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Preface

Metonymy is traditionally viewed as a figure of speech that involves
a process of substituting one linguistic expression for another. It was basi-
cally thought of as a matter of language, especially literary or figurative
language. This view is reflected in standard definitions, which tend to de-
scribe metonymy as “a figure of speech that consists in using the name of
one thing for that of something else with which it is associated”. In the
last decades, with the advent of cognitive linguistics, it is generally be-
lieved that metonymy as well as metaphor is more than a linguistic de-
vice; rather it is seen as a reasoning and inferential process. Contempora-
ry cognitive linguists generally views both metaphor and metonymy as
fundamental to the structuring of our conceptual knowledge.

As the title suggests, this book is intended to study metonymy from
the perspective of cognition. Metonymy and thought are closely related to
each other, which has been accepted by almost all cognitive linguists. In
a broad sense, metonymy is prevalent in human language, it structures
our knowledge, influences our thinking. Chapter three is mainly about
the relation between metaphor and metonymy, the basic characters of
metonymic thinking. After surveying some representative definitions, we
have formulated our own working definition which in our opinion is more
elaborated. Activation, which plays an irreplaceable part in the mecha-
nism of metonymy, has been attached great importance. Apart from this,
a few typical mechanisms such as Langacker’s reference point and active
zone metonymy, perspective salience and category extension have been
commented on.

Without doubt, the operational mechanisms should include other as-

pects, such as social, cultural and rhetorical. We have surveyed the pre-
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vious accounts of metonymy contributed by structuralism and pragmatics
in chapter 2. As for the pragmatic functions of metonymy, we purpose-
fully leave them to chapter six together with the relations between meton-
ymy and pragmatic inference.

Current cognitive linguists generally claim that metonymy is more
than a mere rhetoric device, rather it is regarded as a conceptual pheno-
menon and a cognitive process which operates within an idealized cogni-
tive model.

The notion of “contiguity” is at the core of most definitions of me-
tonymy. Traditional approaches locate contiguity relationships in the
world of reality, whereas cognitive approaches locate them at the concep-
tual level. Lakoff (1987) accounts for metonymic contiguity within the
framework of idealized cognitive models (ICMs), Croft (1993) deals
with contiguity relations in terms of encyclopedic knowledge representing
within a domain or domain matrix. Blank (1999) and Panther and
Thornburg (1999) describe the network of conceptual contiguity by using
the notion of frame and scenario, respectively. We believe that ICM can
capture metonymic processes best. This is the reason why we put ICM
and metonymy into the central focus in chapter four. We call conceptual
relationships within an ICM which give rise to metonymy “metonymy-
producing relationships”. ICMs which include metonymy-generating rela-
tionships are mainly subsumed under two high-level conceptual configura-
tions: (i) whole ICM and its parts and (ii) parts of an ICM. The whole-
part configuration produces metonymies involving things, while the part-
part configuration primarily applies to metonymies involving predications
in events and states. We strongly believe that ICM plays a significant part
in the generation and understanding of metonymy.

Since classification of metonymies is connected to the desire to un-
derstand the exact nature of metonymy, we have compared some of the

influential taxonomies and put forward a simple and schematic classifica-



tion: low-level metonymies and high-level metonymies. We believe that
high-level metonymies play an important role in grammatical structure,
which we discuss in chapter five.

It is not until very recently that people begin to realize the impact of
metonymy on linguistic structure. So far, to the best of our knowledge,
there are so few linguists who show interests in this field that we could
not find much literature concerned. Panther and Thornburg take the lead
in this research. Hobbs (2001 ) is also one of them. But Hobbs takes the
different way from Panther and Thornburg in that he tries to approach the
impact of metonymy on linguistic structure from the formal perspective.
Our approach is similar to Panther and Thornburg’s. In chapter five, we
have considered a range of non-actional predicates and constructions in
English and have explored their possible acceptability in prototypical ac-
tion constructions. We have also proposed the coerced actional interpreta-
tions of literally non-actional predicates. Furthermore, we expound that
non-actional constructions are achieved coercively by means of a natural
inference schema, namely the RESULT FOR ACTION metonymy. We
focus our attention on coercion and the conceptual metonymy RESULT
FOR ACTION. Some of the typical constructions such as be + Adj /
NP, Passive and Negation have been analyzed. In the second half of this
chapter, the phenomenon of the coercion from lexical item to construction
meaning is the main topic. Our focus is on the two constructions: What’s
X doing Y? and What’s that N?. In particular, an in-depth analysis has
been made on the construction What’s that N7, it is assumed that the
very general sense of this construction yields to at least two more specific
senses that metonymically induced, the taxonomic sense and the causal
sense. In other words, the two senses are motivated specifications of the
general sense ‘ What is a relevant property of that N7’ .

