from native speakers of English, reflecting their intuitive perception of
contradiction and stylistic markedness;

3. interpretations of the selected expressions generated by large language models (ChatGPT
and Gemini).

The two empirical sources have distinct functions: COCA documents frequency and contextual
conventionalization, whereas the survey documents perceived contradiction and stylistic markedness.
Al-generated interpretations are included as an auxiliary analytical comparison and are not treated as
a third, equivalent source of linguistic evidence.

Principles of Unit Selection

Selection followed four explicitly operationalized steps. The first three determined whether a
candidate was eligible for analysis; the fourth guided the composition of a deliberately heterogeneous
pilot sample. This procedure is consistent with corpus-based work that treats antonymic relations as
a principal criterion for detecting oxymoronic constructions in authentic language data [15].

1. Formal configuration: a candidate had to be a single lexical item or a recurrent two-
component expression whose components permit at least one independently interpretable
combination of opposed or semantically incompatible meanings.

2. Prior recognition: a candidate had to be attested in English-language stylistic, rhetorical,
pedagogical, or reference discussions as an oxymoron or potentially contradictory expression. This
requirement prevented the creation of items solely for the experiment.

3. Corpus attestation: a candidate had to yield at least 20 tokens in COCA, permitting inspection
of a minimum sample of 20 concordance lines. Items with fewer tokens or only isolated creative
occurrences were excluded.

4. Maximum-variation coverage: from the eligible pool, the final set was chosen to span the
pre-analytical range from expressive and context-dependent constructions to lexicalized, idiomatic,
and terminological units. This criterion guided sampling and did not predetermine the final
classification.
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Accordingly, the ten expressions constitute a purposive maximum-variation pilot sample rather
than a statistically representative sample of English oxymorons. Their preliminary grouping was
heuristic and was subsequently checked against corpus contexts and survey responses.

Research Hypothesis

The study tests two related hypotheses through descriptive comparison across the ten
expressions.

H1 (variation hypothesis): if formal antonymy were sufficient to produce an oxymoronic effect,
all selected expressions would elicit similarly high contradiction judgments. Instead, perceived
contradiction is expected to vary substantially across expressions despite their formally contrastive
structure.

H2 (conventionalization hypothesis): expressions showing stable terminological or lexicalized
use in COCA are expected to receive lower rates of contradiction judgments than expressions whose
corpus contexts retain an expressive or figurative function.

For transparent evaluation in this pilot study, a majority threshold of 50% was used for survey
judgments. H1 is supported when at least one formally contrastive expression falls below that
threshold and the expressions show clear between-item variation. H2 is supported when items with
terminological or lexicalized corpus patterns receive lower contradiction rates than active figurative
items. The account would not be supported if all ten expressions received majority contradiction
judgments and corpus inspection revealed no stable neutral or terminological uses; H2 would also be
challenged if conventionalized items were judged at least as contradictory as expressive items.

Because the survey includes 13 participants and the item set is purposively selected, these
decision rules are descriptive and hypothesis-generating; they do not support population-level
inferential claims. Al outputs are examined separately as an auxiliary comparison and do not
determine whether either hypothesis is supported.

Research Questions

In accordance with the stated hypotheses, the following research questions were formulated:

1. Is the perception of semantic conflict preserved in fixed expressions?

2. Does the weakening of the oxymoronic effect correlate with frequency and lexicalization?

3. To what extent do Al-generated interpretations align with native speaker responses?

Research Design and Methods

To address these questions, a triangulated, multi-stage procedure combined corpus analysis
with a native-speaker survey and an auxiliary Al-assisted interpretative comparison. The sequence
supports reproducibility but does not assign equal evidential weight to its components.

Step 1. Preliminary Analytical Classification

At the initial stage, each expression was assigned a preliminary analytical evaluation in terms
of the expected degree of semantic conflict, ranging from active paradox to complete neutralization.
This classification was heuristic in nature and served as a baseline for comparison with results
obtained at subsequent stages.

Step 2. Corpus Analysis (COCA)

To determine frequency and contextual dynamics, the Corpus of Contemporary American
English (COCA) was used. For each expression, the following parameters were recorded:

—absolute frequency (at the time of analysis);

—typical usage contexts (based on a sample of 20-30 instances);

— genre distribution (fiction, spoken, academic, news);

—indicators of lexicalization (structural stability, reduced figurativeness, terminological usage).

