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Metonymy-Guided Discourse Inferencing.  
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ABSTRACT
Cognitive-linguistic research on metonymy has argued cogently that metonymy is a crucial 
factor guaranteeing discourse coherence. Barcelona (forthcoming) includes a detailed study of 
the metonymies guiding the pragmatic inferences claimed to be invited by the reading of a brief 
text. The analysis of the fragment, though internally consistent, is based on my own close reading 
of the text. In the paper I report on a qualitative study investigating whether native speakers of 
English derive the same inferences and whether they are guided by metonymy in this derivation. 
The results seem to confirm my claims in the earlier study.
Keywords: metonymy, pragmatic inferencing, qualitative research, reading comprehension

1. Preliminaries
The aim of the article is to describe and discuss a detailed qualitative study 
investigating the metonymic guidance of the discourse-pragmatic inferences 
derived by the participants. The results (described in sections 4 and 5 and discussed 
in section 6, seem to confirm my earlier claims about the role of metonymy in 
pragmatic inferencing.

In the rest of this section, I will first briefly present the concept of metonymy 
I will be assuming throughout the article (1.1). Then I will briefly discuss the 
important role of metonymy in discourse-pragmatic inferencing (1.2), with the 
corresponding review of previous relevant literature. 

1.1. Notion of metonymy
The notion of metonymy I adhere to is a “consensus” cognitive-linguistic notion, 
which I have defined in the following terms:

Metonymy is an asymmetric mapping of a conceptual entity, the source, onto another conceptual 
entity, the target. Source and target are in the same frame and are linked by a pragmatic function, 
so that the target is mentally activated. (Barcelona 2011, p. 52)
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The term “frame” is preferred to the term “domain”, frequently employed 
in definitions of metonymy, like the one by Lakoff and Turner (1989, p. 103). 
Both domains and frames are cognitive models, but while a domain is a broad 
classificatory scheme of experience such as living beings, animals, people, etc., 
a frame is a knowledge-rich model of a recurrent, well-delineated area of experience 
(Fillmore, 1985), equivalent to Lakoff’s (1987) “propositional ICMs”, or Kövecses 
and Radden’s (1998, p. 48) “metonymy-producing relationships” (see Radden & 
Dirven, 2007, pp. 9–12, for further details on this issue). By “pragmatic function” 
(Fauconnier, 1997) I mean the privileged connection holding between the roles of 
two entities in a frame, such as that between author and work (within the frame of 
literary production). With the claim that conceptual metonymy is an asymmetric 
mapping, I mean that it is not a symmetric mapping of structure, like conceptual 
metaphor, which consists in a set of sub-mappings of entities and knowledge items 
of the source onto relationally equivalent items in the target: In the conceptual 
metaphor life is a journey, the beginning of the journey is mapped onto the beginning 
of life, the difficulties (e.g., obstacles) in the journey onto life’s difficulties, etc. See 
Barcelona, 2002a, 2003a, 2015, 2011, and Benczes et al. (2011) for details.

This and similar definitions, especially Kövecses and Radden’s (1998), though 
reflecting the basic agreement in cognitive linguistics on the nature of metonymy 
as a primarily conceptual phenomenon, are surrounded by some controversies, 
which cannot be discussed here for lack of space. These concern such issues 
as the distinction from metaphor (Barnden, 2010), “active-zone” metonymies 
(Langacker, 2009), the generic whole for part, part for whole, part for part 
typology of metonymy (Barcelona, 2019; Panther & Thornburg, 2018; Ruiz de 
Mendoza & Pérez Hernández, 2001).

