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Sichuan Underground Gang Cant
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/A%\\ A Research into Cant in the Perspective of Cognitive Linguistics: Taking the Case of
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Cant is a very interesting field which is quite worth exploring. It is
a special linguistic phenomenon under special circumstances. There
have been a lot of researches on cant home and abroad in different
disciplines and perspectives and there have been a lot of research
findings laying good foundations for this present research. Although
researches into cant have a long history, the previous ones have been
mainly done in such perspectives as folklore studies, sociology and
history and a lot of research questions remain.

Because of such academic background and limited space this
research on the Chinese cant is made mainly on the basis of a relatively
complete set of cant of the underground gang of “Paoge” in Sichuan
collected from various sources ( “cant” in the following paragraphs is
generally used in this sense unless otherwise specified ). Underground
gang cant is an important category in the classification of cant users and
underground gang cant in Sichuan (also the data of this research) is
one typical and important kind reflecting the mechanism of production
and interpretation of cant. This present research is not meant to be an
adequate explanation of cant. Instead, it is meant to be a research
laying emphasis on the exploration of the mechanism of production and
interpretation of cant and a unified and reasonable explanation of the
cognitive mechanism of cant. This research is made in the perspective
of cognitive pragmatics. A new analytical framework of “autonomy-
dependency analysis” is constructed to explain the cognitive mechanism
of cant use on the basis of the “model-based pragmatic reasoning” on
linguistic use developed by the scholar of XU Shenghuan, the theories
of cognitive linguistics, Gestalt Psychology, “ possible worlds” and

other related theories. This study views cant as a relatively special
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semantic and pragmatic phenomenon and explains the deep cognitive
mechanism of cant with a comprehensive use of induction, deduction
and abduction. This research on the construction, features and
mechanism of cant is of value to the exploration of the characteristics
and rules of people’s understanding of things. The research on the
production and working of cant model is helpful to the analysis of the
process and characteristics of people’s thinking and to the understanding
the methods and strategies of people’s exploration of the outside world,
providing reference to the study of the formation, development and
realization of knowledge.

Taking the underground gang cant in Sichuan as data, this study
on the inner mechanism of cant in the perspective of cognitive
pragmatics is not only necessary but also possible. On the basis of
previous research and the goal and range of this present study, the key
research questions of this study are as follows:

(1) What is the production mechanism of cant expressions? What
is the detailed process of transformation from the implicit autonomy
element to the explicit dependency element?

(2) What is the interpretation mechanism of cant expressions?
How does the hearer start from the dependency element of cant and get
the intentional content and interpretation of cant using abduction?

(3) What general characteristics in linguistic use and
understanding of things are reflected in cant production and
interpretation? What is the psychological basis in cant production and
interpretation? What basic cognitive features and rules can be analyzed
from the mechanism of cant?

This dissertation is divided into eight chapters. The first three
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chapters are introductory, dealing with respectively the general survey
of this research, the research on cant home and abroad and the
theoretical framework applied in this research. Chapter Four discusses
that in the perspective of cognitive linguistics, the production and
interpretation of cant are cognitive processes with the help of the media
of proximity and similarity. The relationships of proximity and similarity
between concepts play an important role in cant. The analysis of the use
of Law of Proximity, Law of Similarity and the corollaries of the two
laws in cant and the classification of the relationships of proximity and
similarity in cant in the framework of cognitive linguistics is helpful to
show the common core of incompleteness of cant and daily language
use. They are both in a continuum ranging from relatively incomplete
expressions to relatively complete expressions. In this continuum,
ordinary and daily language is at the one end with poorer
implicativeness while cant is at the other end with richer
implicativeness. The communicative intentions of cant expressions are
more obscure and vague and the ways of concealing intentions are more
special and more unusual. The derivation from the explicit expressions
to the implicit expressions is a complicated cognitive process in which
more cognitive methods and strategies are involved. The characteristics
of cant including secrecy are only the typical representation of the
common features of incompleteness and opacity of language use.
Chapter Five discusses that in terms of cognitive mechanism, cant
production and interpretation are the representation of metaphorical and
metonymical thinkings. “Metaphor” and “metonymy” are used here as
the basic thinking ways in people’s understanding of the world. They

are not used in the sense of figures of speech or in a rhetoric manner.
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The deep thinking mechanism of cant involves the metaphorical and
metonymical mechanisms on the cognitive basis of Law of Proximity,
Law of Similarity and the corollaries of the two laws.

Chapter Six discusses that the analysis of cant mechanism in the
analytical *autonomy-dependency framework” leads to the finding that
the interrelating mechanism of cant production consists of four aspects:
the working or workings of the autonomy-dependency alignment, the
basic proximity/similarity relationships, the intentionality constraints in
forming the autonomy-dependency alignment, and the means in the
formation of the autonomy-dependency alignment.

In the analytical framework of autonomy-dependency, the
interpretation of the cant is an integrated, dynamic and complicated
reasoning process tracing from the dependency (the explicit expression)
to the autonomy ( the intentional contents of the speaker), with
proximity-similarity as its basis and the same or similar mental model of
the speaker and the hearer as its important precondition. It is a non-
linear integration process resulting from the interactions of the elements
of intentionality and context.

Chapter Seven discusses that in the semantic analysis of cant,
“possible worlds” is an important concept which is very valuable to the
cognitive analysis of cant and provides a reasonable explanation for the
use of cant of various types and features. The application of the possible
world theories of semantics to the cognitive domains of cant is not meant
to show that the production and interpretation of cant should be in this
case. Instead, it is meant to show that the production and interpretation
of cant can be like this under the effect of some cognitive logic rules.

After the multi-level explorations of cant, in Chapter Eight the key
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research questions are answered and some conclusions are drawn on the
basis of the main findings .

(1) Cant and daily language have the common feature of
incompleteness. They are both in a continuum ranging from relatively
incomplete expressions to relatively complete expressions. In this
continuum, ordinary and daily language is at the one end with poorer
implicativeness while cant is at the other end with richer
implicativeness. The communicative intentions of cant expressions are
more obscure and vague and the ways of concealing intentions are more
special and more unusual. The derivation from the explicit expressions
to the implicit expressions is a complicated cognitive process in which
more cognitive methods and strategies are involved. The characteristics
of cant including secrecy are only the typical representation of the
common features of incompleteness and opacity of language use. Cant
and daily language share some common core.

(2) Cant appears antilogical but it is logical from the perspectives
of cognitive logic and mental logic. Therefore, cant may be viewed as
antilogical from the perspective of language logic. However it is based
on the cognitive basis and has its own logical features, characteristics
and representations and is not antilogical in nature.

(3) The production and interpretation of cant are on the basis of
proximity/similarity relationships among things. The use of cant is
dependent on Law of Proximity, Law of Similarity and the corollaries of
the two laws. The concrete representations of proximity/similarity
include the relationships among concepts, among the features of
concepts and among sets of concepts. The establishment of proximity/

similarity relationship is the foundation for the use of cant. It is also the



