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CHAPTER III 

COGNITIVE MECHANISMS 

Since the mental thinking process is conceptualized as physical activities based 

on cognitive mechanisms, we will introduce the cognitive mechanisms before we 

probe into the linguistic data. In Section 3.1, the concept of metonymy proposed by 

Kövecses and Radden (1998) and Ruiz de Mendoza and Diez Velasco’s (2003) 

interaction of metonymy will be reviewed. Next, the notion of metaphor proposed by 

Lakoff (1993) will be provided in Section 3.2. And finally, we will discuss Ruiz de 

Mendoza’s (2000) interaction types between metaphor and metonymy in Section 3.3. 

 

3.1 Metonymy 

In the traditional view, metonymy is the substitution of one word for another 

with which it is associated. Metonymy works by contiguity rather than similarity. 

However, in the cognitivist view, metonymy is one of the basic characteristics of 

cognition. It is extremely common for people to take one well-understood or 

easy-to-perceived aspect of something and use that aspect to stand either for the thing 

as a whole or for some other aspect or part of it. Kövecses and Radden (1998: 39) 
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provide a definition of metonymy in light of the cognitive linguistic view as follows: 

Metonymy is a cognitive process in which one conceptual entity, the vehicle, provides 

mental access to another conceptual entity, the target, within the same domain, or ICM 

(idealized cognitive models). 

For example, in The pen is mightier than the sword, we process from pen as a major 

tool for writing to publishing and sword as a major tool for fight to military force. 

There are two general conceptual configurations: (1) whole ICM and its parts, (2) 

parts of an ICM. Under each configuration, there are more specific metonymic types, 

which are listed below (Kövecses and Radden 1998: 49-58). 

A. Whole ICM and its part(s) 

(1) Thing-and-part ICM 

(2) Scale ICM 

(3) Constitution ICM 

(4) Complex event ICM 

(5) Category-and-member ICM 

(6) Category-and-property ICM 

B. Parts of an ICM 

(1) Action ICM 

(2) Perception ICM 

(3) Causation ICM 

(4) Production ICM 

(5) Control ICM 

(6) Possession ICM 
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(7) Containment ICM 

In the case of (A1), many parts can stand for the whole. Which part we choose 

depends on which part we are attentive to. For instance, in Mandarin, we use mian 

kong (面孔) ‘face’ to refer to people because face is one of the important body parts to 

recognize people. The Mandarin expression kan yi yan (看一眼) ‘have an eye on 

(something)’ is a case of (B2) in which perception stands for thing perceived. Hence, 

what we see is not an eye but the object coming into the view, to say, the stuff we 

perceive. 

Some of these metonymies can be reversible, while others cannot. For example, 

both CONTROLLER FOR CONTROLLED and CONTROLLED FOR 

CONTROLLER can exist under the type of Control ICM, while only AUTHOR FOR 

HIS WORK not THE WORK FOR ITS AUTHOR can exist under Production ICM. 

Moreover, some vehicle-to-target routes are more accessible than others. Kövecses 

and Radden (1998) hold that cognitive principles of relative salience, namely human 

experience, perceptional selectivity, and cultural preference, govern the selection of 

the preferred vehicle. Therefore, some types of metonymy are more productive than 

the reversed one. 

After reviewing the concept of metonymy, we will move on to the interactional 

possibilities when two metonymies work together, namely double metonymy (Ruiz de 
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Mendoza and Diez Velasco 2003). There are three kinds of double metonymy. One 

involves domain reduction, another domain expansion and the other the combination 

of the two. In domain reduction, there are two target-in-source metonymies where the 

target of the first mapping becomes the source of the second mapping as in example 1. 

Another pattern, domain expansion, occurs when the target domain of the first 

source-in-target metonymy is the source of the second source-in-target metonymy as 

in examples 2 and 3. And the other pattern involves both a source-in-target and 

target-in-source metonymy working in combination as in examples 4, and 5. 

(1) (a) I want to buy an apartment in Wall Street (= the place). 

(b) Wall Street (= the institution) will never lose its well-deserved prestige. 

(c) Wall Street (= the people in the institution) is in panic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Place for institution for people (related to the institution) (Ruiz de Mendoza 

and Diez Velasco 2003: 513) 
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In (1a) Wall Street refers to a street in New York, while in (1b) it metonymically 

stands for one of the most important financial institutions of the U.S. via the 

metonymy, PLACE FOR INSTITUTON. Here, the metonymy is one of the 

target-in-source type since the financial institution located in Wall Street is a very 

prominent subdomain of our knowledge about the street. Finally, in (1c) the institution, 

which is the target domain of the first mapping, metonymically stands for the people 

working there or related to it. As Figure 2 shows, there are two target-in-source 

metonymies where the target of the first mapping serves as the source of the second 

mapping. The two metonymies involve a process of domain highlighting and 

consequent domain reduction. 