1.2. Metonymy and discourse-pragmatic inferencing
Metonymy is a conceptual connecting device between elements in our experience, 
a “natural inference schema” (Panther & Thornburg, 1998, 2003a, 2018), not 
confined to the lexicon or to any grammatical level. Not even to oral language. 
Metonymy, therefore, guides discourse-pragmatic inferencing, interacting with 
general pragmatic principles, such as Grice’s maxims or Relevance, and is a crucial 
factor guaranteeing discourse coherence. Its role in discourse-pragmatic inferencing 
is generally recognized in cognitive linguistics. We find it at work in anaphora 
resolution (Langacker, 1999, p. 234–245; Ruiz de Mendoza & Díez Velasco, 
2004), especially in indirect anaphora (Emmott, 1999); in indirect speech acts 
(Brdar-Szabó, 2009; Panther, 2022; Panther & Thornburg, 1998, 2003a; Thornburg 
& Panther, 1997); in the derivation of implicatures and other types of discourse 
inferences (Barcelona, 2002b, 2003b, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2009, forthcoming; 
Panther & Thornburg, 2003a, 2003b, 2018; Ruiz de Mendoza & Galera, 2014) and 
other meanings, such as attitudinal meanings (Barnden, 2018; Littlemore, 2015), 
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and in other discourse-related phenomena: conceptual tautology, euphemism, film 
and drama conventions, literary discourse, art and image, gesture, sign language 
(Barcelona, 2018; Dżereń-Głowacka, 2007; Gibbs, 1994; Kwiatkowska, 2007; 
Mittelberg, 2019; Rodríguez Redondo, 2018), and many others. 

Let us now examine a few relatively simple examples.  Gibbs (1994, pp. 329–
330) gives this example:

(1)
John was hungry and went into a restaurant. He ordered lobster from the waiter. It took a long 
time to prepare. Because of this he only put down a small tip when he left. 

An automatic inference from this text is “John paid for his food before leaving”. 
According to Gibbs, this inference is guided in part by a metonymy operating 
within the restaurant frame, which I would call event (leaving a tip) for co-
occurring event (paying for one’s food).

An instance of metonymy-guided anaphora resolution occurs in (2):

(2) 
He speaks excellent French even though he’s never lived there.

The antecedent of there is inferred to be the metonymic target of French (located 
[language] for location [france]). 

For more complex examples, see, among others, Barcelona (forthcoming), 
Ruiz de Mendoza and Díez Velasco (2004). 

2. The qualitative study reported in this article: Justification. 
The claim that metonymy routinely guides pragmatic inferencing by speakers is 
a reasonable hypothesis advanced by cognitive linguists like the author of this 
article, given the linguistic data we observe and our interpretation of those data, 
i.e., our own inferences based on those data. If we conclude that a metonymic 
operation connects the linguistic data and our own inferences, then we try and 
suggest the abstract metonymic pattern, of those proposed in the specialized 
literature, that connects the linguistic data to the inferences: effect for cause?, 
action for purpose?, condition for result? 

The problem with this procedure is twofold: 1) Do other speakers, or at least 
some of them draw the same, or at least similar inferences from a particular text 
(written or spoken) as the ones drawn by a particular cognitive linguist analyzing 
that text? It is a well-known fact that speakers often vary in their interpretations 
of one and the same text. 2) Are other speakers, or at least some of them, guided 
by the same or at least by some of the same conceptual metonymies as the ones 
presumably guiding the analyst’s inferences in relation to the same text, by 
different metonymies, or by no metonymy at all?
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The inferences drawn from examples like (1) and (2) are hardly problematic, 
since they are quite straightforward (but the inference from (1) might be challenged 
by some speakers based on their interpretation of the scope of only as excluding 
payment and including only the tip, as a protest for the slow preparation).

This is an empirical issue that can only be resolved by means of several types 
of empirical research. One of them is careful qualitative research. The rest of 
the article is devoted to presenting the results of a qualitative study aimed 
at finding some empirical support for the hypothesis that metonymy regularly 
guides pragmatic inferencing1. In Barcelona (forthcoming) I include a detailed 
investigation of the conceptual metonymies claimed to guide the pragmatic 
inferences invited by a small fragment (19 lines) of the only scene in Act 1 of 
O´Neill’s play Long Day’s Journey into Night. The fragment is reproduced in 
the Appendix. My analysis of that conversational written text, though internally 
consistent, was based on my own close reading and was inevitably subjective and 
introspective, but not arbitrary (Gibbs, 2007). Therefore, I decided to carry out the 
qualitative study described in this paper.

3. The qualitative study reported in this article: Description
Qualitative research is a type of empirical research where the data are not 
necessarily in the form of numbers (Punch, 1998, p. 4). It is used to investigate 
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. The participants were 
nine volunteer female American undergraduate college students, aged 20–21, all 
native speakers of American English, with no prior training in linguistics, who 
had never read or watched the play before2. The questionnaire was answered 
anonymously. All participants were seated in one ample classroom with sufficient 
separation from each other to prevent watching other participants’ answers. The 
questionnaire (see below and Appendix) was answered on May 16, 2018. The 
completion of the questionnaire lasted 30 minutes altogether, but one participant 
only took 15 minutes (m), another two needed 20 m, and the remaining six needed 
between 21 and 30 m. 

