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TOWARDS AN INFERENTIAL ACCOUNT OF METONYMY

Anna FURLOKG

Abstract

Anong semiotically-oriented literary critics and theorists, there is
no substantial role for inference in literary Intarpretation. In its
place has baen prcposed what thay call the metonymic process, the
agscciation of one object with another through thelr perceptual or
conceptusl contiguity. In classical rhetorical theory, metonymy was
dofined as the substitution of the name of cne thing for the name of
another thing associated with it. In contemporary semifotic literary
theory, metonymy has been extended to account for the cognitive
process by which objects are associated. There Is no place for
inference in the semifotic view of communication as a wmatter of
encoding and decoding; to bridge the gep between what is encoded and
the meanings ‘intended® and recovered, semjotic theorists have
proposed association constrained by contiguity. But this process
itself needs to be constrajned and the questions of when and why it
takes place addressed. Relavance theory provides the necessary
constraints on this assoclative process and differentiates it from
inference, which has a more fundamental and general role in literary
interpretation. In this paper I provide a short account of metonymy,
with particular reference to Relevance Thecry, and draw a sharp
distinction between this limited 'ornament’' and tha larger, more
genaral cognitive strategy of inference.

1.  Matonymy

In modern as well as classical rhetoric, metonymy 1Is a
descriptive category. The definition of metonymy as the substitution
of the name of one thing for the name of another thing with which {t
ls associated adequataly limits the class without providing any
motivation for 1it. A great many phenomena are bundled into this
figure of speech, from nichnames and slang phrases (often referential
short-cuts) to evocative poetic metenyms which appear to border on
mataphor. For all this, matonymy remains first and foremost a mesns
of referenca, for although the writer may creato startling aeffects
with his substituted name, essentially he is referring to one entity
by naaing another (Leech 1984; Scott 1981).

The standard examples of metonymy demonstrate this. Coamon
natonyms Include ‘sail' for 'ship’ and ‘hands’ for ‘able-~bodiod sesmen’
in which a part of the whole cbject substitutes for it; military
motonyms such as ‘radcoat' for British soldlars of a century or so
ego ond ‘leathernecks' for the US Marines arae based on the
associatfon of an individual with his dress, as are ‘white-coller
worker®' for anycne employed in s clerical position, and ‘blue-stocking'
for literary ladies. In each case, some isolated aspect of the whole
suffices to identify it, snd tho association batween the objacts is of
part to whole. Metonyms which are related by such parceptual
aasgociation are often cl d as synecdoche - thae substitution of the
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metaphor, but both clearly refer to cne entity or class of entities
by naning some related or associated entity.

The classical definition still prevails. In most modern priners
of rhetoric the identification of metonymy is based not on a prior{
conditions of spatial, temporal, semantic or conceptual assoclation of
the entities nemed but on surface features of the mombars of the
class. Only when the rhetorician has an Instance to interpret can he
account for the relationship; he cannot predict ahead of time what
pairs of entities may ba assoclated by motonymy, axcept by appeal to
those members of the class with which he is already familiar.

Motonymy, then, {s a descriptive, not an explanatory teram.
Traditionally, it depended on the undafinod and unconstrsinad notion
of ‘assoclation'. More recently this has been raplaced by the term
‘contiguity’ and the defining conditions for natonymy have been
oxtended to psychological and cognitive processes. This, though
presaged in the work of the Prague School of Formallst Criticism, was
mode explicit by Roman Jakobson in his ground-breaking essays on
aphasia and thought.

2.  ‘The motsphoric and matonymic polas’

There had long been proposed two ‘poles’ of language, based on
Classical antitheses of practicality and ornament, truth and deviance
(Havrének 1964). The two aspects of langusge were the axis of
‘standard’ or ‘practical’ language, the language of propositionality;
and the exis of ‘poetic' language, the language of fiction, of non-
propositicnality. Standard language oxprassed tdeas, governad by the
rules of logic; pootic language, which ‘viclated the norm' of the
standsrd langusge, was assentially motaphorical, positing a logical
connection between objects which display no such ralationship, and so
resisting truth conditions while spparently exploiting them. Jakobson
developed this schema Into a thecry of tha different principles of
organisation of discourses. He clatmed thet the content of standard
discourses was organisod primarily by appeal to semantic, phonetic,
spatial or tamperal contiguity, and of othars (‘daviant' or poetic
discourses) sccording to resemblance rolations which were almost
slways samantic or concaptual in motivation (Jakobson 1971].