The relation between coercion and metonymy is a new topic for cog-

nitive linguistics, since more and more people realize the fact that meton-
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ymy has a strong impact on linguistic structure, and metonymy plays a
central role in the interpretation of discourse. According to Panther and
Thornburg (1999b) , the conceptual metonymy is involved in at least two
interpretative processes: (1) it may help to identify coerced meanings
when a construction meaning conflict with another meaning ( lexical or
constructional ). In these cases metonymy facilitates the task of retrieving
coerced meaning. When no metonymic link such as RESULT FOR
ACTION can be established then no coercion occurs and the sentence be-
comes unacceptable. (ii) Conceptual metonymy may help to identify
specified meanings when construction meaning is general. In these cases
conceptual metonymies such as GENERIC FOR SPECIFIC ( taxonomic
sense) and EFFECT FOR CAUSE ( causal sense) narrow down the gen-
eral construction meaning to more specific senses.

To a certain degree, we may say that metonymy’s impact on linguis-
tic structure is a promising field that needs to be more cultivated. This
chapter is only about our preliminary step on this field. Surely we will de-
vote more energy to it in future research.

Panther and Thornburg deal with indirect speech act from the angle
of cognition and propose the speech act metonymy. Without doubt, their
theory has aroused great interests in the new perspective towards speech
acts among linguistic researchers. Truly, their theory gives a reasonable
account for speech acts that is entirely distinct from pragmatic approa-
ches. However, what they ignore is the fact that language in communica-
tion is not static but dynamic. Accounting for dynamic language merely
from the perspective of cognition without taking into consideration prag-
matic parameters is far from enough. In chapter six, we have reviewed
Panther and Thornburg’s speech act metonymy and argued that current ac-
counts of directive categories in terms of scenarios do not exhaust the
wealth of knowledge that speakers have about illocutionary acts. In order

to substantiate this claim, we have provided evidences that interactional
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aspects like politeness, optionality, speaker’s relative power status, and
degree of speaker’s willingness are essential in the interpretation of indi-
rect speech acts. Consequently, we have proposed that speech act catego-
ries are better described in terms of propositional ICMs, which would in-
clude Panther and Thornburg’s scenarios, plus all the other pieces of in-
formation needed in the interpretation of a given illocutionary act.

Speech act metonymy is a new claim in the field of cognitive linguis-
tics. Chapter six is only a tentative step. Surely it will have a promising
future so long as linguists put more energy on this topic.

In the last decades, metonymy has mainly been studied from the
cognitive perspective. Most scholars are engaged in the classifying, cog-
nitive motivation and the comparison and contrast between metaphor and
metonymy. The pragmatic aspects have received relatively little attention.
In this chapter, in order to analyze the role metonymy plays in the prag-
matic inference, we have reviewed Grice and his followers’ view on in-
ference and pointed out their weakness. Sperber and Wilson’s theory will
shed new lights on the explanation of the nature and the function of me-
tonymy in communication. A tentative conclusion has been drawn in the
final part that metonymy has four functions: economy, strengthening con-
textual effects, interpersonal metafunction and rhetoric effects. There is
no doubt metonymy’s functions cannot all be included in our model. This
gives metonymy more appeal for us to further our study in the coming
days.

All in all, metonymy, inextricably intertwined with our thought and
our behavior just like metaphor, is not a mere ornamentally figurative tool
but a fundamental thinking mode that leads us to further research.
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