(2) The head (= the leader) of the SS lived in Berlin during World War II. 

(3) His sister heads (carries out the action of leading) the policy unit. 
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Figure 3. Head for leader for action of leading (Ruiz de Mendoza and Diez Velasco 

2003: 515) 

 

In (2), there is a source-in-target metonymy where ‘head’ stands for the person 

who is in control of the organization. In (3), we find a further development of the 

previous mapping where the body part, head, metonymically stands for the action of 

governing. Figure 3 illustrates the converse of the one in Figure 2 in which we have 

two processes of domain expansion. To be precise, the target domain of the first 

source-in-target metonymy is the source of the second source-in-target metonymy 

(4) Shakespeare is easy to read. 

(5) Shakespeare is on the top shelf. 
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AUTHOR 

 

 

 

 

  

                          FORMAT 

 

Figure 4. Author for work for format (Ruiz de Mendoza and Diez Velasco 2003: 517) 

 

In (4), there is a target-in-source metonymy where ‘Shakespeare’ stands for his 

literary work via the metonymy AUTHOR FOR WORK. Then, in (5), there is a 

second metonymy where the source is Shakespeare’s work and the target, the format 

in which it is presented. This second mapping is of the source-in-target type as shown 

in Figure 4. 

 

3.2 Metaphor 

Metaphor is traditionally viewed as the figure of speech that is used to paint one 

concept with the attributes normally associated with another. It is defined as a novel 

or poetic linguistic expression. However, contemporary theory of metaphor proposes 

that metaphor in nature is not in language, but in thought. According to Lakoff (1993), 

 

WORK 
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metaphor is a conceptual mechanism that we employ to comprehend abstract concepts 

in terms of more concrete concepts. He defines metaphor as “a cross-domain mapping 

in the conceptual system.” To be more specific, the mapping is the set of ontological 

correspondences from the source domain to the target domain. For example, the 

metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY can be understood as a mapping from a source 

domain (a journey) to a target domain (love). There is a set of ontological 

correspondences that characterize a mapping (Lakoff 1993). This mapping is shown 

as follows: 

THE LOVE-AS-JOURNEY MAPPING 

The lovers correspond to travels. (e.g., Look how far we’ve come.) 

The love relationship corresponds to the vehicle. (e.g., We’re spinning our 

wheels.) 

The lovers’ common goals correspond to their common destinations on the 

journey. (e.g., We have to go separate way.) 

Difficulties in the relationship correspond to impediments to travel. (e.g., Our 

relationship hit a dead-end street.) 

Certainly, such a kind of metaphor also can be found in Mandarin. For example, 

the metaphor MARRIAGE IS AN ONGOING JOURNEY is reflected by the 

following expression (adopted from Liu and Su’s study 1999). 

(6) 走    上      婚姻     這   條    路 

zou   shang   hunyin    zhe   tiao   lo 

walk  ASP    marriage  this   CL   road 

‘to take the road of marriage’ 
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(7) 婚姻      亮    起    了    紅燈 

hunyin    liang   qi    le    hongdeng 

marriage  light    DC  ASP  red light 

‘to see a red light in a marriage’ 

To get married or not is as standing at a crossroad to decide which way to move 

on. On this road, some proceed smoothly and some may be stopped by a red light if 

there are problems. 

Another example of a pervasive metaphorical concept can be seen in Reddy’s 

(1979) "conduit metaphor" in which communication is associated with the process of 

sending and receiving objects. In Lakoff and Johnson’s explanation, “the speaker puts 

ideas (objects) into words (containers) and sends them (along a conduit) to a bearer 

who takes the idea/objects out of the word/containers” (1980: 10). The brief mappings 

are shown as follows: 

IDEAS (Of MEANINGS) ARE OBJECTS. (e.g., I gave you that idea) 

 

LINGUISTIC EXPRESSIONS ARE CONTAINERS. (e.g., It's hard to put this 

idea into words.) 

COMMUNICATION IS SENDING. (e.g., You've got to get this idea across to 

her.) 

We also can find such a metaphor in Mandarin. For example, the metaphor 

THOUGHT IS OBJECT is activated in sou zhuyi (餿主意) ‘rotten idea.’ A lousy idea 

or thought is like rotten food that will make people sick. 

