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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Motivation and purpose 

Human cognition, referring more to the process of thinking (Webster’s World 

Dictionary of The American Language), never reveals itself directly at the observable 

surface of the human mind. However, we are sometimes aware of our cognitive 

processes. Whenever we perceive some information in order to understand it, 

whenever we try to recall some knowledge we have learned, or whenever we try to 

solve a problem, we are operating our cognitive or thinking process. Even if we are 

not aware of the operation of this process, it is still going on. Since cognition is so 

closely related to our life, influencing our way of living, it attracts lots of attention to 

uncover its hidden procedure. 

Since the beginnings of modern cognitive psychology some 35 to 40 years ago, 

there has been a true explosion of interest in cognition and in the cognitive approach 

to human behavior and thought. Neisser (1967) claims that cognition “refer[s] to all 

the processes by which the sensory input is transformed, reduced, elaborated, stored, 

recovered and used.” Best (1999) further explains that cognition beginning with our 
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sensory input from the world converted into a pattern of neural events that can be 

used as the basis for all subsequent cognitive processing. 

In other words, the cognitive level of analysis is an abstract specification of the 

events taking place at the neural level (sensory input transmitting to the brain). 

Abstract labels such as deciding, attending, storing, retrieving and a host of others that 

are not tied to any one neural event are used to describe the activities of the neural 

system. Now, an interesting question is: how do we interpret these abstract labels? 

Namely, how does language relate to thinking process? More specifically, how do we 

conceptualize the cognition that reflects itself in our thinking process and manifests in 

language?  

When talking about language and thinking, a number of workers have proposed 

that both of them are major components of human cognition. Piaget (1950) claims that 

cognitive structures underline specific acts of intelligence and correspond to stages of 

child development. A child’s language merely follows from his or her development of 

cognitive structures, and is important in the child’s later development, as it reflects 

intellectual growth derived from verbal interaction with others. 

When we grow up, what we think guides what we do in the world and also what 

we say guides how we communicate with others. What is much harder to reach a 

consensus is the nature of these two systems and how they relate to each other. In the 
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literature, the nature of the relationship between language and thought has been hotly 

debated. Some behaviorists believe that they are the same thing (e.g. Watson 1925), 

while Chomsky and his followers believe that language and thought are distinct 

(Chomsky 1957, 1965, 1980). Other scholars such as Whorf (1941) and Sapir (1944) 

believe that thought is determined by language, while Piaget (1950) holds that 

language is determined by thought. 

Overall, assumptions about the relationship between language and thought are 

summarized as follows. First, under the influence of Chomsky, language and thought 

are deemed as distinct and independent abilities. Second, language and thought are 

considered as components of a single integrated system. A third combined view holds 

that language and thought are distinct but interrelated systems. The independence 

view is prevalent in the early days of cognitive psychology, while the integrationist 

view is most prominent in the 1970s. The 1980s sees the emergence of the combined 

view that both linguistic and non-linguistic (thinking) processes contribute to 

comprehension (van Dijk and Kintsch 1983). 

However, few researchers think about the other possibility of the relationship 

between language and thought. Language is systematically grounded in human 

cognition and thinking is the major activity of human cognition. Therefore, we could 

gain deeper understanding of invisible and abstract human cognition by the linguistic 
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manifestation of human thinking processes. Nevertheless, as plausible as such an 

endeavor, only little research has focused on it. For instance, Jäkel (1995), Lakoff and 

Johnson (1999), and Yu (2003) have worked on the metaphor of thinking. They 

maintain that mind is conceptualized as a body with four special cases of different 

kinds of bodily functioning and that mental activity is metaphorically referred to in 

terms of domains of physical action. In addition, Fortescue (2001), after studying the 

linguistic categorization of thinking in a variety of languages drawn from different 

families, has argued for universal tendencies in talking about thinking. 

Although these studies provide an insightful analysis of talking about thinking, a 

more systematic lexical manifestation of the whole thinking process that can 

explicitly represent human cognition is still begged for. In particular, inspired by the 

information processing system proposed in cognitive psychology (Palmer and Kimchi 

1986, Sternberg 1969), this study aims to testify that thinking is a dynamic continuing 

process that begins with input perceiving and ends with output transmitting. Moreover, 

according to previous studies of thinking (Jäkel 1995, Lakoff and Johnson 1999, 

Fortescue 2001, Yu 2003), lexical manifestation of thinking is heavily based on such 

mechanisms as metaphor and metonymy that conceptualize abstract concepts in terms 

of concrete physical activities. Therefore, in this study we take an interest in 

investigating how natural linguistic expressions structure meta-cognitive thinking 
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patterns. And it has the following two purposes. First, after making some 

modifications of the information processing system in cognitive psychology, we 

propose a more comprehensive and finer-grained thinking model to represent the 

mental activities of human cognition. Then, based on this thinking model, we attempt 

to categorize the lexical reification of human thinking process in Mandarin into six 

types. Second, since mental thinking process is conceptualized as physical activities 

based on cognitive mechanisms, we will examine the lexical manifestation of human 

thinking process in Mandarin, providing a metaphorical and metonymic account. 

 

1.2 Organization of the thesis 

The thesis is sequenced in the following way. Studies of talking about thinking, 

MIND-AS-BODY metaphor, and the overview of information processing system 

proposed in cognitive psychology, as a foundation for the analysis of the present study, 

will be reviewed in Chapter II. Next, Chapter III presents cognitive mechanisms to set 

up the theoretical framework to analyze the data. The data is classified into seven 

types in Chapter IV, following the refining thinking model inspired by information 

processing model in cognitive psychology (cf. Palmer and Kimchi 1986, Sternberg 

1969, and Neisser 1967). The metonymic and metaphoric account of the data will be 

presented in Chapter V. And, finally, Chapter VI concludes the study by summarizing 
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the thesis and pointing out implications for future studies. 

 

 