Additionally, the analysis considered semantic features such as:

1. the presence of active stylistic contrast;

2. evidence of neutralization through frequent usage;

3. terminological status;

4. semantic reinterpretation of components (e.g., the use of pretty as an intensifier in pretty
ugly).

The results were systematized in tabular form and supported by illustrative corpus examples.
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Step 3. Al-Assisted Interpretative Comparison

Each expression was interpreted using two large language models — ChatGPT and Gemini —
based on a standardized prompt with the following structure:

Expression: [X]

1. Explain the meaning of the expression “[X]” in contemporary English.

2. Indicate whether the combination contains a semantic contradiction between its components.

3. State whether the expression is used primarily as a figurative device or as a conventionalized
expression in modern usage.

4. Provide a brief explanation.

The interpretations were compared according to the following parameters:

—1identification or rejection of semantic contradiction;

—recognition of lexicalization;

- pragmatic status (figurative vs. neutral);

—type of argumentation (semantic, contextual, pragmatic).

Full responses are provided in Appendix A.

Step 4. Native Speaker Survey

At the final stage, a survey of native speakers of American English was conducted (n = 13).
Participants were presented with the same expressions without any indication of their stylistic
classification. For each expression, the following questions were asked:

1. How do you understand this expression?

2. Does this expression sound contradictory to you?

3. How does this expression feel to you?

Data analysis combined quantitative and qualitative approaches. Quantitative analysis involved
calculating response distributions, while qualitative analysis focused on identifying typical
interpretative strategies. Special attention was paid to the distinction between logical recognition of
contradiction and intuitive stylistic perception. Because this is a pilot study, percentages are
interpreted descriptively; the 50% threshold indicates whether a majority of respondents perceived
contradiction and is not an inferential significance test.

Evidence Roles and Disagreement Protocol

The central claim is carried by the two empirical sources, each matched to the question it can
answer. COCA has priority for statements about frequency, contextual distribution, lexicalization,
and terminological stabilization. The survey has priority for statements about whether speakers
perceive contradiction and stylistic markedness. ChatGPT and Gemini outputs provide a controlled
comparison of metalinguistic explanations but are not treated as observations of language use or
human cognition.

Disagreements were resolved by matching the claim to the relevant source rather than by
averaging unlike measures. Corpus evidence determines usage status, and survey evidence
determines perceptual status. If those sources diverge, the item is classified as mixed or intermediate
and both findings are reported. Al output never overrides either empirical source; disagreement with
Al is analyzed as a limitation or difference in interpretative strategy.

Summary of Methodological Framework

The study is structured as a sequential, triangulated research procedure involving the following
stages:

1. preliminary classification of expressions;

2. corpus analysis;

3. auxiliary Al-assisted interpretative comparison;

4. experimental validation (survey);

5. comparative analysis of results.

This sequence enables a transparent comparison of formal-semantic structure, attested usage,
and speaker perception while keeping Al interpretation in an explicitly auxiliary role.
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RESULTS

The results are organized around two empirical evidence streams: COCA patterns of use and
native-speaker survey judgments. Outputs from ChatGPT and Gemini are reported as an auxiliary
interpretative comparison. This organization makes it possible to compare formal structure and
contextual conventionalization with perceived contradiction without treating Al output as equivalent
to linguistic behavior.

Corpus Analysis (COCA)

The corpus analysis revealed significant differences in both frequency and contextual dynamics
of the selected expressions. The most frequent items were civil war (20,749 occurrences), bittersweet
(2,238), and virtual reality (2,046), indicating a high degree of lexicalization or terminological
stabilization. Less frequent expressions, such as clearly confused (25) and original copy (35),
nevertheless demonstrate stability within certain professional and conversational contexts.

The analysis of usage contexts allowed the identification of three dominant tendencies:

- Terminologization (civil war, virtual reality): expressions function as neutral designations,

with semantic conflict fully neutralized.

- Lexicalization and grammaticalization (open secret, pretty ugly, seriously funny):

components lose their original oppositional meaning and undergo pragmatic shift.

- Retention of expressiveness (bittersweet, deafening silence, minor miracle): contexts

activate paradoxical meaning, and expressions retain their figurative force.