Jakobson sought to find an explanatory framaework for metonymy
which aight also afford an cxplanation of that other ubiquitous
phenomencn of maetaphor. He began with the assumption that it was
not the rhetorical clasges themselves but thoir motivation which was
inportant, and that a linguistic theory ought to explain and pradict
instances of both. For that, the old notion of ‘sssociation’ was
clearly insufficient.

Jakobson was working as a linguist committed to semiotics as
the basis for human gystems of thought and communication. As a
semloticien he necessarily held a ‘bipolar' view of all systems of
communication. This view was a consequence of his roliance on tho
stenderd code modal of communication, which posits a system of
pairings of messages ond signals. The most common schema proposes
that the message (the thought of the communicator) is formulated
internslly in some fashion; it is then encoded Into a mutually known
system of signs (s semiotic system) and sent to the raceiver threugh
a channel by way of a medium (here, language). The task of the
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readar is to decode the signal using his knowledge of the systems of
signs, and so recover tho massage which the communicator intended
him to receive. Because there is, at least in thaeory, full recovery
of the intended message, the workaday fact of failed communication
must be explained as the result not of feults in the schema of
semjotics but of flaws In the communicating mechanisms.

Code modsl communication is a two-valuo system, excluding the
niddle possibility: either the message is racovered entirely and
correctly or it is not; either the channel is clear or {t is not;
either the semiotic systeams in use are mutually known by both sander
and receiver, or they are not. Though this fremowork has been
developed into a theory of subtla complexity in the work of the
Fornalists, the Structuralists and, most lately, the Dsconstruction-
ists, it hes naver progressed boyond the two-valua system to one of
more flexibility. Adherence to the binary nature of the code model
mede fnevitable the appearance of a bipolar theory of metonymy and
metaphor, that is, discourses are either metonymic or mataphoric.

The contral insight of Jakobson's assays, that contiguity (s the
koy diegnostic condition of the figure of metonymy, is useful and
possibly correct as s descriptive davicea: it fails only as an
explanatory theory. Although Jakobson strengthened the condition
defining metonymy from asscciation to contiguity, he claimed that
the motivetion for metonymy would most profitably ba found in the
processes of cognition; consequently he attempted to formulate a
psychologically plausible basis for the interaction of the axes of
1 . Contiguity, as distinguigshad from resemblance, seemed not
only to provide an adaquate characterisation of those language uses
classified as metonymy, but to open the way for an understanding of
the organisation snd snalysis of whole discourses.

3.  Association and contiguity

The most basic objaction to ‘sssoclation’ as a condition for
classifying relations between objects, as rhetoricians and literary
theorists realised, 1s that any object in the world can be
‘associated’ with any other. Opposites are associated, as are
countarparts, components, and things which our knowledge of the world
tells us are habitually aligned. Objects can be associated across
tize and space; concepts may be linked meroly by being uttered in the
same breath. Without constraints of some kind, associsticn becomes a
conditicn too Inclusive to be meaningful. Howover, whila the
roplacement of association by contiguity davelops a link between the
conditions defining metcnyny and the psychological processes of
thought and discourse, it also reveals problems In the semiotic
framework.

Contiguity among mentally reprosented objocts frequently
reflects contiguity in the actual world betwoen the objects
rapresented; consequently, thare were slready possible some notions
of what was nacessary and sufficifent for the condition of contiguity.
Objects known to bo contigucus in tha actual world, such as sails end
ships, crowns and kings, hands and human beings, had bean recognised
from antiquity as being matonymically linked. Synecdoches could, if
need be, take tha lesser part of spatial and temporal contiguities;
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the more abstract contiguities of conceptual relstionships, semantic
flelds and phonetic representatfons could be covered by the more
general class of metonymy proper.

Since the condition seemed to be limited by states of affairs in
the actual world, the nunber of types of contiguity seemed also to be
empirically limited. Contiguity In space, time and thought, arae the
conditions for metonymy. Where refarential substitution is based on
contiguity of objects in the actual world, the rhetorical device being
used Is metonyny. If contiguity is extended metaphorically to
include cognlitive processes, then whole taexts can be considered
matenymic when the discourse is organised primartly along lines of
contiguity.

Following Jakobson, lster critics pointed out that contigulty of
ideas could be saen as the true cognitive basis for zetaphor, thus
naking mataphor a sub-class of metonymy. According to psycho-
analytic theorfes of llitersture, mataphor represents a condensation of
sssociated ideas (see Black 1979]). Theorists following this line
claimed that the basis for mataphor was in fact a metonymic chain of
asgociation, based on conceptual contiguity posited by the writer. By
removing the explicit and explicatory natonymic links, the writer
condensed a logical sequence to en uttarance both resistant to truth
conditions and very rich in implied meanings.

