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Metonymy 

Jeannette Littlemore 

University of Birmingham 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Metonymy is a process whereby one entity or event is used to refer to another, related, entity 

or event. For example, in the sentence the Number 10 knives were out for the Chancellor, 

which appears in the British National Corpus (BNC), Number 10 refers metonymically to the 

UK Government. In the USA, the corresponding term is The White House; and in South 

Korea, it is The Blue House. All of these examples involve a PLACE FOR INSTITUTION
i
 

metonymic relationship. However, this is not the only kind of metonymic relationship. There 

are many others. The word Hoover can be used metonymically to mean vacuum cleaner, via a 

PRODUCER FOR PRODUCT relationship, or we might say that we need a drink, to refer 

specifically to alcoholic drink, which would evoke a WHOLE FOR PART metonymic 

relationship. We might say that we need some muscle, when what we need is a strong person 

to help us move some furniture, thus evoking a DEFINING PROPERTY FOR CATEGORY 

metonymic relationship, and so on.  

Because metonymy is a property of our conceptual system, evidence of it can be found in a 

wide range of forms of expression, including language, art, music, dance and film, where it 

operates as a kind of communicative shorthand, allowing people to use their shared 

knowledge of the world to communicate with fewer words than they would otherwise need. It 

serves a wide variety of communicative functions, such as relationship-building, evaluation, 

humour, irony and euphemism. We are often unaware of the fact that we are using it, and at 



2 
 

times it can be very difficult to spot. When used well, metonymy can have significant 

persuasive powers, but its use can lead to severe misunderstandings; metonymic meanings 

can be very subtle and easily missed, especially in communication between people with 

different linguistic or cultural backgrounds. 

I begin this chapter with a discussion of how metonymy is defined and how it relates to 

metaphor and literal language. I then discuss the various models that have been proposed 

within Cognitive Linguistics to explain how metonymy operates, and present the main 

findings from neurolinguistic and developmental research into metonymy. I then outline 

some of the key functions that metonymy performs in language and other forms of 

communication Finally, I look at variations and similarities in the ways in which metonymy 

manifests in different languages, and discuss the implications this has for language learning. 

Throughout the chapter, the discussion is illustrated with real-world examples of metonymy. 

 

2. What is metonymy and how is it different from literal language or metaphor? 

Unlike metaphor, which usually involves a comparison between two unrelated processes or 

entities, metonymy is a process whereby one process or entity is used to refer to another, to 

which it is closely related or even forms part of. The best way to illustrate this is with an 

authentic example such as the following from the British National Corpus (BNC): 

1) This created something of a diplomatic flurry between London and 

Washington, as the Americans sought assurances that the British were not 

trying to sabotage their plans (BNC) 

In this example, London and Washington are metonyms for the British and US Governments, 

or rather the people who work for them. This is a common metonymic relationship, in which 

a place stands for the people or organisations that are based there. 
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The simplicity of this example belies the complexity of metonymy and the considerable 

controversy that surrounds its nature and scope. This complexity means that it has been 

defined and modelled in a number of different ways (see, for example, Barcelona, 2003; 

Benczes et al., 2011; Littlemore, 2015; Panther and Thornburg, 2007; Radden and Kövecses, 

1999; and Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez, 2000). However, in cognitive linguistics there is general 

agreement on three things: that metonymy is fundamentally conceptual in nature, that it is 

experientially grounded, and that it involves contiguous elements of some description 

(Barcelona, 2011; Gibbs, 1994; Denroche, 2015; Littlemore, 2015)
ii
.  

It has been argued that metonymy sits on a cline somewhere between literal language and 

metaphor (Dirven, 2003). We can see this by looking at the following three citations from the 

British National Corpus, all of which contain the word nose: 

2) Her mother sat by the fire, her knitting lying in her lap, eyes closed and 

spectacles slipped down her nose. (BNC) 

3) To the modern nose, it stinks. (BNC) 

4) After the initial reaction of lowering the nose and checking the speed, a quick 

assessment of the situation is necessary. (BNC) 

In the first of these examples (2), the word nose is being used literally to refer to a part of the 

body and is clearly literal. In (3) it refers to the act of smelling, via a process of metonymy. In 