Al-Assisted Interpretative Comparison

Interpretations generated by ChatGPT and Gemini confirmed the presence of formal antonymy
in most cases. However, differences between the models were observed:

— ChatGPT tends to account for pragmatic context, genre specificity, and lexicalization patterns;

—-Gemini more often emphasizes the literal combination of components, identifying

oxymoronicity at a structural level.

For example, both models classified civil war and virtual reality as fully lexicalized or
terminological expressions with neutralized contradiction. In contrast, bittersweet and deafening
silence were interpreted as figurative constructions retaining rhetorical force.

The expression clearly confused is particularly noteworthy: both models identified it as
semantically neutral, indicating that the modifier clearly does not reinforce contradiction but instead
resolves it pragmatically.

Full interpretations are provided in Appendix A.

Native Speaker Perception (n = 13)

The survey of native speakers of American English revealed a notable discrepancy between
formal structure and perceived contradiction. Only three expressions were identified as contradictory
by more than 30% of respondents:

—open secret — 69.2%

—deafening silence — 46.2%

- bittersweet — 30.8%

All other expressions, including civil war (7.7%), virtual reality (15.4%), and clearly confused
(0%), were largely not perceived as paradoxical.

These results indicate cognitive adaptation to constructions that may have originally conveyed
semantic conflict but are now processed as neutral expressions due to conventionalization.

Qualitative responses further showed that respondents distinguish between logical
contradiction and stylistic perception: some participants acknowledged a contradiction on a logical
level but did not experience it as stylistically salient.

Triangulated Comparative Analysis

To compare the two empirical evidence streams and place the auxiliary Al interpretations
alongside them, a comparative table was constructed, including:

—corpus frequency (COCA);
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- Al-assisted interpretations (ChatGPT and Gemini; auxiliary comparison);

- percentage of respondents perceiving contradiction;

— stylistic perception (e.g., irony, expressiveness, neutrality);

- summarized interpretations provided by respondents.

The comparison was interpreted according to the pre-specified evidence roles: corpus contexts
determined claims about conventionalization, survey responses determined claims about perceived
contradiction, and Al outputs were used only to compare explanatory strategies. Where corpus and
survey evidence diverged, the construction was retained as a mixed or intermediate case rather than
forced into a single consensus category.

Table 1 — Comparative Overview of COCA Evidence, AI-Assisted Interpretation, and
Native-Speaker Judgments

Perceived -
Expression COCA Al Interpretation Contradiction Styhstu; Resp "nden.t
Frequency (%) Perception Interpretation

figurative, emotional mixture of joy and

bittersweet 2238 contradiction 30.8 . ’ 1oy
poetic sadness

preserved

deafenin, figurative, aradoxical
. & 128 contradiction 46.2 P ’ “loud silence”

silence intense

preserved
open secret 442 partially neutralized | 69.2 ironic deelyj(nown

secret

civil war 20749 terminologized 7.7 neutral internal conflict
V1rtgal 2046 terminologized 15.4 technical mmglated/dlgltal
reality reality
Z(r)lpg;nal 35 partially neutralized | 15.4 formal original document

weakened colloquial, .
pretty ugly 7 contradiction 231 ironic fairly ugly
seriously 151 weakened 23.1 colloquial very funn
funny contradiction ' d vy y
clearly 25 neutralized 0 neutral obviously confused
confused
minor 42 figurative 38.5 expressive small miracle
miracle

DISCUSSION

The results obtained in this study allow for a refinement of the understanding of oxymoron as
a linguistic phenomenon in contemporary language use. Contrary to the traditional view, which treats
oxymoron as a static stylistic device based on logical contradiction, the findings demonstrate that the
presence of formal antonymy within an expression does not necessarily generate a perception of
paradox, either in usage or in cognitive interpretation.

A key finding of the study is the consistent discrepancy between componential semantics and
cognitively and pragmatically driven interpretation. Expressions such as civi/ war and virtual reality,
despite their underlying antonymic structure, function as terminologized units with high frequency
and genre stability. They are perceived by native speakers as unified lexical items that do not evoke
rhetorical tension. This is supported both by corpus data and by survey results.
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The evidence did not converge for every item. Open secret is conventionalized in corpus usage,
yet 69.2% of respondents perceived a contradiction, the highest rate in the survey. Following the
disagreement protocol, it is therefore classified as a conventionalized but perceptually salient
expression rather than as fully neutralized. This counterexample qualifies H2 by showing that
conventionalization can weaken, but does not invariably erase, oxymoronic awareness.