4. Motonymy and relevance theory

The central objection to contlguity §s the unconstrainedness of
the notfon. The standard semiotic fremework, especially when
extended to cognitive processes, offers no solution. Howaver, with

[Sperber & Wilson 1986) tho use of contiguity as a
basis for idantification of referents (s useful and sultably
constrained. If matonymy is considered a phenomenon of langusge use
rather than a process that generates discourse or orders knowledge,
then the task of motivating the category and explalning its
condftlons is considersbly reduced. In any act of communication, the
rational speaker makes manifest to her hearor the assumptions which
will allow him to arrive at the correct intorpretation of her
utterance with the least expenditure of effort. In claiming the
attention of the haearer/reader, the speaker/writer demands some
expenditure of effort; for it to be worth the hearer/reader's while to
undertake this he must assuma that he‘ll thereby achieve an adequate
gain in cognitive effects. As the principle of relevance states it,
avary act of ostensive communication (here, the taxt) carries a
gusrentee of its own optimal ralevance. The matonymic utterance,
like all uttorances, relies on the ability of the hecarer/reader to
arrive et an Interpratation consistent with the principle of
relavance.

The notivation for utterances employing metonymies such as
‘bluestocking’, ‘penpusher'or ‘Now England weather® (when not referring
to the weather in Hew England), or for the doctor who uses ‘bed six’
to refer to & patient can now be explalned. In all such instances,
eithar the speaker Intends to communicate a range of implicatures
which make the processing of the indirect reference worthwhile for
the hesrar, or the reference itsalf (Chernobyl was both a disaster
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and a warning” is economical, permitting the reader to reach the
intended interprotation at less processing cost than wculd reference
to the intended entity. A writer who wants to communicate complex
thoughts, which perhaps include emotional or non-propositicnal
content (such as impressions), may choose relatively difficult,
indlrect, or suggestive utterances. Socme metonymic uses, such as the
examplas above from Milton and Tennyson, fall clearly into this class.
The greater effort that interpretation of these may require Is offset
by the axtra affects geined.

While contiguity is & constraining condition on metonymy it is
not sufficlent, as many things In tho world are contigucus without
being matonymically raelated. Contiguity of time, space and concept
allow far too wide a range of phenomena into the category of
notonymy. Certain objects normally contiguous in the actual world
never occur as metonyms for one another. Salt and papper, for
instance, are contiguous physically, temporally, and often conceptually
(as expressions such as ‘salt and pepper cap' or ‘salt and pepper
beard' indicate), but it would be eccentric, to say the least, for
someone to request or refer to salt by referring to pepper instead.

Hone of the seomiotic approaches to wmetonymy addresses this
{ssue. Relevance thoory, however, predicts thst no speaker would
refer metonymically to the salt by naming the papper {f what she
intendad to communicate was the thought that it was desirable to the
spaaker that the hearer pass her the salt; she would achieve exactly
the same communicativa result with less effort to the hearer by
referring directly to the salt. If, howevar, she belleves that there
are extra contextual effects the hearer can derive without {ncurring
unjustifisble procassing cests then she may well rafer to the salt by
naning tha pepper insteed. For exemple, if by referring to the salt
the gpasker implicates that she wants both salt and pepper, then
clearly she bellavaes that the hesrer will gain access to the concepts
of salt and pepper; this concaptual accassibility is doubtless based
on conceptual contiguity which is turn is & result of tha hearer's
knowledge of the world.

Relevance constraints predict that a writer will use a metcnym
only when sha believes that implicating one thing by referring to
anothar will aliow tho reader to arrive at the intended reference
without any unrewarding processing effort. [f some extra effort is
involved, it will allow the reader to derlve a wider range of
contextual effects than referring directly to the object would have
denea.

5. Infaerence

There remains howaver, the claim that metonymy is a cognitive
strategy for the orgenisation of discourse. Certainly texts ere not
necassarily or only communicative, and as the principla of relevance
applies only to ostensive communicative acts, there might seem to be
grounds for speculsting about discourses orgenised by ‘tha faculty
for combination and contexture’ (Jakobson 19711,  But Sperber &
Wilsen's Relevance §s not just a theory of communication; it claims
that cognitive processes in genersl are raelevance~directed. Since the
racovery of comnunicative intentions msy be cnly one (though crucial
aspect of underatanding a& text, any further interpratation, though
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not driven by the guarantee of optimal relevance, will navertheless
be relevance-orientad.