The procedure used was this: 
1. I gave the participants a few brief oral instructions (to seat them and to 

hand out the questionnaire copies).
2. The participants read the brief written instructions at the beginning of the 

questionnaire.

1  The study was briefly presented orally in 2019 at the 15th International Cognitive Linguistics 
Conference (Kwansei Gakuin University, Japan) and in more detail at an invited plenary lecture 
in the same year at the conference Culture-Cognition-Communication (Maria Curie-Sklodowska 
University, Lublin, Poland).

2  They were all students at the Programa de Estudios Hispánicos en Córdoba. I am grateful to 
them and to Dr Kim Griffin, Resident Program Director, for their help.
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3. They read the above-mentioned fragment of the play.
4. They answered the questionnaire in writing.
5. I collected the nine completed questionnaires.

This is the structure of the questionnaire3: 
The first section asks for information about the participants’ age, mother tongue 

and prior familiarity with the play. 
The second section includes eight open-answer (o–a) questions (Questions 

2–9) on what a certain part of the text “suggests’ to the participants on various 
topics (e.g., a given character’s attitude). This type of question was chosen to 
avoid biasing the participants towards one particular answer. The answer to each 
o-a question is followed by: a) An additional question asking the participants to 
give their reasons for their previous reply. And b) a separate table (in a different 
page) with 3-5 possible interpretations of the relevant part of the text, asking 
participants to accept (YES) or reject (NO) those interpretations (this table was 
not presented after o–a 8 and 9). The purpose of these tables was to check the 
consistency of the participants’ reactions with their answers to the o–a questions. 
This second section was aimed at investigating the degree of intersubjective 
validity of the inferences I advanced in my earlier analysis of the same text and to 
find out whether the respondents reasoned in terms of the conceptual metonymies 
I had proposed in that earlier analysis, in terms of other metonymies, or in terms 
of no metonymy at all.

The third section includes five possible overall inferences from the text, asking 
subjects to agree or disagree with them and to give their reasons for their answer. 
They replace the “further interpretations” tables with respect to Questions 8 and 
9, since these questions are, in turn, overall questions on the two characters. These 
inferences had also been proposed in my previous detailed analysis of this text, 
which will be reported on in my forthcoming book (Barcelona, forthcoming), 
together with some of the results of this qualitative study. This section was 
designed with the same purpose as the second section, but I could not present it 
as a series of o-a questions, given the forty-minute limit the participants would be 
able to devote to the study.

4. Open-answer questions: Results and analysis
In this section, the answers of the participants to the o-a questions, their reasons for 
those answers and their reactions to the additional “interpretations” are analyzed, 
and the conceptual metonymies possibly guiding their reasoning are suggested. 
This information is summed up in a set of analytical tables. Given space limits, 
I will only present the detailed analysis of the answers to questions 2 and 4, will 

3  The items and elements of the questionnaire mentioned in this section can be seen in the 
Appendix. For lack of space, it only includes a few representative parts.
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make a passing comment on the answers to question 3, and will provide a short 
summary of my analysis of the answers to the other o-a questions. 

4.1. Analysis of Question 2 (Q 2): What does the first sentence in this paragraph 
(“Tyrone’s arm is around his wife’s waist as they appear from the back parlor”) suggest 
to you about Tyrone’s affective relationship with Mary?
The paragraph referred to is the final paragraph in the stage direction at the 
beginning of the text.  I found two main types of answers to Q 2 but only one 
main type of reasons for these answers. I view the answers to the question as the 
possible metonymic targets of the metonymic sources constituted by the reasons 
provided by the participants. In column A the most frequent types of answers are 
summed up, together with a literal example of those types of answers. In column 
B, the predominant reasons given for the answers are reproduced, together with 
a literal example of one of those reasons. In column C, I suggest the metonymy/
ies possibly guiding the respondents’ reasoning.