These findings are consistent with recent empirical research on oxymoronicity. Bolognesi et al.
(2024) demonstrated that native speakers evaluate oxymoronic expressions not solely on the basis of
semantic opposition, but also according to factors such as familiarity, conventionality, acceptability,
and interpretability. Similarly, the present study shows that highly conventionalized expressions,
despite their formally antonymic structure, are frequently interpreted as semantically coherent lexical
units rather than as stylistically marked oxymorons [14].

At the same time, expressions such as bittersweet, deafening silence, and minor miracle
demonstrate a stable preservation of figurative expressiveness. Respondents consistently identify
these expressions as emotionally or stylistically marked, and both AI models classify them as
retaining an active paradoxical effect. This suggests that oxymoronicity persists in contexts where
expressions remain pragmatically salient and are associated with expressive or evaluative discourse.

Particular attention should be given to the semantic shift observed in constructions such as
pretty ugly, seriously funny, and clearly confused. In these cases, one of the components — typically
a modifier — loses its original semantic value and functions instead as an intensifier or pragmatic
marker. This process of grammaticalization leads to the weakening or elimination of the initial
contradiction, resulting in idiomatic expressions with reduced stylistic markedness.

The interpretations provided by ChatGPT and Gemini further highlight differences in
processing strategies. While Gemini tends to identify oxymoronicity based on formal semantic
opposition, ChatGPT incorporates pragmatic context and usage patterns into its analysis. This
distinction reflects a broader contrast between formal semantic processing and cognitively oriented,
discourse-based interpretation.

Native speaker perception, in turn, appears to be guided primarily by pragmatic function rather
than formal structure. Expressions that are frequent and contextually stabilized are not perceived as
oxymoronic, even when they retain an underlying semantic contradiction. This indicates that
oxymoronicity is not an inherent property of the expression itself, but rather an emergent effect
dependent on usage, context, and cognitive processing.

The comparison of corpus evidence and native-speaker judgments, supplemented by Al-
assisted interpretation, supports a provisional model of gradable oxymoronicity. Unlike the traditional
binary approach, which classifies expressions as either oxymoronic or non-oxymoronic, the present
pilot data indicate a continuum along which expressions exhibit varying degrees of semantic conflict.

Within this model, three general levels can be distinguished:

1. Fully active oxymorons, which preserve paradoxical semantics and are perceived as

figurative (bittersweet, deafening silence);

2. Partially weakened oxymorons, where semantic shift or pragmatic neutralization reduces
the contradiction (pretty ugly, seriously funny, minor miracle);

3. Neutralized or lexicalized expressions, functioning as conventional or terminological units
(civil war, virtual reality, clearly confused).

Thus, oxymoron should be understood as a dynamic linguistic phenomenon, sensitive to
frequency, pragmatic function, and discourse context, and capable of evolving from an expressive
rhetorical construction into a neutral lexical unit.

CONCLUSION
The aim of the present study was to determine the extent to which semantic conflict is preserved

or weakened in English expressions with formal antonymic structure and to identify the factors
influencing their interpretation in contemporary usage. To achieve this aim, corpus evidence was
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compared with native-speaker judgments, while Al-generated interpretations were used as an
auxiliary analytical benchmark.

The descriptive results support H1 and provide partial support for H2. Perceived contradiction
varied substantially across expressions, demonstrating that formal antonymy does not necessarily
produce a shared perception of paradox. Terminological and strongly lexicalized items generally
received low contradiction rates, although open secret shows that conventionalization can coexist
with persistent awareness of contradiction. Oxymoronicity is therefore best treated, provisionally, as
a gradable and dynamic characteristic shaped by usage, lexicalization, pragmatic function, and genre-
specific stabilization.

In some cases, complete terminologization is observed, as in civil war and virtual reality, where
expressions function as neutral lexical units. In other cases, semantic shift and grammaticalization
affect one of the components, as seen in pretty ugly, seriously funny, and clearly confused, leading to
the attenuation or elimination of the original contradiction. Only a limited number of expressions,
such as bittersweet and deafening silence, retain their expressive and rhetorical force and are
perceived as prototypical oxymorons.

The Al-assisted comparison shows that language-model outputs are sensitive to formal
antonymic structure but vary in their treatment of contextual and pragmatic factors. These outputs
remain diagnostic rather than evidential: claims about usage derive from COCA, and claims about
perception derive from the survey.

