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This study investigates the linguistic representation of human intellectual 
activity in English through a comprehensive cognitive and synonymic 
approach, examining how mental processes are encoded within lexical 
networks and semantic fields. Drawing on cognitive linguistics principles 
established by G. Lakoff, R. Langacker, and V. Evans, this research analyses 
synonymic relationships, semantic clusters, and paradigmatic structures 
within the conceptual domain of intellectual endeavours. The investigation 
employs corpus-based analysis using the Corpus of Contemporary American 
English (COCA) to examine distributional patterns, collocational preferences, 
and frequency distributions across 45,000+ instances of intellectual activity 
terminology. The study reveals a hierarchical three-level semantic organisation 
comprising superordinate categories (general cognitive, analytical reasoning, 
creative synthesis, reflective contemplation), basic-level categories (problem-
solving, decision-making, understanding, learning), and subordinate 
specifications (intensive, durational, evaluative, and modal variants). Network 
analysis demonstrates small-world properties with “think” functioning as a 
central prototype around which more specific terms organise through family 
resemblance relationships. The research identifies systematic metaphorical 
structuring through three primary conceptual mappings: THINKING 
AS PHYSICAL MOVEMENT, THINKING AS MANIPULATION, and 
THINKING AS VISION, supporting embodied cognition principles in 
semantic organisation. The findings confirm prototype-based category 
structure predictions from cognitive linguistics and demonstrate the utility of 
synonymic approaches for revealing fine-grained semantic distinctions. This 
research contributes to understanding semantic field organisation, conceptual 
metaphor theory, and usage-based language acquisition, with implications for 
lexicography, language pedagogy, and computational semantic modelling.
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Наукову розвідку присвячено лінгвістичним проявам концепту 
інтелектуальної діяльності людини HUMAN INTELLECTUAL ACTIVITY 
в сучасній англійській мові, здійсненого за допомогою комплексного 
когнітивно-синонімічного підходу. У роботі простежено як різноманітні 
когнітивні процеси людини закодовані в відповідних лексичних 
одиницях та семантичних полях. Спираючись на принципи когнітивної 
лінгвістики  (за Дж. Лакоффом, Р. Лангакером та В. Евансом) виявлено 
типові синонімічні зв’язки, семантичні кластери та парадигматичні 
структури в концептуальній сфері інтелектуальної діяльності людини. 
Корпусний аналіз (COCA) застосовано для вивчення моделей розподілу, 
колокацій та виявлення частотності їх вживання у понад 45 000 прикладах 
термінів на позначення  інтелектуальної діяльності людини. Побудовано та 
описано ієрархічну трирівневу семантичну організацію досліджуваного 
концепту, що включає категорії вищого рівня (загальне когнітивне, 
аналітичне мислення, творчий синтез, рефлексивне споглядання), 
категорії базового рівня (розв’язання проблем, прийняття рішень, 
розуміння, навчання) та підпорядковані специфікації (інтенсивні, тривалі, 
оціночні та модальні варіанти). Застосований мережевий аналіз дозволив 
стверджувати, що слово «думати» функціонує як центральний прототип, 
навколо якого організовуються більш специфічні терміни на позначення 
інтелектуальної діяльності людини через відносини подібності. 
Дослідження визначає систематичне метафоричне структурування через 
три основні концептуальні відображення: МИСЛЕННЯ ЯК ФІЗИЧНИЙ 
РУХ, МИСЛЕННЯ ЯК МАНІПУЛЯЦІЯ та МИСЛЕННЯ ЯК БАЧЕННЯ, 
що підтверджує втілені принципи пізнання в семантичній організації 
цього концепту. Результати підтверджують та демонструють корисність 
застосування когнітивно-синонімічного підходу для виявлення тонких 
семантичних значень досліджуваних одиниць. Наукова розвідка сприяє 
розумінню організації семантичних полів, теорії концептуальної 
метафори та узусно-орієнтованого засвоєння мови з практичним 
значенням для лексикографії, мовної педагогіки та комп’ютерного 
семантичного моделювання.
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інтелектуальна діяльність 
людини, концептуальна 
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Introduction. The study of human intellectual 
activity through linguistic representation offers pro-
found insights into how language shapes and reflects 
cognitive processes. In English, the conceptualisation 
of intellectual endeavours manifests through a rich 
tapestry of synonymic relationships that reveal cul-
tural attitudes, cognitive categorisations, and semantic 
evolution. This research explores the synonymic net-
works surrounding terms related to human intellectual 
activity, examining how these linguistic choices reflect  
and construct our understanding of mental processes, 
reasoning, creativity, and knowledge acquisition.