 
Table 1. Analysis of the first main type of answer (T = Tyrone / M = Mary

A. Most frequent types of 
answers (n = total no. of 

subjects giving each type) 

B. Most frequent types of 
reasons offered by these 

subjects 

C. Metonymy/ies possibly 
guiding activation of A by B

A.1. Mutual love (2). Of these:
+comfort with each other (1)

+expected in marriage (1)

Example of an answer: “That 
they love each other and that 

they are comfortable with each 
other”

Physical contact (touching each 
other, T holding M’s waist). 

Example of a reason: “They are 
physically touching”

(behavioral) effect (touching, 
x putting x’s arm around y’s 
waist) for emotional cause 

(love)

Table 2. Analysis of the second type of answer
A. Most frequent types of 
answers (n = total no. of 

subjects giving each type) 

B. Most frequent types of 
reasons offered by these 

subjects 

C. Metonymy/ies possibly 
guiding activation of A by B

A.2. (Mutual) Affection (4). Of 
these:

-Only affection of T for M (2)

Example literal answer: “They 
are affectionate with each 

other”

Physical contact (touching each 
other, T holding M’s waist, 

etc.)

Example literal reason: “His 
arm around her waist implies 

casual, easy affection, they are 
happy together”

(behavioral) effect (touching, 
x putting x’s arm around y’s 
waist) for emotional cause 

(affection)
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Table 3. Less frequent answers (each offered only by one subject) and metonymies
A. Less frequent types of 
answers (n= total no. of 

subjects giving each) 

B. Types of reasons offered by 
these subjects 

C. Metonymy/ies possibly 
guiding activation of A by B

A.3. T’s continued interest in 
M (+Mutual love) (1)

Literal answer: “It suggests that 
Tyrone is still interested in his 

relationship with her”

Physical contact (surprising at 
old age)

Literal reason: “At an old 
age you don’t see as much 
physicality in relationships, 

and when it is shown it usually 
implies that the couple is still 

in love”

(behavioral) effect (x staying 
physically close to y and 
touching y) for emotional 

cause (x’s interest in y) 
+ personal category (older 
people) for typical behavior 

(less physical contact)

A.4. Good relationship  
(+T’s jealousy) (1)

Literal answer: “I feel their 
relationship is good. They are 
happy and maybe Tyrone is 

a bit jealous”

Physical closeness and touch to 
express possession

Literal reason:
“I think that because closeness 

and touch indicate comfort 
and trust in the relationship it 
can also mean Tyrone wants 
everyone to know his wife is 

his.”

symptom (physical closeness, 
touching) for state (being in 

a good relationship) 

+ effect (“possessive” 
behavior) for cause (possessive 

attitude)

A.5. T likes physical contact 
(1)

Literal answer: “Tyrone likes 
physical contact”

Physical closeness 
Literal reason: “He is holding 

her close to him”

symptom (x holding y close 
to x) for attitude (x liking 

physical contact)

In sum, the main inferences (“targets”) drawn by the subjects from the 
behavior described are mutual affection and mutual love, as reflected in their 
answers (6 out of 9 answers). The main reason (“source”) offered by the subjects 
are affectionate physical contact. And the main metonymy seemingly guiding this 
reasoning is (behavioral) effect (physical contact) for (emotional) cause (love, 
affection…)..

The less frequent answers are metonymically prompted by similar reasons / 
sources (physical contact or closeness with additional elements like possession 
or expected behavior at old age), but the answers / targets are somewhat different 
(continued interest plus mutual love, good relationship plus jealousy), and the 
main metonymy proposed is not only effect for cause.

Most additional interpretations (Table 4) are consistent with the main answers 
to Q 2 (except for those in bold).

The detailed analysis of the answers to Question 3 (Q 3) has been deleted for 
lack of space. This o-a question is very similar in its focus to Q 2, since it asks 
about the participants’ interpretation of T’s playful hug to M (see Appendix). Most 
answers / targets (5/9) mention mutual love, affection,  and happiness, while the 
rest point out emotional closeness and T’s greater involvement or T’s purpose 
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of marking M’s weight gain by hugging her. Most reasons / sources mention the 
playful hug (7/9), but also youthful behavior (1/9). The main metonymy is again 
behavioral effect (hugging) for emotional cause (love, affection). Most of the 
additional interpretations are consistent with these answers.