The scientific novelty of the study lies in triangulating corpus evidence and native-speaker
judgments within a cognitive-pragmatic framework while using Al-assisted interpretation as a
controlled auxiliary comparison. The resulting provisional model of gradable oxymoronicity reflects
varying degrees of semantic conflict in fixed expressions and conceptualizes oxymoron as a dynamic
continuum rather than a discrete category.

The proposed approach can be extended to the analysis of other languages and discourse types,
including cross-linguistic and digital linguistic studies. Future research may focus on:

—expanding the corpus of analyzed oxymoronic expressions;

- incorporating additional national and specialized corpora;

— integrating sociolinguistic and cross-cultural parameters;

- developing automated classification models based on corpus data and artificial intelligence

methods.

APPENDIX A

Examples of Al-Generated Interpretations of Oxymoronic Constructions:

The following examples illustrate interpretations generated by ChatGPT and Gemini using a
standardized prompt format. The models were asked to explain the meaning of each expression,
identify the presence of semantic contradiction, determine whether the expression functions as a
figurative device or a conventionalized expression, and provide a brief explanation.

Expression. bittersweet

ChatGPT:

The expression bittersweet refers to an experience combining both positive and negative
emotions, such as happiness mixed with sadness. The components bitter and sweet create an
oxymoronic structure due to their semantic opposition. However, in contemporary English the
expression functions primarily as a conventionalized lexicalized unit expressing emotional
ambivalence.

Gemini:

Bittersweet describes experiences that are simultaneously pleasant and painful. Although
structurally oxymoronic, the expression has become highly conventionalized in modern English and
is commonly interpreted as a unified emotional concept rather than as a stylistically marked
contradiction.

Expression: deafening silence
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ChatGPT:

Deafening silence refers to a silence that feels intense, overwhelming, or emotionally
significant. The expression contains a clear semantic contradiction because deafening normally
describes extremely loud sound, whereas silence denotes the absence of sound. The phrase functions
primarily as a figurative stylistic device.

Gemini:

The expression describes a silence so noticeable that it feels overwhelming. The contradiction
between deafening and silence creates a classic oxymoron. Despite frequent usage, the expression
still retains expressive rhetorical force.

Expression: civil war

ChatGPT:

Civil war denotes an armed conflict within a single country. Although the phrase may appear
oxymoronic because civil is associated with civic order and war with violence, the contradiction is
no longer perceived in contemporary English. The expression functions as a fully lexicalized
terminological unit.

Gemini:

The phrase civil war is primarily used as a conventionalized political and historical term. While
the expression may appear contradictory when civil is interpreted as “polite” or “peaceful,” in actual
usage it refers to conflict between citizens and is not generally perceived as oxymoronic.

Expression: virtual reality

ChatGPT:

Virtual reality refers to an immersive computer-generated environment. The combination
formally suggests a contradiction between virtual and reality, but in modern usage the phrase
functions as a fully conventionalized technical term with neutralized semantic conflict.

Gemini:

Although virtual reality combines apparently opposing concepts, the expression has become a
standard technological term. Speakers typically interpret it literally as a digital simulated environment
rather than as a rhetorical oxymoron.

Expression: clearly confused

ChatGPT:

The phrase clearly confused means that someone’s confusion is obvious to an observer.
Although the expression may initially appear contradictory, clearly modifies the observer’s
perception rather than the state of confusion itself. Therefore, the phrase is not interpreted as a true
oxymoron.

Gemini:

The expression combines clearly and confused, which may appear contradictory at the surface
level. However, in actual usage, the phrase functions as a conventional descriptive expression in
which clearly acts as an intensifier indicating evident confusion.

Due to space limitations, Appendix A presents only representative examples of Al-generated
interpretations. The complete dataset included all analyzed expressions.

INFORMATION ON THE USE OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
Artificial intelligence tools (ChatGPT and Gemini) were used as auxiliary instruments during
the analytical and language-editing stages of the study. All analytical interpretations, conclusions,
and final revisions were independently verified by the authors.
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AFBUIIIBIH TiIJTIHIETT 0KCIOMOPOHIBIK KOHCTPYKIHMSJIAPABIH KOJIAHBICHI: KOPIYCTBIK
JAepeKTep, TI nejiepiHin 0arasayaapbl KoHe KACAHAbI HHTE/UIEKT KOMeriMeH KacaJiFaH
HHTepnpeTanus (MUIOTTHIK 3epTTey)

A K. Ceiicebaes', D.]1. Cyneiimenona', A.M. I'pocc?