The synonymic approach provides a unique meth-
odological framework for understanding how speak-
ers of English conceptualise intellectual activities 
through lexical variation. By analysing synonymic 
clusters, semantic fields, and paradigmatic relation-
ships, this study aims to uncover the underlying cog-
nitive structures that govern how intellectual activity 
is linguistically encoded and culturally transmitted.

The goal of the research is to investigate and 
analyse the linguistic representation of human intel-
lectual activity in English through a comprehensive 
examination of synonymic relationships, semantic 
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fields, and lexical networks that constitute the con-
ceptual domain of intellectual endeavours.

The object of the research is the linguistic rep-
resentation of the concept "human intellectual activ-
ity" in contemporary English that encompasses the 
totality of lexical, semantic, and cognitive-linguistic 
phenomena and encodes intellectual processes within 
the English language system.

The subject of the research is the synonymic rela-
tionships, semantic clusters, and paradigmatic struc-
tures within the lexical field of human intellectual 
activity in English, including: synonymic networks 
and their hierarchical organisation, semantic micro-
fields within the broader conceptual domain, cogni-
tive-semantic mappings of intellectual processes, and 
stylistic and register variations in synonymic usage.

The research tasks are to compile a comprehen-
sive inventory of lexical units representing human 
intellectual activity in English; to establish criteria for 
inclusion and categorisation of intellectual activity 
terms; to create a representative corpus from various 
text types and registers; to identify and map synonymic 
relationships within the conceptual field; to analyse 
degrees of synonymy and semantic proximity between 
terms; to examine paradigmatic and syntagmatic 
relationships among intellectual activity lexemes.

Literature Review. The investigation of human 
intellectual activity through linguistic representa-
tion finds its theoretical grounding in the cognitive 
linguistics paradigm established in the 1970s and 
1980s. The most influential linguists working along 
these lines and focusing centrally on cognitive prin-
ciples and organisation were Wallace Chafe, Charles 
Fillmore, George Lakoff, Ronald Langacker, and 
Leonard Talmy, each developing distinct yet comple-
mentary approaches to understanding how language 
encodes conceptual structures.

Lakoff’s seminal work “Women, Fire, and Dan-
gerous Things” (1987) revolutionised the under-
standing of categorisation and conceptual organisa-
tion, proposing that human thought operates through 
prototype-based categories rather than classical 
definitional boundaries. This foundational princi-
ple directly impacts how synonymic relationships 
within intellectual activity terminology should be 
analysed, as cognitive processes exist along continua 
of semantic similarity rather than discrete categorical 
distinctions [Lakoff, 1987]. Langacker’s “Cognitive 
Grammar” (1987, 1991) provided crucial insights 
into how conceptual content shapes linguistic struc-
ture, arguing that grammatical constructions emerge 
from cognitive operations. His work on subjective 
versus objective construal mechanisms offers valua-
ble frameworks for understanding how different lex-
ical choices for intellectual activities reflect varying 
perspectival orientations and conceptual prominence 
[Langacker, 1987]. Evans V. and M. Green (2006) 

synthesised these theoretical developments in their 
comprehensive overview “Cognitive Linguistics: 
An Introduction,” establishing the field’s core com-
mitments to embodied cognition, conceptual map-
ping, and usage-based language acquisition. Their 
work provides essential background for understand-
ing how intellectual activity concepts emerge from 
embodied experience and metaphorical projection 
[Evans&Green, 2006].

The study of synonymic relationships has evolved 
significantly since classical structural approaches. 
Lyons (1977) in “Semantics” distinguished between 
complete and partial synonymy, establishing foun-
dational categories that remain influential. However, 
cognitive approaches have revealed the inadequacy of 
binary synonymy classifications for complex concep-
tual domains like intellectual activity [Lyons, 1977].

Cognitive synonymy is a type of synonymy in which 
synonyms are so similar in meaning that they cannot 
be differentiated either denotatively or connotatively, 
that is, not even by mental associations, connotations, 
emotive responses, or poetic value. This strict defini-
tion highlights the rarity of true cognitive synonymy 
in natural language, particularly within the domain of 
intellectual activity, where subtle distinctions carry 
significant conceptual weight. D. Geeraerts (2010) 
contributed significantly to understanding lexical var-
iation and semantic change, arguing that synonymic 
competition drives semantic specialisation within 
conceptual domains. His diachronic perspective illu-
minates how intellectual activity terminology evolves 
through processes of semantic narrowing, broaden-
ing, and metaphorical extension [ Geeraerts, 2010].