(4), it refers to the front of an aeroplane and is clearly a metaphor. Dirven’s cline has the 

potential to be used in the context of language teaching. Indirect evidence for this cline has 

been found by MacArthur and Littlemore (2008) and Littlemore and MacArthur (2012), who 

discovered that when learners of a foreign language were exposed to corpus lines they were 

able to move fairly freely between purely literal senses, through metonymic senses, to 

metaphorical ones. In other words, they appeared to be using the continuum of senses as they 

worked with the data, using one sense they understood to help them work out the meaning of 
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another. So, for example, when looking at uses of the denominal verb shoulder in the BNC, 

the Spanish learners of English who participated in the study encountered the verb used 

metonymically to mean ‘carry’, as in sometimes Andrew had been so drunk that Iain had 

shouldered him all the way home (BNC) as well as metaphorical uses like she shouldered the 

blame for what the media gleefully called: ‘Malice at the Palace’ (BNC). Although this 

second use of shoulder might prove somewhat opaque to the non-native speaker in another 

context, when encountered alongside other related senses of the verb in the corpus lines, 

learners had little difficulty in understanding it, and also appreciated its entailments.  

Another way of distinguishing between metaphor and metonymy is to focus on the fact that 

whereas metaphor involves the juxtaposition of two different Idealised Cognitive Models 

(ICMs), or frames, metonymy draws on relationship within a single ICM (frame). ICMs are 

abstract mental representations that people have of ‘typical’ situations in life; they are 

encyclopaedic, flexible, and somewhat idiosyncratic (Littlemore, 2015)
iii

. They encompass 

the cultural knowledge that people have and not necessarily a reflection of ‘the real world’. 

One example of an ICM is ‘food and drink’ ICM, which is illustrated in Figure 1: 

 

FOOD 
AND 

DRINK 

Crockery and cutlery 

(plate dish, knife, 
fork...) 

Furniture  and 
buildings associated 

with food  

(Table, trolley, drinks 
cabinet etc.) 

Types of food 

(steak, rice, 
potatoes, wine,  etc.) 

People eating or 
serving the food 

(waiter, diner, etc.) 

Meal 

(Breakfast, lunch, 
dinner, etc.) 
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Figure 1. The ‘food and drink’ ICM 

 

This ICM sanctions number of metonyms that are conventional in English and in other 

languages. For example, in Japanese, breakfast, lunch and dinner are referred to as asagohan 

(morning rice), hirugohan (midday rice) and bangohan (evening rice), which relies a 

metonymic link between meals and types of food, in French one can say elle fait une bonne 

table (she makes/does a good table) meaning she cooks well, thus linking food to the 

furniture associated with it, or in English we say that a restaurant has a good cellar, meaning 

that its wine is good. A waiter might ask which of the diners is the steak thus linking the 

people eating the food to refer to the food itself, and a good restaurant in a restaurant guide 

might have three knives and forks, which implies that serves good food. People use the term 

dish to refer to the food that is in the dish and they use the term glass to refer to the content of 

that glass. 

Dirven’s continuum and the notion of ICMs provide a good starting point for the 

identification and analysis of metonymy, but when we start to look at more examples of 

metonymy, we see that metonymy itself can be broken down into different types. Various 

taxonomies of metonymy types have been proposed in the literature. One of the most 

influential semantically-inspired taxonomies of metonymy types, is that proposed by Radden 

and Kövecses (1999). The model is not exhaustive, but it does contain a very wide range of 

the types of metonymy that appear in everyday language, as we can see in Figure 2 below:  
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Figure 2.  Key metonymy types in Radden and Kövecses (1999) taxonomy (adapted 

from Littlemore, 2015) 

Another model of metonymy, which has made a key contribution to the metonymy literature, 

is that proposed by Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez and Diez Velasco (2003), who argue that all 

Whole and part 
metonyms 

Thing and part 
E.g. PART FOR WHOLE 

The perfect set of wheels (BofE) 

Scale 
E.g. ENDS FOR WHOLE SCALE 

Young and old alike (BofE) 

Constitution 
E.g. MATERIAL FOR OBJECT 

Use only a 3-wood off the tee (BofE) 

Event 

 

E.g. SUBEVENT FOR WHOLE EVENT 

Jay and Denise are to walk up the aisle (BofE) 
 

Category and 
member   

E.g. CATEGORY FOR MEMBER OF CATEGORY 

Fancy coming round for some drinks  (CorTxt)  

Category and 
property  

 

E.g. SALIENT PROPERTY FOR CATEGORY 

The brothers needed some muscle (BofE) 

 

Part and part 
metonyms 

Action 
E.g. TIME FOR ACTION 

They summered at Ville d'Avray (BofE) 

Perception 
E.g. THING PERCEIVED FOR PERCEPTION 

Head not so great (CorTxt) 

