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Metaphor and Metonymy as Productive Processes on the Level of the
Lexicon

Leonhard Lipka
Munich

1. I shall discuss what Dirven (1985) called word metaphors, i.e. transfer of meaning,
or figurative language, on the level of the lexicon. He further distinguishes three other
types, viz. sound metaphors, phrase and sentence metaphors, and discourse
metaphors, on the levels of phonology, syntax, and discourse. For him (1985: 96) there
are three “processes of metaphor”: 1. metonymy (with the subcategory synecdoche),
2. metaphor (in the narrow sense), and 3. synaesthesia. Whilst he discusses indi-
vidual words, such as heart and sweet and their metaphoric and metonymic potential, I
will concentrate on the productive rules and processes for the extension of the lexicon.

2. In my view, both semantic transfer (or ST) and word-formation (or WF), provide
productive patterns for creating new lexical items. There are a number of similarities and
these justify capturing both in a single very general lexical rule.

2.1. Let us take a concrete example: (1) Berlin is a splendid host to the Congress of
Linguists. Clearly, here Berlin does not refer to a place but to the people who live in it, and
is thus an instance of a highly productive metonymic rule. From the noun host, a
verb to host ‘be, act as a host’ can be derived, just as the noun patron leads to a verb
patronize ‘be, act as a patron’. Both denominal verbs are institutionalized in the
‘norm’ (in Coseriu’s sense) of English.

2.2. I would like to apply an approach developed by Leech (1981: 216) who postulates
a very general lexical rule for both ST and WF (including “conversion” or zero-
derivation): (2) “from the lexical entry 4 with the morphological, syntactic, and

19

semantic specifications p, g, r we can derive an entry B with the specifications p’, ¢, r'.

3. With regard to ST, I shall focus on metaphor, based on the notion of similarity, and
metonymy, based on contiguity. Leech (1969: 148) sets up the following general formula
for all kinds of ST: (3) “The figurative sense F may replace the literal sense L if F is
related to L in such-and-such a way”.

3.1. The specific case of metonymy in (1) is captured by the formula (4) ‘F = the
people in L’, illustrated by: Berlin = the people in B., Washington = the people (Who
govern) in W., our road = the people in o.r., the whole village rejoiced = all the
people in the v. rejoiced.

3.2. For metaphor Leech (1969: 151) gives the ‘“Metaphoric Rule” (5) ‘F = like L’
and the general formula (6) ‘X is like Y in respect of Z’, where X is called the “tenor”,
Y the “vehicle”, and Z the “‘ground” (of comparison) illustrated by /ife, as the tenor, and
a walking shadow, as the vehicle, in (7) Life is a walking shadow. In (8) A human
elephant, the ground may be clumsiness or long memory, if elephant is figurative. In
similes like (9) His face was as white as a sheet, tenor, vehicle, and ground are all
explicitly mentioned.
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4. We now come to the parallels between ST and WF. Both devices of extending the
lexicon are characterized by 1. productivity, 2. degrees of acceptability, and 3. the
possibility of institutionalization (or lexicalization). Leech (1981: 220) stresses the “‘semantic
open-endedness” of lexical rules in general, i.e. the “freedom to read into a new
lexical entry whatever information he finds necessary to the understanding of it”. I
agree, but furthermore claim that the rules are basically unrestricted, from a pragmatic
point of view. Open-endedness is illustrated with the examples (10) the detached,
ironical, adverbial, James (for metonymic transfer) and shotgun wedding (for nominal
compounds, which can also be metaphorical). To my mind, these are evidence for the
unrestricted productivity of lexical rules and for culture-specific institutionalization.

4.1. Taking productivity first, I claim that in WF, in many languages, compounding
of two nouns and various types of zero-derivation are basically unrestricted processes.
They produce contextuals, interpretable with the help of Grice’s maxims and our
knowledge of the world. The same holds for certain rules of ST. Thus, the metonymic
rule given as (4) is seen to be at work in a large number of institutionalized figurative
nouns, e.g. in our street (neighbourhood, village, town, city, country). An extremely
productive — if not unrestricted — metaphorical extension is at work when human
beings are compared to animals. The ground of comparison will normally be inter-
pretable, although not always unambiguously. This is only to be expected from the
open-ended nature of metaphor, and also depends on the text type, as is most obvious in
poetry. Other cases in point are personification, animation (e.g. The railways are dying),
and anthropomorphic transfer as in (11) mouth (of a river, cave), arm (of a river, tree, sofa),
foot (of a hill, chair), head (of a nail, page) eye (of a needle, potato), neck (of a bottle,
violin). In English bottleneck ‘a narrow space in a road which slows down cars’, is
culture-specifically institutionalized and represents a combination of various lexical
rules. ' '