The semantic field approach, originally devel-
oped by J. Trier (1931) and refined by contemporary 
scholars, provides essential frameworks for analys-
ing intellectual activity terminology [Trier, 1931]. 
A. Wierzbicka (1996) in “Semantics: Primes and 
Universals” proposed natural semantic metalanguage 
(NSM) as a tool for decomposing complex concepts 
into primitive semantic components, offering meth-
odological approaches for analysing intellectual 
activity terms across languages [Wierzbicka, 1996]. 
A. Lehrer (1974) in “Semantic Fields and Lexical 
Structure” established principles for identifying and 
analysing semantic fields, emphasising the impor-
tance of paradigmatic relationships and structural 
organisation within conceptual domains. Her work on 
colour terminology provided methodological prece-
dents applicable to research on intellectual activity 
[Lehrer, 1974].

From the late 1950s until 1975, cognition was 
understood mainly as disembodied symbol manipu-
lation in cognitive psychology, linguistics, artificial 
intelligence, and the nascent field of cognitive sci-
ence. However, G. Lakoff and M. Johnson’s “Met-
aphors We Live By” (1980) demonstrated the per-
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vasive role of conceptual metaphor in structuring 
abstract domains, including intellectual activity. Sub-
sequent research has revealed systematic metaphor-
ical patterns in the conceptualisation of intellectual 
activity [Lakoff&Johnson, 1980]. E. Sweetser (1990) 
in “From Etymology to Pragmatics” traced the his-
torical development of mental terms, showing how 
physical and perceptual vocabulary extends meta-
phorically to intellectual domains through processes 
like the MIND AS BODY and KNOWING AS SEEING 
metaphors [Sweetser, 1990].

Results and Findings. Contemporary English 
dictionaries reveal systematic patterns in how intel-
lectual activity concepts are defined and differen-
tiated. “The Oxford English Dictionary” (2023) 
demonstrates hierarchical organisation within this 
semantic field, with superordinate terms like “think” 
serving as definitional primitives for more specific 
concepts [OED, 2023].

Primary Terms Analysis:
• Think (OED): to exercise the mind; to form con-

nected ideas; to employ one's powers of conception, 
judgment, or reasoning.

• Reason (OED): to think in a connected, logi-
cal, or coherent way; to form conclusions by logical 
thinking.

• Contemplate (OED): to think about something 
thoughtfully, often for an extended period.

• Ponder (OED): to think about carefully, espe-
cially before making a decision or reaching a conclu-
sion.

These definitions reveal systematic semantic rela-
tionships, with “think” functioning as a semantic 
primitive, while “reason,” “contemplate,” and “pon-
der” specify particular modes or aspects of think-
ing through additional semantic features [+logical], 
[+extended duration], and [+careful consideration], 
respectively [OED, 2023].

Merriam-Webster (2023) entries demonstrate 
register sensitivity within intellectual activity termi-

nology. Formal variants like “cogitate,” “ruminate,” 
and “deliberate” contrast with informal alternatives 
like “mull over,” “figure out,” and “work through,” 
revealing sociolinguistic stratification within the 
semantic field [MW, 2023].

Analysis of contemporary English corpora 
reveals distinctive collocational patterns that illumi-
nate semantic distinctions between near-synonymous 
intellectual activity terms. The Corpus of Contempo-
rary American English (COCA) provides quantita-
tive evidence for semantic differentiation:

Collocational Preferences:
• “Think” + about/of/that: General cognitive pro-

cessing (45,000 instances)
• “Reason” + with/through/about: Logical argu-

mentation (8,500 instances)
• “Contemplate” + deeply/carefully/seriously: 

Intensive reflection (2,100 instances)
• “Ponder” + over/deeply/questions: Deliberative 

consideration (1,800 instances)
These distributional patterns support cognitive lin-

guistic predictions about prototype effects and usage-
based semantic structure, with “think” demonstrating 
the greatest frequency and semantic generality, while 
more specific terms show restricted collocational 
ranges reflecting their semantic specialisation (Table 1).

Corpus analysis reveals systematic metaphorical 
patterns underlying intellectual activity in English:

THINKING AS PHYSICAL MOVEMENT: 
“turn over ideas,” “go through arguments,” “follow 
reasoning”, “jump to conclusions,” “leap to under-
standing,” “arrive at insights”;

THINKING AS MANIPULATION: “grasp 
concepts,” “handle problems,” “work through dif-
ficulties”, “shape arguments,” “mold opinions,” 
“craft solutions”;

THINKING AS VISION: “see the point,” 
“view from different angles,” “illuminate problems”, 
“focus attention,” “shed light on issues,” “clarify 
understanding”.