4.2. Analysis of Question 4 (Q 4): Why does Mary interpret Tyrone’s words 
“You’re a fine armful now, Mary, with those twenty pounds you’ve gained” as 
meaning that she has gotten fat?   
The question directly asks the subjects about the possible reasons for Mary’s 
inference. Therefore, this time the participants were not directly asked what 
T’s words suggested to them as readers. The sources of the possible metonymic 
reasoning are the reasons suggested by the participants (A in Table 5) and the 
target is Mary’s inference (“I’ve gotten fat, you mean, dear”).

The two main types of answers to Q 4 (sources) for M’s interpretation of T’s 
words (target) that were identified are in Table 5.

Table 5. Analysis of the main types of answers (sources) to Q 4
A. Most frequent types of answers (n= total no. of subjects 

giving each type) 
C. Metonymy/ies possibly guiding 

activation of A 
A.1. T’s mention of M’s increase in body width (5)

Of these: + T’s mention of M’s remarkable weight gain (3) 
(see A.2 below)

Example literal answer:
“Probably because he’s been touching her (with the hug 
and his arm around her waist) so she’s thinking about 
her physical body, and he mentions the weight she’s 

gained. When people gain weight, they sometimes refer to 
themselves as fat or fatter.”

- (mentioning) effect (y’s body 
filling up x’s arms / y’s body 

fitting tightly in x’s arms when x 
hugging y / when x putting x’s arm 
around y’s waist) for (mentioning) 

cause (y having gotten fat)

Table 4. Additional interpretations 
INTERPRETATIONS YES NO

1-9 = subject code 1-9 = subject code
(a) Tyrone seems to control his wife. 4, 5, 8 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9 

(b) Tyrone seems to love his wife.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 9
(c) Tyrone seems to like his wife a lot. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8,9 -------
(d) Tyrone seems to treat his wife as 
      a stranger. 

----- 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9
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A.2. T’s mention of M’s remarkable weight gain (6) 
Of these: +weight increase in a short amount of time (1) 
+ T’s mentioning weight increase constitutes inadequate 

behavior (1) (connected to A.3)

Example literal answer: “Mary thinks he means she’s gotten 
fat because he mentions her weight gain. Even though he 
brings it in a playful way he didn´t have to mention how 

much she gained.”

(suggesting) cause / event (x’s 
remarkable weight increase) for 

(suggesting) effect / co-occurring 
event (x’s having gotten fat) 

In type A.1, the dominant point for 5 respondents is T’ mention of M’s increase 
in body width / size, supplemented, for three of them, with T’s mention of M’s 
weight gain. In Type A.2, the dominant point for six respondents is T’s mention of 
M’s remarkable weight gain, combined for one of them with a negative judgment 
of T’s behavior, and for another with the speed of this weight increase. We find 
a total of 11 answers between A.1 and A.2, the reason being that in several cases 
the same participant mentions several of these topics. 

Table 6. Analysis of the less frequent types of answers (sources) to Q 4
A. Less frequent types of answers (n= total no. of subjects 

giving each type) 
C. Metonymy/ies possibly guiding 

activation of A’
A.3. Gaining weight: negative connotations for women + 

The fact that T points this out (1) 
 

Example literal answer: “Gaining weight usually isn’t seen 
as positive for women and he is acknowledging that he 

noticed”.

- (suggesting) cause (women 
gaining weight) for (suggesting) 
effect (women being negatively 

affected).
-  effect (x stating that y has 

gained weight) for cause (x having 
noticed that y has gained weight). 

This answer highlights the negative connotations that weight gain has “for women” 
and T’s (inadequate) mention of M’s weight increase.

In sum, the main reasons (sources) suggested for M’s interpretation (target) are 
T’s mention of M’s increase in body width, and T’s mention of M’s remarkable 
weight increase. And the main metonymies that the participants seem to have 
pointed out as guiding M’s inference from T’s words are (mentioning) effect (x’s 
increase in body width) for (suggesting) cause (x’s having gotten fat) and cause 
/ event (x’s remarkable weight increase) for effect / co-occurring event (x’s 
having gotten fat).
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Table 7. Additional interpretations
INTERPRETATIONS YES NO

Subject no. Subject no.
(a) Because she ate very little  
 breakfast.

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

(b) Because Tyrone says she has  
 gained twenty pounds.

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

(c) Because she ought to reduce 4, 5, 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9 
(d) Because Tyrone says she can “fill”  
 his arm with her waist.  