4.2. My second parallel between ST and WF is discussed by Leech under the heading
“graded acceptability”. With regard to metaphor, he (1981: 214) sets up the following
scale: (12) Sam is an absolute pig (rat, mouse hawk, skunk, tiger, elephant ostrich.
crocodile, reindeer, wombat, platypus, stegosaurus). He points out the close paraliel (also in
meaning) between this scale and the WF process with the quasi-metaphorical suffix
-y, as in (13) piggy, ratty, mousy, hawky, skunky . . . etc.

Let me add two remarks: 1. It is certainly true that there are degrees (both in ST and
WF) of acceptability and institutionalization, since for both, salient attributes, responsible
for the ground in metaphor and the meaning of morphemes or relations between them,
may at times be difficult to find. Is the cunningness or the shape of the nose relevant
for a fox? Hawks are notoriously less peaceful and more aggressive than doves, but
what about their stereotypic function as symbols of love? The compound lovebird is
obviously more suitable for ST to humans. 2. The degree of acceptability (both in ST and
WF) is definitely correlated with the amount of our encyclopedic knowledge. What do we
know about the stegosaurus or the gnu? On the other hand, the dinosaur or the German
Saurier are reputed for their gigantic size, which could well serve as the ground for a
metaphor.

4.3. My third point is institutionalization in connection with language- and culture-
specific categorization. Both word metaphors and metonyms (as results of ST) and
complex lexemes (as WF syntagmas) are tied to the “norm” of individual natural
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languages, in spite of productive rules in the underlying “system’. German has institutional-
ized aalglatt, but English does not have eel-slippery, despite a common salient feature,
or attribute, of the referent. But blutrot, Grashiipfer and blood red, grasshopper have
been coined in both languages. In German and English Galgenvogel and gallows bird
exist, but a pretty girl is referred to by bird in English and by (flotter) Kdfer, (flotte)
Biene in German, not only in Berlin. The ground of comparison seems to be smallness,
which is often associated (as are diminutive suffixes) with positive evaluation. That
this is not necessarily so, can be seen from the metaphorical bug, as either ‘obsessive
idea’, ‘error or fault’, or ‘concealed microphone’, but cf. ladybug, ladybird, beetle,
bombardier beetle/ Buchdrucker.

5. Obviously, the metaphoric rule (5) and specific subrules, which convert animals into
persons and inanimate beings, are highly productive, and we often have a combination of such
rules, e.g. in sweetheart. In order not to get lost in the sea of animals — to use a
mixed metaphor for once — I now briefly turn to the question of some other, specific
lexical rules for metaphor and metonymy.

5.1. For metonymic transfer TIME related to persons, things (and their invention etc.).
and events may be regarded as an additional semantic component or Inferential Feature
(cf. Lipka 1985), as in Since Napoleon (the bomb, the war etc). The part-whole-
relationship and the use of a particular for a general term are often referred to as “synecdo-
che”. Ullmann (1962: 118ff.) mentions: spatial connections, content and container, place
of origin for foods and drinks, typical garments for persons, characteristic qualities for
persons and objects, and names of actions for their concrete results. Lakoff/Johnson (1980:
38f.), in addition, give: producer for product, object used for user, controller for controlled,
institution for people responsible, and place for the institution or event.

5.2. As regards metaphor, Leech (1969: 158) sets up the following “notional classes™:
(13) a) concretive, b) animistic, ¢) humanizing (anthropomorphic), and d) synaesthetic meta-
phors. These are also found in Ullmann (1962: 214—216). Lakoff/Johnson (1980: 41),
who argue “that metaphors and metonyms are not random but instead form coherent
systems in terms of which we conceptualize our experience”, discuss (amongst others) the
following metaphorical equations: argument is war (4f.), time is money (7f.), communi-
cation is sending (10f.), theories are buildings, ideas are food (people, plants, products,
commodities, fashions), love is a physical force (a patient, madness, magic, war) (46—49)
and many others. One particularly interesting point in their theory is the link they
establish between metaphors, categorization, and the notion of prototype (1980:
122—125).

6. In conclusion, let me state only that the lexical aspects of metaphor and metonymy
have been largely neglected in the past, but recently re-discovered. I affirm that ST and WF
are highly productive processes, whose similarities and interrelations (despite some dif-
ferences) must be and can be captured by means of the general notion of lexical rule.
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