'On-Dapabu arsaarsl Kazak yarteik yausepeuteti, Anmatsl 050040, Kaszakctan

2Xanblkapanblk OiniM 6epy KeHiHIerT aMepuKaHIbIK KeHecTep, Bamuarron k., KomymoOus okpyri
20036, AKII

byn  maxanaoa kaszipei azvlmubin  miniHO0e2i  OKCIOMOPOHOLIK — KOHCMPYKYUAIAPObIY
UHMEPNPpemayuacyl Kapacmuipblidobl, acipece 01apOblH HCUL KOTOAHBLIYbL CEMAHMUKATBIK Kapama-
KauublIblkmsl KaObL10ayobly aJicipeyine acep ememin ica20aiiapaa Ha3ap ayoapuliadsl. 3epmmey
Gopmanovl aHMOHUMUATILIK, KYPLLILIMbL O6ap MYpakmuvl co3 mipKecmepine 0AblMMAiean HcaHe
011apObly  NAPAOOKCMbIK ~ MASLIHACLIHGIY, — HAKMbL  MIiNOIK  KOJOAHbICMA — CAKmMany Hemece
belimapanmany 0apexcecin aHbIKmayobl MaKcam emeoi.

Tanoay exi smnupuxanvlk O0epek Ko3iHe cCyleHedi: KOIOAHbIC JHCULNici MeH KOHMeKCMmiK
mypakmanyowl kepcememin Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) rxopnycwinvly
Oepexkmepi JcoHe KApama-KauubliblK neH CMmulbOik auKblHObIKMbL KaObli0ayobl KopcememiH
azvliubln mini uenepiniy cayarnama scayanmapwvl. ChatGPT nen Gemini unmepnpemayusiiapbol
Odepbec TUHBUCUKATILIK, 02]1e]l peminde emec, KOMeKull manoay Kypaivl peminoe naudaiaHuliaobl.
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MyHoaii mpuaneyiayusnslx Ou3aiuH HAKmMol KOJLOAHLICMbL, MiL Uelepiniy 0a2anayiapvli JHcoHe
MOOenbOepOiy Memaminoik myciHOipmenepin caniblCmuipy2a MyMKIHOIK Oepeoi.

3epmmey Homuoicenepi Gpopmandvl AHMOHUMUSHLIY O30i2IHEH CEeMAHMUKALIK Kapamd-
KAUUbLILIKMbIY KAObLIOAHYbIH KAMMAMACHL3 emnetminin kopcemeoi. TepmMunoniocuanvix Kvizmem
amKapamvlH 4coeapul JHcuinikmi mipkecmep (mvicanvl, civil war, virtual reality) oxcromoponovix
acepin oicoeanmyza Oetlim 6osca, skcnpeccuemi Kypolivimoap (bittersweet, deafening silence)
e30epiniy Oeuneninik Kacuemin caxmauovl. COHbIMEH Kamap, AHcAcaHObl UHMENLIEKM apKblibl
oHcacanzan uHmepnpemayusanap Gopmandvl KYpuliblMed ce3iMman 6012aHbIMeH, NpacMamuKaiblk
PpenKmepoi moblK JHcemKize aimatiow.

3epmmey  OKCIOMOpOHObL  MYpaKmvl  CMUIUCIUKANLIK — Kame2opus peminde  emec,
OUHAMUKANLIK 2P 2padyanobl KYOuliblc peminOe mycindipyee yaec Kocaovl. Maxanaoa
PUMOPUKANBIK IKCNPECCUSMINIKMEH NeKCUKAIAHEAH KOIOAHbICKA O6m)y YOepiciH CunammatimolH
2paoyanovl OKCIOMOPOHOLIK MOOElb YCbIHbLIAObL. ¥ChIHbLI2AH MaCi0i backa mindep MeH OUCKYPC
mypaepindezi YKcac KOHCMPYKYUAIapovbl manoayoa 0a Koioanyea 601aoul.