In addition, metaphors comply with the Invariance Principle, whereby 
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“metaphorical mappings preserve the cognitive topology (that is, the image-schema 

structure) of the source domain, in a way consistent with the inherent structure of the 

target domain” (Lakoff 1993:215). In other words, in the above example LOVE IS A 

JOURNEY, the source domain entities are completely mapped to the corresponding 

entities in the target domain. Therefore, lovers correspond to travels; relationship 

corresponds to vehicles; goals correspond to destinations; and difficulties correspond 

to impediments on the road. In addition to conceptual metaphors, novel metaphors, 

including image metaphors1 and generic-level metaphors2 also obey the Invariance 

Principle. 

Moreover, metaphorical mappings do not occur in isolation from one another. 

They are sometimes organized in a hierarchical structure where the metaphor on the 

lower position inherits the structure of the higher one (Lakoff 1993). Thus, the 

metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY inherits the structure of the metaphor LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY that further inherits the structure of the event structure metaphor. The 

inherence hierarchy is illustrated in the following (Lakoff 1993:222-224): 

Level 1: The event structure metaphor 

Level 2: A PURPOSEFUL LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

Level 3: LOVE IS A JOURNEY; A CAREER IS A JOURNEY 

 

                                                 
1 Image metaphors map between characteristics in two conventional mental images. To be specific, 
image metaphors are “one-shot” metaphors that map one source image onto another target image 
(Lakoff 1993). 
2 Lakoff and Turner (1989) propose generic-level metaphors. Events are understood in terms of actions 
by some agent, which originates from a more general metaphor, EVENTS ARE ACTIONS. 
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3.3 The interaction between metaphor and metonymy 

Ruiz de Mendoza (2000) proposes three types of conceptual interaction between 

metaphor and metonymy by the distinction between part-for-whole and whole-for-part 

metonymies. The first type is source-in-target metonymy within the metaphoric 

source in which the output of metonymy serves as the source of a metaphor as in 

example 8. The second type is also source-in-target metonymy, but unlike the 

mapping of the first type, the output of a metaphoric mapping becomes the source of a 

metonymy as in example 9. The third type, which is a variation of the second type, is 

target-in-source metonymy within the metaphoric target where a metonymic mapping 

highlights the specific corresponding part of a metaphor as in example 10. 
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(8) He got up on his hind legs to defend his views. 

 

Figure 5. Source-in-target metonymy within the metaphoric source (Ruiz de Mendoza 

2000:122) 

 

In this example, the metonymy serves as the source of a metaphoric mapping in 

which animal’s behavior is mapped onto human’s behavior. We first image a scene of 

an animal rearing up (out of fear) in an attacking position. The hind legs are used 

metonymically for the whole scene. Such a metonymic relationship is a part for whole 

metonymy where the source is within the target. Next, the whole scene serves as a 

metaphoric source and maps onto the metaphoric target where a person energetically 

stands up on his two legs in order to argue in public. Finally, the target of this 
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metaphor in turn becomes the source of another metaphoric mapping whose target is a 

person who defends his views in public with vigor without actually standing up. 

(9) He kept his eyes peeled for pickpockets. 

     SOURCE                         TARGET 

    A person peels    METAPHOR         a person opens 

    his eyes.                             his eyes widely 

                                      SOURCE 

                                         METONYMY 

                                      TARGET 

 

                                       situation in which a person does his 

best to keep his eyes open in order to 

be alert to possible dangers 

 

Figure 6. Source-in-target metonymy within the metaphoric target (Ruiz de Mendoza 

2000:123) 

 

In example 9, a person peeling his eyes is metaphorically used to describe a 

person opening his eyes widely. The target of a metaphor in turn becomes the source 

of a metonymy where a person keeps his eyes open in order to be alert to possible 

dangers. 
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(10) She could read my minds. 

SOURCE            METAPHOR                 TARGET 

    reader                                      person who guesses 

    reading                                        guessing 

    text                                             mind 

                                              SOURCE 

                                                  METONYMY 

                                              TARGET 

                                                            thoughts 

 

 

Figure 7. Target-in-source metonymy within the metaphoric target (Ruiz de Mendoza 

2000:123) 

 

In this example, there is a set of metaphorical mapping, including the reader, the 

action of reading, and the text. The mind is viewed metaphorically as a text which can 

be read, and the person’s thoughts, part of the mind, also become readable through 

metonymy. The function of the metonymy is to highlight which part of the 

metaphorical mapping will be interpreted. 

After having introduced cognitive mechanisms as analytical tools in this chapter, 

we will move on to the linguistic data of thinking. Chapter IV will categorize lexical 

manifestation of thinking in Mandarin into six stages based on the information 

processing model in cognitive psychology for the further analysis in Chapter V. 

 


