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Abstract: This study explores the pragmalinguistic role of compound nouns in short stories,
focusing on how these linguistic structures contribute to meaning-making and narrative
coherence within varied contexts. By analyzing a corpus of contemporary short stories, the
research reveals how compound nouns convey nuanced semantic information, reflect cultural
and contextual dimensions, and facilitate efficient communication. The findings underscore the
interplay between morphosyntactic form and pragmatic function, highlighting compound nouns
as dynamic devices that support character development, setting, and theme articulation.
Keywords: pragmalinguistics, compound nouns, short stories, narrative discourse, context,
meaning-making, morphology, pragmatics
1. Introduction

Language in literary texts serves not only as a vehicle for storytelling but also as a tool for
shaping meaning and engaging readers. Among linguistic elements, compound nouns — words
formed by joining two or more words into a single lexical unit — are especially noteworthy for
their dense semantic contribution and multifunctionality (Bauer, 1983). Within short stories,
compound nouns often encapsulate complex ideas, social roles, or cultural phenomena in a
compact form, thereby enhancing textual economy and vividness [1:14].

Pragmalinguistics, the study of how language conveys meaning in context, emphasizes how
morphosyntactic structures such as compound nouns function pragmatically beyond their literal
semantic content (Thomas, 1995). This paper investigates the pragmalinguistic features of
compound nouns in short stories, examining how context shapes their interpretation and how
they contribute to character portrayal, thematic development, and the evocation of setting.
Understanding this interaction is crucial to appreciating the layered meanings within literary
texts and the communicative strategies authors employ.

2. Methods

This research employs a qualitative corpus analysis approach, selecting a representative sample
of twenty contemporary English-language short stories from diverse cultural backgrounds and
genres. Texts were sourced from acclaimed collections published between 2000 and 2020 to
ensure relevance to modern language use. Compound nouns appearing in the corpus were
extracted systematically using corpus analysis software, identifying both closed compounds
(e.g., ‘classroom’) and hyphenated/open compounds (e.g., ‘mother-in-law’, ‘coffee table’)
[2:37].

Each identified compound noun was analyzed in its immediate linguistic and extralinguistic
context to discern its pragmatic function. This included considering narrative context,
speaker/listener roles, cultural references, and textual effects such as humor, irony, or emphasis.
Interpretative frameworks from pragmalinguistics (Levinson, 1983) and morphological theory
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(Aronoff, 1976) guided the coding scheme, which categorized compounds by their function
(e.g., referential, evaluative) and pragmatic effect (e.g., foregrounding, backgrounding).

3. Results and Analyses
1.Referential and Contextual Functions

Compound nouns predominantly served referential roles in short stories, naming characters,
objects, social constructs, or phenomena in ways that condensed cultural and narrative
information. For example, terms such as ‘gatekeeper,’ ‘heartbreaker,’ and ‘dreamcatcher’ not
only denote entities but hint at symbolic or cultural meanings. Pragmatically, these compounds
act as shorthand conveying speaker attitudes or thematic nuances without elaborate
explanations, enriching the reader’s interpretive experience [3:52].

Moreover, the contextual deployment of compounds often influenced their illocutionary force
within the narrative. In some stories, compound nouns carried ironic or metaphorical pragmatic
effects, subverting their literal meaning to comment on character traits or societal issues. For
example, the recurring use of ‘paper tiger’ metaphorically critiqued perceived strength versus
actual power in characters, relying on readers’ shared cultural knowledge to decode the
expression effectively [4:58].

Furthermore, the use of compound nouns frequently contributed to the construction of vivid
imagery and atmosphere, helping to immerse readers in the story’s world. By compactly
encapsulating complex concepts or relationships, compounds like “backstreet” or
“whistleblower” evoked specific social or emotional associations that resonated with cultural
contexts familiar to the audience. This pragmatic layering enriched the narrative texture, as the
reader’s engagement depended on recognizing and interpreting these culturally loaded lexical
items within situational frameworks [2:44]. Such strategic deployment underscores the integral
role of compound nouns as not just lexical units but as dynamic carriers of pragmatic meaning
that bridge language and culture in literary discourse.

3.2 Pragmatic Economy and Emphasis

Compound nouns also contribute to pragmatic economy, enabling authors to condense complex
concepts or roles into single lexical units, facilitating narrative flow and cohesion. Their
compactness permits efficient communication of detailed information, which supports pacing
and readability — especially vital in the short story format’s brevity constraints [2:41]. Authors
use these compounds not only to name but to emphasize aspects of plot or character, thus
functioning as focal points or thematic anchors.

Highlighting compound nouns through syntactic positioning (e.g., at sentence boundaries) or
typographic means (italics or capitalization) often signals their pragmatic prominence. Such
emphasis draws readers’ attention and invites interpretative reflection, allowing compounds to
serve as subtle cues for themes or character insights. This pragmatic function, blending
linguistic form with literary technique, showcases the versatility of compound nouns as
multidimensional communicative tools [3:60].

4. Discussion
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The findings illustrate that compound nouns in short stories are pragmatically rich elements that
transcend mere morphological composition. Their usage intertwines with contextual factors —
including social meaning, cultural semiotics, and narrative goals — to produce layered
interpretations. This supports Thomas’s (1995) view that meaning in language arises from the
interaction between linguistic form and context, situating compound nouns within the
pragmalinguistic nexus.

Furthermore, the study highlights how literary authors strategically utilize compound nouns to
manipulate reader cognition and emotions. By leveraging cultural schemas and shared
knowledge, compounds become not only referential tokens but also instruments of narrative
persuasion, irony, and thematic complexity [5:72]. These functions affirm that literary language
often exploits pragmatic mechanisms to maximize communicative effect, serving as fertile
ground for interdisciplinary research involving linguistics, literature, and cognitive science.

The limitations of this study include its focus on English-language contemporary short stories,
which may not fully represent cross-linguistic and genre-specific variations. Future research
could extend pragmalinguistic exploration of compounds into other languages and literary
traditions, as well as consider computational approaches for automatic detection and analysis of
pragmatic features in literary corpora.

Conclusion

This research provides evidence that compound nouns in short stories carry significant
pragmalinguistic weight, functioning as efficient, context-sensitive carriers of meaning that
enrich narrative discourse. Their ability to encapsulate cultural, social, and thematic nuances in
compact linguistic forms underscores their importance in language use within literary contexts.
By unpacking these pragmalinguistic dimensions, the study contributes to deeper
comprehension of how language constructs meaning in storytelling—an understanding vital for
literary scholarship, language education, and natural language processing.

The insights gained suggest practical implications for teaching literary pragmatics and
morphology, where emphasizing compound nouns can illuminate nuanced textual analysis and
enhance learners’ interpretive skills. Additionally, the role of compound nouns in pragmatics
invites further exploration at the intersection of morphology, discourse analysis, and
computational linguistics, particularly with growing interest in digital humanities and corpus
linguistics.
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