I would claln that the cognitive strategy which literary
theorists have posited as responsidble for text organisation is not
due to a ‘'metonymic pole of language® but is sioply tha general
cognitive praocess of Inferenca. The constant process of forning
representations of the way the world s, assumptions on which
activity end thought are based, may be achleved {n s number of weys,
but the kay process appesars to be non-demonstrative inferentisl
reasoning which evalustas stimuli by constructing hypotheses about
then, and confirming or disconfirding them. This general cognitive
process {s constrained by the goal of maximising relavance, that Is,
of achieving as great a range of cognitive offects as possible for as
little expenditura of processing effort as possibla.

Much of the information we raeceive is not communicated; it
mekes manifest no intentions which we are supposed to recover or
Interpret. Relevance theory predicts that in trying to make sense of
the world around us we pay attention only to those stimull which are
aost likely to conform to our aim of naxinising relavance. Unlike
the interprotation of communicated information which has succeeded
(and may well end) as soon as the reader has arrived at the intended
interpretation (the one consistent with the principle of relevance)
the processing of non-ostensive stimull {s not driven by s guarantee
of optimal relevance, snd so can continue as long as the individual
balieves, consciously or otherwise, that the effects derived from the
processing are adequate for the eoffort he mekas. Ingvitably the
quantification of ‘adequate' is Impossible, as it fis dependent not
only on the cognitive apparatus of esch person, but also on his
particular experiences and the way his encyclopaedic knowledge asbout
the world is organised.

Texts and discourses are ostensive stimuli whose purpose is
arguably communicative. The first task of the reader Is to arrive at
the iIntended Interpretation of the text, that Is, to derive an
adequate subset of the asgumpticns made manifest by the writer.
Further cognitive effects, not I[ntended by the writer but which the
text Itself mekes manifest, or which sere Inferablo from the
assumptions made manifest by the taxt, may greatly eoxtend the
reader's iInterpretation. Those not-neccssarily-intanded but manifest
agsuoptions are errived at, not primerily by recovering the writer's
{ntentions but by the genersl cognitive stratogy of inference,
constrained just by tha cognitive goal of maximal relevance. The
difference botween those assumptions intendod by the writer and
those made manifest to the reader but not Intendad by the writer is
crucial; the writer succeeds in har communicative act if tho reader
recovers an adequata subset of her intendod essumptions. Her
raspensibility extends very little furthar than pointing the roader in
the direction of a range of further cognitive effects; she has no
control over where tha Idiosyncracies of the reader's cognitive
orgenisation will lead him.

The error made by literary critics and theorists enxlous to
extend notions darived from the study of taexts into a sclentifically
Informed semiotlcs of the mind has been to postulate a mode of
thought based on contiguity. Theorists have been led to this
abgurdity by the assumption that the code model is the genarative
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bese for all communication and that all aspects of interpretation are
essentially semlotic in nature. Although linguistic phenomena eare
encoded, the strategles used in interpretation end the mesnings
derived cannot adequately be accounted for under the code medel (see
Sperber & Wilson 1986, chapter 1). In order to preserve s semlotic
theory of communication and (nterpratation, semioticians have been
led to conflate a specific figuro of spoech, metonymy, with the
universal, ganeral cognitive process of non-demonstrative inference.

6. Inference and Matonymy

Semfotic literary theorists have claimed tha process of gaining
knowledge by drawing conclusions frem avidence depends on contiguity.
Some have advanced the hypothesis that contiguity is a strategy for
organising discourses, while others have gone further, claiming thst
perceptual and concaeptual contiguities govaern both the production and
interpretation of other figures of speech such as metaphor and of
discourse as a whola. Where metonymy is considered to be ‘the figure
of thought that posits difference, perceivas contiguity, and infers
causality® (Brooke-Rose 1958), the conflation of wmetonymy and
inference is clearly marked, but the consequences are baest seen In
critical works on mataphor and on specific literary texts. In his The
Rele of the Readsr, Eco {dentifies contiguity (within a semiotic
system of communication) with Inferaence, and posits the metonyaic
process as the ‘framework of the (semiotic) code ... upon which is
based the constitution of eany semantic fleld® (Eco 1979]). The
hypothesis is 1llustrated by excerpts from Finnagan's Waka; Joyce's
portmanteau puns are explained as representing ‘subjacent chain(s) of
notonymic connections’. However, the notorious Interpretstive puzzles
of Finnegen’s Wake could as easily (and more Intelligibly) be thought
of as Joyce making manifest evidance for the kinds of assumptions he
has in mind, making potentially availeble a huge range of waak
implicatures. Which cnas are actually derived on any particular
interpretation will vary from reader to reader dopending on
idiosyncratic characteristics of cognitive makeup.