Kinm ce30ep: oKCloMOpOH, CeMaHMUKAbIK KApama-KatublislK, J1eKCUKALIAHY, KOPHYCMbIK
manoay, Hcacawmovl uHmesnekm, mindik mooenvoep, rocHumusmixk unmepnpemayus, COCA,
cayaiHama, a2vliuLblH miji.
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Marepuan 29.06.2026 6acnara TycTi

AHIVINHCKHE OKCIOMOPOHHBbIC KOHCTPYKIMH B YIIOTPeOIeHHH: KOPIIYCHbIE JAHHbIC H OLEHKH
HocuTeseil a3bika ¢ UM-accucTnpoBanHoOl HHTepNpeTanueil (INJI0THOE HCC/Ie0BAHME)
AK. Ceiicebaes', D.J1. Cyneiimenoa', A.M. I'pocc?

'Kaszaxckuii HalMOHAIBHBINA yHUBEPCUTET MMEHH anb-DPapadu, Anmarsl 050040, Kasaxcran

2 AMepUKaHCKHE COBETHI 110 MEKTyHapOAHOMY 00pa30oBaHuIo , Bamuurron, okpyr Komymous
20036, CLIA

B oanmoii cmamve paccmampusaemcs unmepnpemayus OKCIOMOPOHHLIX KOHCMPYKYUU 8
COBPEMEHHOM AH2IULICKOM A3blKe, OCOOEHHO 6 mex CIy4asx, Ko20d BblCOKAs YACMOMHOCHb
ynompe0OneHus cnocoocmeyem ociabNieHur0  OCNPUAMUA  CEMAHMUYECKO20 NPOMUBOPEYUs.
Hccneoosanue cocpedomoyeno Ha yCmouyusbix cio80CO4emanusix ¢ hOpManbHO AHMOHUMUYECKOT
CMPYKMYpOU U HANPAGNeHO HA 6blaslleHue CMeNneHu COXpAHeHUs IUOO0 Heumpaiu3ayuu ux
napaooxcanibHO20 3HAYEHUSL 8 PealbHOM A3bIKOBOM YNOmMpeOieHUU.

Ananuz onupaemcs nHa 06a smnupuveckux ucmounuxa: oaunvie Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA), ompasicarowue 4acmomuocms U KOHMEKCMYAIbHYI0 CMAOUIU3AYUI0
BbIPAdCEHUL, U Pe3YIbMAmMbl ONPOCA HOCUMeENel AHRIUUCKO20 A3bIKd, OMpaXdcarowue 0Cnpuimue
npomueopeuus u cmunucmuyeckou mapkuposanHocmu. Humepnpemayuu ChatGPT u Gemini
UCNOTIL3YIOMCA KAK 6CHOMO2AMENbHbIN AHATUMUYECKUU UHCIMPYMEHM, d He KaK CAMOCMOSAMeNbHOe
JIUH2BUCTIUYECKOe 0oKa3amenbcmeo. Takou mpuan2yiayuoHHblil OU3atii no3eosaenm COnoCmasums
peanvHoe ynompebieHue, OYyeHKU Hocumenell sA36lKa U Memasi3ulkogble 00bACHEeHUs. MOOeIell.

Pezynomamer uccnedosanus noxaszviearom, umo popmanbHas aHmMoOHUMUS cama no cebe He
eapanmupyem 60CNpuAmus npomusopeyus. Bvicokouacmomuvle Gulpadcenus, blNOIHAIOWUE
mepmuHonio2uyeckyro Qyukyuto (Hanpumep, civil war, virtual reality), ckiouHvl ympauusamo
OKCIOMOPOHHBLU 3hhekm, moeda kak bonee skcnpeccusHvle koncmpykyuu (bittersweet, deafening
silence)  coxpansaiom  obpasuyro  evipazumenvHocmsb.  OOHOBpeMeHHO — unmepnpemayul,
C2eHepuUpOBanHble  UCKYCCMBEHHbIM UHMENLNEKMOM, OeMOHCMPUPYIOm  YYBCMEUMENIbHOCMb K
dopmanvHou cmpykmype, 00HaKo meHee 3PPeKmuUsHO ompaxcaom npazmamuiecKue HIOAHCHL.