Causation 
E.g. EFFECT FOR CAUSE 

Because you live on a fast road… (BofE) 

Production 
E.g.  PRODUCER FOR PRODUCT 

She took out the hoover (BofE) 

Control 
E.g. CONTROLLER FOR CONTROLLED 

Rommel was in retreat (BNC) 

Possession 
E.g. POSSESSED FOR POSSESSOR 

he married money  and became and M.P. (BofE) 

Containment 
E.g. CONTAINER FOR CONTENTS 

I'll have a glass to celebrate 

Location 
E.g. PLACE FOR INHABITANTS 

The whole town is on the verge of starvation (BofE) 

Modification 
Modified form for original form 

E.g. LOL (for 'laugh out loud') (CorTxt) 
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instances of metonymy can be described as one of two types: either as a TARGET IN SOURCE 

metonymy, where the metonymic term is part of its referent, or as a SOURCE IN TARGET 

metonymy, where the referent is part of the metonymic term. The example that they give of a 

TARGET IN SOURCE metonymy is the use of the term the Pill to refer specifically to the 

contraceptive pill. Here, the Pill is used to refer to a specific type of pill, which means that 

the target of the metonymy (the contraceptive pill) is a subset of the domain covered by the 

general word pill. The example that they give of a SOURCE IN TARGET metonymy is the use of 

hand in expressions such as all hands on deck. Here, the hands refer to the sailors who are 

doing hard physical work so the hands are simply part of the domain. They adopt a very 

broad definition of what is meant by the source and target, which allows them to classify a 

wide range of metonymies as target-in-source metonymies.  

Other researchers, such as Barcelona (2011) and Handl (2011), have shown that some 

examples of metonymy appear to be more prototypically metonymic than others, and 

therefore see metonymy as operating within a radial category. Consider, for example, the 

following: 

5) the odds had lengthened against effective leadership from the White House 

(BNC) 

6) This does not mean that speed must be avoided, nor that the unexpected need 

offend the eye. (BNC) 

7) The doctor, short, plump with thinning white hair, raised his eyebrows. (BNC) 

8) the Tsar got out of the Imperial train for a stroll at Binul Station and the train 

left without him (BNC) 

9) toothbrush versus paintbrush 

The first two of these examples (5) and (6) are arguably the most prototypical. It is not 

literally possible for the White House (i.e. the building) to provide leadership, and it is not 
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literally possible for an eye to be offended. However, it is quite possible for people to raise 

their eyebrows and for this to be metonymically interpreted as meaning that they were 

surprised, which suggests that example (7) constitutes a less prototypical form of metonymy. 

This difference in metonymy types has been observed by Warren (2006), who labels the first 

type referential metonymy, and the second type propositional metonymy. In referential 

metonymy, one concept (in this case, the eye) is used to refer to a related concept, (in this 

case, ‘taste’, which is metonymically related to the eye in that one needs to see something in 

order to appreciate it). In propositional metonymy, one proposition (in this case raising one’s 

eyebrows) is used to refer to another (in this case, the experience of being surprised). As well 

as one being ‘literally’ true and the other not, another difference between these two types of 

metonymy is that for referential metonymy, there is no other word for the phenomenon, other 

than ‘metonymy’. With propositional metonymy on the other hand, there are other terms for 

the same phenomenon, such as ‘inductive generalisations’, ‘invited inferences’ and 

‘implications’ (ibid.;10). In example (8), we have an even less ‘prototypical’ form of 

metonymy. Although the train left without the Tsar, it was the driver of the train who was 

responsible for this. It is not clear in this example whether the writer is referring to the train 

or the driver or both. In other words, this metonymy is underspecified in that both the vehicle 

and the target contribute to the overall meaning. ‘Underspecified metonymies’ thus have 

distinct sub-domains, both of which determine the meaning. The examples in (9) are the least 

prototypically metonymic of all. These are ‘domain highlighting’ metonymies, which have no 

distinct sub-domains whatsoever, just differences in construal or viewpoint that result from 

the juxtaposition of the different words (Langacker, 1993). Whereas a toothbrush is a brush 

that is used to brush one’s teeth, a paintbrush is a brush that is used to apply paint to a wall; 

the relationships between the constituents in these two compounds are therefore different, and 

highlight different domains. Handl (2011) provides experimental evidence indicating that   
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many metonymies are in fact often understood in an underspecified manner. She found that 

the informants in her study usually thought that the metonymy was referring to both the term 

and its referent. She assigned different weights to the two parts of the metonymy based on 

frequency of response. In prototypical metonymies, the weight of the vehicle was found to be 

relatively high. That is to say, the actual words of the metonymy play an important role in its 

meaning, whereas when we move out towards the periphery of the radial category, the 

vehicle recedes into the background. In the more intermediate types of metonymy, both the 

vehicle and its referent play an equally important role. Another non-prototypical form of 

metonymy is ‘illocutionary’ metonymy, which has been proposed by Panther and Thornburg 

(1998) in their work on the role of metonymy in pragmatic inferencing. For example, one 

might ask a friend have you got any scissors? which in fact means ‘can I borrow the 

scissors?’ 