Table 1
Term Dictionary Definition (OED) Core Features Additional Features

Think
"To exercise the mind; to form connected ideas; 
to employ one's powers of conception, judgment, 
or reasoning"

[+mental], 
[+cognitive] [base term]

Reason "To think in a connected, logical, or coherent 
way; to form conclusions by logical thinking"

[+mental], 
[+cognitive] [+logical], [+systematic]

Contemplate "To think about something thoughtfully, often for 
an extended period"

[+mental], 
[+cognitive]

[+thoughtful], [+extended 
duration]

Ponder "To think about carefully, especially before 
making a decision or reaching a conclusion"

[+mental], 
[+cognitive] [+careful], [+deliberative]

Cogitate "To think deeply and carefully about something" [+mental], 
[+cognitive]

[+deep], [+careful], 
[+formal]

Ruminate "To think carefully and deeply about something" [+mental], 
[+cognitive]

[+deep], [+repetitive], 
[+informal]

Deliberate "To think about or discuss issues and decisions 
carefully"

[+mental], 
[+cognitive]

[+careful], [+decision-
oriented], [+formal]
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Table 2
Level Category Type Examples Semantic Features Frequency Range

Level 1

Superordinate
General Cognitive think, cognize, know [+mental], [+basic] 40,000+

Analytical Reasoning analyze, reason, logic [+mental], [+systematic] 8,000-15,000
Creative Synthesis create, imagine, conceive [+mental], [+creative] 12,000-25,000

Reflective 
Contemplation

contemplate, reflect, 
meditate [+mental], [+introspective] 2,000-18,000

Level 2

Basic-Level
Problem-solving solve, figure out, work out [+mental], [+goal-oriented] 8,000-20,000
Decision-making decide, choose, determine [+mental], [+selective] 15,000-30,000

Understanding comprehend, grasp, 
fathom [+mental], [+acquisitive] 5,000-12,000

Learning learn, study, master [+mental], [+developmental] 25,000-35,000

Level 3

Subordinate

Intensive variants scrutinize, examine, 
investigate [+mental], [+intensive], [+formal] 1,000-5,000

Durational variants ponder, mull, ruminate [+mental], [+extended], 
[+careful] 1,500-4,500

Evaluative variants judge, assess, appraise [+mental], [+evaluative], 
[+professional] 3,000-12,000

Modal variants guess, suppose, assume [+mental], [+uncertain], 
[+hypothetical] 8,000-15,000

Ріс. 1
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These metaphorical patterns demonstrate system-
atic conceptual organisation underlying synonymic 
variation, with different intellectual activity terms 
emphasising particular aspects of these underlying 
conceptual metaphors.

Analysis reveals a hierarchical organisation within 
the intellectual activity semantic field, with three pri-
mary organisational levels (Table 2).

Network analysis using graph-theoretic measures 
reveals small-world properties within the intellectual 
activity synonymic network, characterised by high 
clustering coefficients and short path lengths between 
semantically related terms. Central nodes include 
“think,” “consider,” “understand,” and “know,” 
which serve as semantic hubs connecting different 
subdomains within the conceptual field. 

Peripheral nodes demonstrate greater semantic 
specificity and restricted combinatorial possibilities, 
supporting prototype theory predictions about cate-
gory structure. Register-specific variants cluster into 
distinct subnetworks corresponding to formal aca-
demic, informal conversational, and technical spe-
cialist domains (Ріс. 1).

Conclusions. This investigation of human intel-
lectual activity representation in English through 
synonymic analysis yields several significant find-
ings that contribute to understanding both the spe-
cific conceptual domain and broader principles of 
semantic organisation. The research confirms cog-
nitive linguistic predictions about prototype-based 
category structure within semantic fields. The intel-
lectual activity domain demonstrates clear pro-
totype effects, with “think” functioning as a cen-
tral prototype around which more specific terms 
organise through family resemblance relationships 
rather than classical definitional criteria. Conceptual 
metaphor theory receives strong empirical support 
through systematic metaphorical patterning across 
intellectual activity terminology. The prevalence 
of THINKING AS PHYSICAL MOVEMENT, 
THINKING AS MANIPULATION, and THINK-
ING AS VISION metaphors demonstrates embo- 
died cognition principles in semantic structure.  
The  synonymic approach proves valuable for 
revealing fine-grained semantic distinctions that tra-
ditional componential analysis might miss. Corpus- 
based distributional methods complement intro-
spective semantic judgments, providing quanti-
tative evidence for usage-based semantic theo-
ries. Network analysis techniques offer innovative 
approaches to visualising and quantifying semantic 
field organisation, revealing structural properties 
not apparent through traditional field theoretical 
approaches. Comparative analysis across languages 
could illuminate universal versus language-specific 
patterns in the conceptualisation of intellectual 
activity. Psycholinguistic experimentation could 

test the  cognitive reality of proposed semantic 
structures through reaction time and neuroimaging 
studies. Developmental investigation of intellec-
tual activity vocabulary acquisition could reveal 
how these conceptual structures emerge through 
language learning processes, contributing to usage-
based acquisition theory.
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