Hccneoosanue cnocobcmeyem NOHUMAHUIO — OKCIOMOPOHA  KAK — OUHAMUYECKO20 U
2paodyanvbHo20 A6leHUs, d He (QUKCUPOBAHHOU CmMUIUCMUYecKou Kamezopuu. B pabome
npeonazaemcs Mooeib 2padyanibHol OKCIOMOPOHHOCMU, OMPANCAIOWASI NEPEX00 OM PUMOPUYECKOU
9KCNPeCcCUBHOCMU K JIeKCUKATUZ08AHHOMY ynompebaenuro. Ilpednazaemuiii nooxo0 modxcem Ovimo
NPUMEHEH U K AHAU3Y AHATIO2UYHBIX KOHCIMPYKYUU 8 OPY2UX A3bIKAX U MUNAX OUCKYPCA.

Knroueswvie crnosa: oxcromopon, cemanmuieckoe npomugopeuue, 1eKCUKaIu3ayus, KOpnyCcHvill
AHANU3, UCKYCCMBEHHbIU UHMETIeKm, A3blKogble Moodenu, koeHumusHas unmepnpemayus, COCA,
ONnpoc, AH2TUUCKUL A3bIK.
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A.A. Cosnrantexona', T.B. Pamazanos'*, C.K. ’Kykenosa?
' Axmer Baiitypchinyibl ateiaarst Tin 6inimMi mnHCTHTYTHI, Anmatsl, 050010, Kazakcran
’[llokan YonuxaHoB aTeiHaarsl Kekieray yausepcuterti, Kokmeray, 020000, Kazakcran

KA3AK TIVITHAEI'T KYPAH/bBI ETICTIKTEP: KYPBUUIBIM/BIK MOJEJIB/IEPI,
MAFBIHAJIBIK TYTACTBIFbI ’)KOHE KECTEJIK )KYWUEJIEHYI

Maxana xazax min 6iniminoe2i KypOeni emicmikmep HCYUECiHIH KYPAMbIHOA epeKuie OpPblH
anamvld  KYpawovl emicmikmepoiy KYpblIbIMObIK, CEMAHMUKALbIK JHCOHE  (DYHKYUOHATOBIK
epexuienikmepin Jcylieneyee apHanzan. Kazax epammamuxaceinoa xypoeni emicmikmep HCaH-
JHCAKMbl 3epMMeEN2eHIMEH, KYpaHobl emicmikmepoiy co3)cacamobly mabueamolit, oaapovly epKiH

emicmikmi ~ mipkecmepoen,  UOUOMANAHRAH — JHCOHE  AHANUMUKATLIK — KYPblibiMOApOaH
AubIPMAUBLIBIZBIH KeCmeiK He2izoe DIpi30eHOIpin Kopcemy Kaxcemminiel cakmaivlin oOmaolp.
3epmmeyoiy maxcamovl — KYpaHObl emicmixmepee KAmvlCMbl 2bLIbIMU KO3KAPACMAPObl

HCUHAKMAN, ONIAPObIH KYDLLILIMObIK MOOENbOEPIH, MARLIHANLIK MYMACMbIZbIH HCIHE CO3HCACAMObIK
Kbl3Memin oicylieni mypoe cunammay. Hezizei 6agvim — ecim co3 + komekuii emicmix ya2ici apKulivl
Jcacanamoli  KYpaHovl emicmikmepoiy MHCaya KUMbLL amaybld Kalblnmacmolpy KaOilemin
QUKbIHOAY,  COHOQU-AK  OAapobl  AHANUMUKANLIK — JHCOHEe  UOUOMANAHEAH — emiCmiKmepmeH
CanbICMuIpMaibl mypoe manoay.

JKymvicmoly evlibiMu Mayblzel — KYpamovl emicmikmepoi Kypoeni emicmix cyliecinoeei
depbec co3xncacamobl Mooelb peminoe HAKMuLIayblHOa. Ilpakmukanelx Mayvlvl — KYPAHObL
emicmikmepOoiy KYPuLIbIMObIK HCIHE CeMAHMUKAIbIK epeKuleikmepin kecmelik hopmamma YCoiHy
apKbLIbL 01aPObL OKbIMY MEH JIeKCUKOSPADUANBIK CUNAMMAy0a KOJLOAHY2A MYMKIHOIK bepyiHoe.

3epmmey OapvicblHOa canblCmMblpmManbl-manoday, KYpblIbIMObIK CUNAMMAY JHCoHe Kecmenik
Mooenvoey  adicmepi  KONOAHuLIObl. Kypaumowi emicmixmepoiy MAbIHAILIK, — MYMACMbIEbL,
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