It is not always easy to distinguish between metonymy and metaphor, partly because 

metonymy actually lies at the heart of much metaphor. In his work on ‘metaphtonomy’, 

Goossens (2003) identifies four main ways in which metaphor and metonymy interact. The 

first involves ‘metaphor from metonymy’ in which the experiential basis of a metaphor 

consists of a metonymy. It has been suggested that most, if not all, primary metaphors (such 

as EMOTIONAL CLOSENESS IS WARMTH) have a metonymic basis, in that they begin life as 

metonymic extensions from bodily experiences, which are then projected onto abstract 

domains (Kövecses, 2013). The second way in which metaphor and metonymy interact 

involves ‘metonymy within metaphor’. This occurs when a metonymy functioning in the 

target domain is embedded within a metaphor. For example, in the expression I’ve got you, 

meaning ‘I understand what you are saying to me’, you stands metonymically for the 

information that you are trying to convey to me, but the whole exchange takes place within 

the conduit metaphor (see Lakoff and Johnson, 1980/2003), according to which conversation 
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and/or information exchange is construed metaphorically as the transfer of a physical entity 

from one person to another. The third way in which they interact is referred to as 

‘demetonymisation within metaphor’. For example, the expression, scatter brained, which 

means to be flighty and disorganised, appears, at first sight, to involve a metonymy in which 

the brain stands for thinking, but the expression is in fact, only ever used in an abstract sense 

and is therefore always a metaphor. The expression therefore loses its apparent metonymic 

element. The fourth way in which metaphor and metonymy interact involves ‘metaphor 

within metonymy’. For example, if we talk about a department being the eyes and ears of an 

organisation, the eyes and ears metonymically represent seeing and hearing, but they operate 

within an overarching personification metaphor in which the organisation is seen as a person.  

 

3. Neurolingustic and developmental studies of metonymy 

One way to find out more about the nature of metonymy and about how it relates to metaphor 

and literal language is to investigate findings from research into how it is processed in the 

brain. By doing so, we can find out more about: similarities and differences in the 

neurological processing of metaphor, metonymy and literal language, the role of context in 

metonymy comprehension, and the effect of syntax on metonymy recognition and 

production. All of these areas have been investigated using eye tracking, brain scanning, 

reaction time studies, and metonymy comprehension tasks that have been administered to 

individuals across different age groups. Space does not permit an in-depth discussion of all 

this work, so the aim here is to focus on specific findings from neurolingustic and 

developmental studies of metonymy that tell us more about the nature of metonymy and its 

relationship to metaphor. 
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Research using both eye-tracking software and brain-imaging techniques suggests that people 

process conventional metonymy in much the same way as they do literal uses of language. 

Eye tracking studies (e.g. Frisson and Pickering, 1999) have shown that people do not pause 

any longer when asked to read conventional metonymic sentences than they do when reading 

literal sentences, but that when they are presented with a novel metonymy it takes them much 

longer to do so, and that metonymies from more complex ICMs take longer to process than 

ones from simple ICMs. Frisson and Pickering conclude from their findings that individuals 

develop an underspecified, schematic idea of a word’s meaning and then home in on the 

appropriate (literal or metonymic) sense by activating relevant parts of the meaning as soon 

as sufficient contextual information has been provided. Findings from, brain imaging studies 

(e.g. Rapp et al., 2011) concur with those from eye tracking studies in that they have shown 

conventional metonymies to be processed in the same part of the brain as literal language, 

whereas novel metonymies are processed in a different part of the brain. These findings thus 

show us that novel and conventional metonymy are clearly very different things, a fact which 

needs to be taken into account within theoretical models of metonymy.   