Other studies exploring this lina of argument confirm that
those texts or aspects of texts which critics sea as motonyaically
informed are thogse which put the onus of Interpretation on the
reader. A text makes manifest those assumptions and assumption
schenas which the writor beliaves will allow the reader to arrive at
tho intended interpretation: whan the text mekes weakly manifest a
wide range of assumptions and the writar indicates her unwillingness
to direct the readsr to a highly daterminate set of assumptions than
she puts the burden of interpretation on his Inferaontial capacity.

Spector (1984), who favours tho {dea that the metonymic process
undarlies the organisation and Imagery of scme discourses, clains
that Dickens' Hard Tiges fails in {ts characterisation of the working-
class characters bacause the writer ‘relies heavily on metonymy'. In
this study, as In others, the notion of contiguity has been extended
according to Jakcbscn's schema. Spector claims that 'to {dentify an
invisible quality - character - by a visiblo exterior {s realism‘'s
fundanental motonyny' for ‘metonymy is more than a rhetorical figure
used to express knowledga about a parson; it is also the process
through which such knowledge is cbtained'. There con be little doubt
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that the process the critic intends 1s not metonymy but Inference.
If, as is arguably the case, Dickens relies on dascriptions of the
surroundings of his working-class cheracters and concentrates on
their physical attributes instead of expressing their inner life, then
he is providing evidence from which conclusions about them sre to be

drawn. His utterances communicate to us not his attitudes -
although these may ba manifest, thoy are not necesserily among the
set of sssuaptions he intended to make menifest - but some

agsumptions that he belleves will allow the reader to form hypotheses
about the workers' characters based on his descriptions of their
living conditions. The reeder 'Is intended to gain accass to
assumptions about pacple who live In such environments, either by
retrieving them from memory or constructing them ‘on the basis of the
avidenca given.

This process by which the roeder arrives at the intended set of
agsumptions is surely inferential rather than metonymtical. In this
case, as in the others mentioned, the general cognitivae processes of
forming hypotheses on the basis of avidence, accessing existing
assumptions and drawing conclusions, replace the ill-defined notion of
metonymic processing. This notion is unfortunate not only bacause it
is based on a largely untenable theory of communication, but because
{t conflates a particular phenomenon of lenguage use, matonymy, with
the process of inferential reasoning.

7. Conclusion

Maetonymy s a fact of langusge usa. A metonya picks out one
object by naming another, related to it by their being coentiguous in
the world. The perception and conceptuslisation of contiguity -
essentially descriptive in that (t defines a class without providing
an explanation for its existence - requires constraint. The semiotic
framework, in which contiguity s supposedly constrained by virtue of
its being a psychological process, proves insdequate to sccount for
contiguity as e condition for metonymy; in such a framework, the
relstion of contiguity (s too powerful for tha definiticn of
matonymy, bacause even objects both actually contigucus in the world
and also mentally associated due to thet contiguity may nevertheless
never be appropriataly used to refer to each other. These
difficulties asre compounded when, by en extension of the code-model
theory of communication, mentsl contiguity is held accountable for
the procass by which metonymic language use is understood and
discourse s organised. Howsver the contiguity ralation may
adequately characterisa the descriptive category of wmetonymy in a
ralovance-thesrotic framwork: tho use and iIntorprotation of metonymy
dapends, like cognitive processes iIn general, on non-domonstrative
Inference, constrained by the guaranteo of optimal relevance that
sccompanias all ostensive stimuli and by the universal seerch for
maxinal relevance.



- 144 -

8. References

Black, Max (1979) “Mcre About Motaphor®, Mataphor and Thgught, Andrew
Ortony ed., Cambridge.

Brooke-Rose, Christina (19858) A Grammar of Rhetoric, Cembridgse.

Eco, Umberto (1979) Tha Role of the Reader., London.

Havranek, Bchuslav (1964) *“The Functional Diffarentiation of the
Standard Language®,
Structure ond Styla,-Paul Garvin ed., Washington, DC.

Jakobscon, Roman (1971) "The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles®, Critical
Theory Since Plato, Hazard Adams ed., New York.

Leech, Geoffrey N (1984) A Linguistic Guide to English Poetry, Harlow
Scott, Arthur Finley (1981) Current Literary Terms, London
Spector, Stephen J. (1984) “"Monsters of Metonymy: Hard Times and

Knowing the Working Class®, Journal of English Literary History 54,
365-384.

Sperber, Dan and Wilscn, Delrdre (1986) Relavance: Communication and
cogniticn. Blackwall, Oxford.



