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Abstract 

This presentation examines a neglected type of lexical creativity in English: oxymoronic 

blends or oxyblends (e.g. pleather < plastic + leather). Adopting Peña and Ruiz de 

Mendoza's (2022: 254) view of oxymoron as a figure that juxtaposes apparently 

incompatible properties and resolves the resulting contradiction through conceptual 

reframing, the talk argues that lexical blending offers a particularly revealing domain for 

investigating how contrast contributes to meaning construction. In this respect, oxyblends 

are of special interest because they condense complex conceptual operations into highly 

economical linguistic forms, forcing speakers and hearers to negotiate apparent 

contradictions in order to arrive at a coherent interpretation. 

While previous studies of oxymoron have concentrated largely on adjective-noun 

combinations such as open secret (Shen, 1987; Gibbs & Kearney, 1994), oxymoron 

encoded through lexical blending has received virtually no attention. However, blending 

has become one of the most productive and conspicuous mechanisms of lexical 

innovation in contemporary English. Defined as a word-formation process involving the 

fusion of two or more lexical items, at least one of which is shortened (Bauer, 2003; Plag, 

2003; Peña, 2022), blending occupies a particularly interesting position at the interface 

of morphology, phonology, and conceptualization. Oxyblends represent an especially 

creative subtype because the formal fusion of lexical material is accompanied by the 

conceptual integration of apparently incompatible notions. 

Drawing on a corpus of 250 oxymoronic blends collected from both authoritative and 

crowdsourced dictionaries and from the NOW and iWeb corpora, this presentation shows 

that these forms occupy an extreme position on the creativity continuum because they 

combine the formal compression characteristic of blending with the conceptual tension 

inherent in oxymoron. In Haspelmath's (1999) terms, they constitute highly extravagant 

linguistic formations since they depart from default lexical and conceptual expectations 

while remaining interpretable through identifiable cognitive processes. 

The analysis focuses on the role of contrast at different levels of conceptual organization. 

At the lexical level, oxymoronic relations arise through complementary oppositions (e.g. 

plandid < planned + candid) and incompatibility relations between co-hyponyms (e.g. 

manfant < man + infant). At a higher conceptual level, these blends rely on the 

construction of non-default scenarios that reconcile apparently conflicting properties, 

events, or situations. Thus, ‘manfant’ evokes a marked scenario in which an adult male 



behaves in a characteristically childish manner. The interpretation of oxyblends therefore 

depends not simply on identifying lexical oppositions but also on building conceptual 

configurations that resolve incompatibility through contextually motivated reframing. 

On this basis, the presentation proposes three interrelated taxonomies of oxyblends 

organized according to (i) the type of contrast involved, (ii) the degree of explicitness 

with which contrast is encoded, and (iii) the conceptual complexity of the blend, including 

its interaction with metaphor, metonymy, hyperbole, and irony. Finally, the presentation 

examines the pragmatic functions of oxyblends, showing how they extend beyond naming 

to serve evaluative, humorous, witty, persuasive, and sometimes derogatory 

communicative purposes. 

The resulting findings point to the value of oxyblends as a testing ground for investigating 

the interaction of lexical creativity, contrast, conceptual reframing, and figurative thought 

in meaning construction. 
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