Researchers investigating the rate at which metonymy comprehension develops in children, 

have found that children start to understand metaphor and metonymy at roughly the same 

time, but that metonymy comprehension develops at a faster rate than metaphor 

comprehension, and that metonymy comprehension is more strongly related than metaphor to 

vocabulary size (Rundblad and Annaz, 2010). Metonymy comprehension thus appears to 

develop alongside vocabulary size, it develops more rapidly than metaphor, and it follows a 

similar trajectory to the development of literal language comprehension, although the 

trajectory is somewhat slower. These findings suggest that, from a neurological perspective, 

metonymy is different from both metaphor and literal language but that it shares important 

properties with both, and that novel and conventional metonymy are processed differently.  
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4. The functions of metonymy 

In the chapter so far, we have focused mainly on what metonymy is, and on how it is 

processed. In this section we turn to the question of what metonymy does, and explore the 

functions that it performs in communicative settings. As well as serving a relatively straight-

forward referential function, it can be used for a wide variety of communicative functions, 

such as evaluation, relationship-building, humour, irony and euphemism. In this section, we 

explore some of these functions by looking at a number of contextualised examples of 

metonymy. 

The evaluative function of metonymy 

Metonymy is often used to convey evaluation. On way in which it does this is by drawing 

attention, via the TRAIT FOR PERSON relationship, to a particular feature of an object or person 

and using this feature to refer to the whole person.  We can see this in the following example, 

where it is used to convey the protagonist’s attitude towards one of the other characters in the 

novel: 

One of the girls, with bad acne, said ‘Give me ten and I’ll flog you off.’ 

[...] 

They all laughed at this - giggling, silly, pushing at each other. Jonjo remained 

impassive. 

[...] 

The girls whispered to each other, then Acne said, ‘We don’t know.’ 

 

William Boyd (2009) Ordinary Thunderstorms, London: Bloomsbury, p. 107. 
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By referring to one of the girl as ‘Acne’, the author shows how she is both unattractive and 

dehumanized, in the eyes of the protagonist, Jonjo.  

Another way in which metonymy conveys evaluation is through the PART FOR WHOLE 

relationship, where the part being referred to has strong positive or negative connotations, as 

in the following examples, both of which are taken from Littlemore and Tagg’s (in press) 

study of the role of metonymy in text messaging: 

10) Ok.Get ur fucking lazy,no good for nothing arse in here right now (CorTxt) 

11) Cool cheers brain u're too kind! Haha. See u later alligator! (CorTxt) 

 

In some contexts, even the mere presence of metonymy can indicate evaluation. It has been 

shown that emotionally-charged capital city names are significantly more likely to be referred 

to metonymically than those that are less emotionally-charged (Brdar and Brdar-Szabo, 

2009). Moreover, in their study of the metonymic use of the terms Beijing and Taipei in 

Chinese and Taiwanese newspapers to refer to the governments of those countries, Zhang et 

al. (2011) found that capital names were more likely to be used metonymically if the country 

being referred to was being negatively evaluated.  

The evaluative function of metonymy is also highlighted by Biernacka (2013) who, in her 

study of the use of metonymy in focus-group discussions of terrorism, found that metonymic 

clusters, where several metonyms were used in quick succession, tended to coincide with 

intense discussions of particularly controversial and emotional topics. The metonyms in these 

‘emotionally-intense’ clusters were used by the participants to describe how they saw 

themselves in relation to the situation under discussion and how they felt about their relations 

with others. 

Metonymy as a carrier of social attitudes 
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Because of its ability to convey subtle evaluation, metonymy can reveal implicit social 

attitudes. We can see this process at work in the following metonyms, all of which can be 

used to refer to one’s wife in British English: 

12) He actually bumped into Her Indoors, who peered, looked bewildered and 

retired (BNC) 

13) I promised the missus I'd be home by eleven (BNC) 

14) Simon Draper took to calling her ‘She who must be obeyed’— if not to her 

face. (BNC) 

All of these examples rely on the ‘humorous’ use of a TRAIT FOR PERSON metonymy, and 

reduce women to either figures of fun or to their roles as wives, especially housewives, who 

spend most of their time indoors.  

Metonymy can also be used to inadvertently convey underlying prejudice towards disabled 

people. Consider, for example, the following sentence, which appeared in a news article 

reporting on the fact that British Paralympian athlete Claire Harvey, reported that she had to 

drag herself from a Qatar Airways flight after being left on board. 

Before the flight, Ms Harvey said she heard staff talking about getting "the 

wheelchair" on board - a term she eventually realised referred to her. 

        BBC News Website, 9
th

 November, 2015 

By referring to Claire Harvey as the wheelchair, the member of staff appears to be seeing her 

purely in terms of her disability. This may have made sense from a practical point of view but 

the fact that it was uttered in the presence makes it somewhat dehumanising.  

A further way in which metonymy acts as a carrier of social attitudes is demonstrated in its 

role of as a vehicle for euphemism (Gradečak-Erdeljić, 2004). Going to bathroom, the little 

boys room, the cloakroom, and spending a penny are all metonymic euphemisms in British 
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English for the act of going to the toilet (itself a euphemism) which, in Western society,  is 

something that people tend to avoid referring to directly. 

Metonymy as a marker of group membership and cohesion 

In their study of figurative language, genre and register, Deignan et al (2013) show how 

metonymy is often used to create and sustain group membership, highlighting shared 

knowledge between members of the group and at times keeping outsiders out of the group. 

They focus in particular on two communities of practice: staff working in a children’s day 

nursery and parents associated with a children’s football club. Examples included the term 

loose nappy by the nursery workers to mean that a baby had problems with its bowels, as well 

as numerous terms such as stand on it, hit it, and curve it in, to refer to various things that one 

might do with a football, none of which correspond to the literal senses of the words used. 

The language used by members of sports clubs appears to be particularly rich in metonymy. 

For example, in climbing clubs, it is common to ask have I got a foot? or have I got a hand? 

meaning ‘is there a hand hold (or foot hold) nearby that I am likely to be able to reach?’ 

Discourse-community specific metonymy is also prevalent in sports-related journalism. In the 

following example, an expert on sports finance, Jeremy Claine, is commenting on the way in 

which Chelsea football is being run by its owner, Roman Abramovic: 

15) There has clearly been discord in the dressing room and in the boardroom. 

Jeremy Claine, Sports Finance Expert, Grant Thornton, speaking on the Today 

Programme, Radio 4, December 2015. 

Here, the speaker sum up, via two different PLACE FOR PERSON metonymies (which draw on 

different yet overlapping ICMs), the fact that neither the players nor the management are 

happy with way in which the club is being run. These uses of metonymy would be familiar to 



16 
 

people used to listening to the genre of sports news reporting, but may be unfamiliar to those 

who are less well-versed in the genre. 

Novelists are aware of the ways in which the use of metonymy can help create and develop 

bonds within families and groups of friends, and are able to exploit this to make their 

characters and settings feel more authentic. We can see an example of this in Maggie 

O’Farrell’s novel, ‘Instructions for a Heatwave’: 

Imagine then, the uproar when Aoife announced one night over dinner – Monica and 

Joe were there but Michael Francis was not – that she wasn’t going to help at Sunday 

school classes, that she had been to see the priest that very day to say she wouldn’t be 

doing it. She didn’t want to be a teacher, she wasn’t good with children, she could 

think of nothing worse. 

 It was one of the Riordan family’s louder uproars. Gretta hurled a plate of 

spinach to the floor. She would later deny this and say it had slipped from her hand. 

Either way, spinach ended up on the carpet, and there would be a green stain there for 

years, always referred to within the family as ‘the Sunday-school stain’. Gretta said 

she would die of shame, that Aoife would be the death of her, that she didn’t know 

what to do with her. 

Maggie O’Farrell 2013. Instructions for a Heatwave. London: Tinder Press, p.95. 

In this example, the metonymic term the Sunday school stain has a particular meaning for this 

family, which is associated with a particular event. The term would be meaningless to people 

outside the family group, or who are not familiar with the event. O’Farrell uses this device to 

make the reader feel that they understand this family. 

 

Playful and creative uses of metonymy 
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A powerful way in which people use metonymy to build and maintain relationships is to use 

it creatively as a form of language play
iv

. In their study of creative metonymy use in text 

messaging, Littlemore and Tagg (in press) identify two non-mutually-exclusive forms of 

creativity involving metonymy: one based on meaning and one based on form.  

An example of meaning-based metonymic creativity can be found in the following extract, in 

which two different metonyms from different ICMs are juxtaposed within the same 

exchange: 

A: Just in case you need rescuing from work or  dissertation or both, we are  

meeting again tomo at 6 in staff house. Hope week 3 ok.  

B: It's a toss up between that and going for a balti with cherry blossoms.  

Not sure what would be more fun.  

A: Ooh i wouldn't like to have to make that decision...  

[time passes] 

B: Sorry cherry blossoms and balti win out. Maybe we could meet up  

tomorrow if you fancy. NAME119's busy tonight and haven't asked about tomorrow 

yet.  

A: Damn, passed over for a cherry blossom. Yeah give me a shout if you're doing 

anything tomo. Happy balti - and happy end of course.  

This example contains repeated metonymic references to cherry blossoms and baltis. The two 

texters in this exchange were language teachers at an English Language school and they used 

the term cherry blossoms, to refer to a group of Japanese students from the Cherry Blossom 

College in Japan. A balti is a curry dish popular in Birmingham (UK) and is itself a metonym 

in that it is derived from the vessel in which these types of curries are normally cooked. In 
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this example it has a further metonymic use as it means to go out to a restaurant and eat a 

balti. Thus we have two different metonymy types (PLACE FOR PERSON and OBJECT FOR 

EVENT) being used in close proximity. Although both metonyms are relatively 

conventionalised, at least for these texters, the way in which they are repeatedly juxtaposed 

here suggests a degree of deliberate creativity. The creativity rests on an awareness of the two 

very different ICMs being evoked: one surrounding Japanese culture and one surrounding 

spiced Indian food. Coherence is provided by the fact that both refer to ‘foreign’ or even 

‘exotic’ cultures (Japanese and Anglo-Indian), but humour is implied by the contrasting 

features of Japanese and Anglo-Indian culture. As well as drawing on and reinforcing the 

texters’ shared knowledge and thus strengthening their relationship, the humour here appears 

to be used to mitigate a potentially face-threatening situation. Texter B is turning down texter 

A’s offer of a night out, and appears to be using the references to baltis and cherry blossoms 

to cover any potential social awkwardness.  

The second type of creativity involving metonymy, form-based creativity, involves repetition, 

structural parallelism and deviations from expected forms. The following example contains 

structural parallelism and it is this parallelism which provides metonymic meaning to the 

word allotmenting: 

16) Not been much fun cycling let alone allotmenting. CorTxt 

Deviation from expected forms involves the manipulation of fixed expressions and idioms, as 

in the following examples: 

17) Make yourself a cup of tea on me  

18) Never in blue jeans 

19) Smell ya later 
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These examples involve the creative manipulation of the metonymic expressions have one on 

me (which usually refers to an alcoholic drink at the bar), forever in blue jeans (meaning 

overly casual) and see ya later.  Many creative uses of metonymy found in the text messaging 

corpus involved both meaning and form-based creativity.  

The use of metonymy to create textual coherence  

A final function of metonymy is to provide textual coherence. This feature of metonymy has 

been explored in depth both in literature (Al Sharafi, 2004) and in everyday language use 

(Brdar-Szabó and Brdar 2011). Metonymy lends itself particularly well to this function as 

both the source domain and the target domain can serve as the point of reference, and both 

remain ‘available’ for access by the reader long after their first mention, a principle which is 

referred to as the ‘Domain Availability Principle’ (Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez and Pérez 

Hernández, 2003). Because the source domain is so large and flexible, it allows for forms of 

anaphoric reference which, at first sight may not seem to be syntactically ‘logical’. For 

example, in a single text, one might see reference to 9/11, the attacks, the Twin Towers, all of 

which provides access to the same domain.  

Metonymy can also contribute to textual coherence in a much more straight forward way, by 

means of repetition, as we saw above in the Balti and Cherry Blossom example, where the 

repeated use of these metonyms provided continuity in terms of both the subject matter and 

the light-hearted attitude that both speakers sought to convey with respect to that subject 

matter.  

A third way in which metonymy can provide textual coherence is via the re-literalization of 

metonymic references. We can see an example of this in the following extract: 
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Estha watched as they walked along the railing, pushing through the crowds that 

moved aside, intimidated by Chacko’s suit and sideways tie and his generally bursty 

demeanour. 

[...] 

The Sitting Man with the cap and epaulettes, also intimated by Chacko’s suit and 

sideways tie, allowed him in to the baggage claim section. 

When there was no railing left between them, Chacko kissed Margaret Kochamma, 

and then picked Sophie Mol up. 

‘The last time I did this I got a wet shirt for my pains,’ Chacko said and 

laughed. He hugged her and hugged her and hugged her. He kissed her bluegreyblue 

eyes, her entomologist’s nose, her hated redbrown hair. 

Then Sophie Mol said to Chacko, ‘Ummm ... excuse me? D’you think you could put 

me down now? I’m ummm ... not really used to being carried.’ 

So Chacko put her down. 

Ambassador Estha saw (with stubborn eyes) that Chacko’s suit was suddenly looser, 

less bursty. 

Arundhati Roy, 1997/2009. The God of Small Things, London: Harper Collins, p.147. 

In this extract, the fact that Chacko appears to be bursting out of his suit refers metonymically 

to his high level of confidence, which is reflected in the way he walks and carries himself. In 

the final sentence, when he has been rebuffed by his daughter (Sophie Mol) he seems 

physically deflated to the extent that his suit actually appears to have literally become looser 

and less bursty. 
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5. Cross-linguistic variation in the use of metonymy and its implications for 

language teaching 

The way in which metonymy is used varies significantly across languages. Studies have 

revealed, among other things: variation in the metonymic use of place names to refer to 

events that took place there (Brdar and Brdar Brdar-Szabó 2009), variation in the ways in 

which metonymy is used in pragmatic inferencing and indirect speech acts (Panther and 

Thornburg, 1999), variation in the use of syntax to mark metonymic meaning Brdar-Szabó 

and Brdar (2011), and variation in the degree of tolerance that speakers have for loosely 

contextually associated, novel metonymic shifts (Slabakova et al., 2013). Moreover, the same 

underlying metonymy-producing relationships have been found to be exploited in very 

different ways in different languages (Kövecses, 2005). Hilpert (2007) found substantial 

differences in the ways in which body parts are used metonymically in different languages. 

For example, in some languages, the word ear is used metonymically to refer to ‘paying 

attention’, whilst in other languages, ears are used to refer to ‘obedience’ via a CAUSE FOR 

EFFECT metonymy. In some languages, the word belly is extended via a CONTAINER FOR 

CONTAINED metonymy to refer to ‘pregnancy’ and via a CAUSE FOR EFFECT metonymy to 

refer to ‘offspring’. In some languages, the word forehead is grammaticalized to mean ‘in 

front’ and the word buttocks is grammaticalized to mean ‘behind’. Body-part metonymies are 

thus subject to substantial cross-linguistic variation. The resulting expressions may be less 

than transparent to people who do not speak those languages fluently.   

This variation has implications for language learning. Littlemore et al. (in press) have shown 

that metonymy presents difficulties for language learners, particularly when the meanings 

carry strong cultural connotations, or are related to less central features of the source term. 

They found that the learners in the study displayed a tendency to process metonymy as if it 

were metaphor. For example, the expression married money was interpreted metaphorically 
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to mean ‘earn a lot of money’, rather than metonymically, meaning to marry someone with 

money, which is its actual meaning. The fact that learners experience difficulties with 

metonymic meaning and that they appear to treat metonymy as if it were metaphor suggests 

that they may be unfamiliar with the device. It may therefore be beneficial to raise their 

awareness of metonymy as a linguistic device, and to discuss the ways in which it varies 

across languages. An explicit focus on metonymy may therefore be beneficial to foreign 

language learners. It may be useful to: attempt to raise learners’ awareness of ubiquity of 

metonymy through the use of examples, discuss with them how contextual cues can be used 

to understand metonymy, outline language- or culture-specific barriers to metonymy 

comprehension, and stimulate metonymy-guided reasoning (see Barcelona, 2010). Future 

research could usefully investigate the advantages of employing such approaches. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Metonymy is subtle, useful and widespread. This chapter has provided a very brief 

introduction to metonymy and to the growing amount of research that is currently being 

conducted in the area. Findings from this research indicate that metonymy is at least as 

interesting, and as complex, as metaphor, in terms of its underlying conceptual structure, the 

functions that it performs in everyday communication, and the challenges that it presents in 

cross-linguistic settings. Over the coming years we can expect to see more research being 

conducted into this elusive yet fascinating trope. 
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i
 In the cognitive linguistic literature on metonymy it is conventional for overarching metonymy-producing 
relationships, or ‘conceptual metonymies’, such as these, to be presented in small capitals, in order to 
emphasise their parallels with conceptual metaphor. 
ii
 One important exception here is Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez and Diez Velasco’s (2002) model, which questions 

the role of contiguity, and focuses instead on group membership. 
iii
 Lakoff (1987) lists five types of ICM: propositional ICMs, image schema ICMs, metaphoric ICMs, metonymic 

ICMs, and symbolic ICMs. What we are referring to here are propositional ICMs. The fact that Lakoff includes 
metaphor and metonymy in his list is somewhat infelicitous as these are best seen as operational or ‘dynamic’ 
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cognitive processes rather than non-operational cognitive models. This view is also expounded by Ruiz de 
Mendoza Ibáñez (1998). 
iv
 For an in-depth discussion of the social functions of language play and creativity see Carter (2004); Cook 

(2000) and Swann (2006). 