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 

(e) Because she eats too much 2 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 

Most interpretations (except for those in bold) are consistent with the main answers 
(reasons / sources) to Q 4 given by the respondents.

4.3. Analysis of the answers (targets) to o-a Questions 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 (abbrevia-
ted as Q n).
Only the main answer and the main reason for each Q can be included in this sub-
section, to keep within space limits. The other answers and reasons, the examples 
of literal responses for Q 6-9, the specific comments on each answer, and the 
tables with “additional interpretations” had to be left out.

Table 8. Analysis of answers to Q 5-9
Open-answer question A. Main type of answer B. Main type of reason 

offered by subjects 
C. Metonymy/ies 
possibly guiding 

activation of A by B
Q 5: What does Tyrone 
mean by saying “I’ve 

the digestion of  
a young man of twenty, 

if I am sixty-five”?

T means that he has 
fast metabolism / can 

eat a lot (8/9)
Example literal 

answer:
“He means that he 
can eat whatever or 
as many foods as he 

wants without gaining 
a lot of weight, like 
a young man, even 
though he is older, 

(…)”

Young people usually 
enjoy easy, fast 

metabolism, unlike old 
people 

Example literal reason:
“It’s a common idea 

that young people have 
fast metabolisms while 

old people do not.” 

event / property 
(having a young 

man’s digestion) for 
co-occurring event / 

concomitant property 
(having a good 

digestion / eating 
a lot without gaining 

weight)
+

category (old 
people) for salient 

property (having slow 
metabolism)

Q 6: Why does Tyrone 
ask Mary “Is that 

why you ate so little 
breakfast?”

T wants to know if M 
is eating little because 
she’s worried about her 

weight (7/9) 

M says she ought to 
reduce

goal (reducing, losing 
weight) for means 

(eating little).
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Q 7:  What does Mary 
mean by saying “No 

one could deny that”?

M means that it is 
obvious T can eat a lot 

(5/9)

M shows her 
agreement with T 

(“You surely have…”)

No clear metonymic 
connection between 
“reasons expressed” 

and answer. 
Q 8: Could you please 

tell us what kind of 
a person Tyrone seems 

to be from what you 
have read?

A kind older man who 
loves his wife (6/9) 

Affectionate physical 
and verbal behavior

effect (loving/ kind 
behavior) for cause 

(love / affection 
towards his wife)

Q 9: Could you please 
tell us what kind of  

a person Mary seems 
to be from what you 

have read?

Loving and kind-
hearted, playful, but 

too self-conscious (5/9)

Affectionate behavior, 
playfully teasing,

saying she should lose 
weight 

-behavioral effect 
(verbal behavior 

[playfully returning 
teasing remarks 

to someone]) 
for emotional / 

attitudinal cause 
(friendly attitude and 
or feeling of love to 

that person).
- behavioral effect 
/ symptom (x stating 
that x should lose 
weight) for causal 

state / attitude  
(x being conscious 

of x’s physical 
appearance)

The responses to all the questions except Q 7 support the inferences and the 
metonymic reasoning leading to those inferences that I proposed in my own case 
study on this text (Barcelona forthcoming). The answers to Q 7 varied notably 
(some respondents said that M meant to highlight T’s good health, his youthful 
appearance or his need to be reassured that he was in good health). Those to Q 9 also 
varied notably. Four out of nine respondents pointed out M’s passivity (she “acts as 
a stereotypical wife”) as well as her insecurity. Most of the additional interpretations 
chosen by each participant were congruent with their answers to Q 5–9.  

5. Reactions to proposed overall inferences: Results and brief analysis 
Again, a lot of detail in this part of the qualitative study had to be left out, 
especially the less frequent answers and reasons (see Appendix, “Inferences”). 
The questionnaire now took this form:
Inferences
(a) “Tyrone seems to be often unaware of the implications of his words.” 
YES / NO
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Reasons 
(The participants had some blank space immediately below to briefly give their 
reasons for their reaction.) The questionnaire had the same form as regards 
inferences (Inf) b–e. The analysis of the reactions is presented in Table 9. 

Table 9. Analysis of the reactions to the overall inferences (Inf) proposed in the questionnaire. 
Proposed overall 

inferences
A. Main type 

of reaction 
B. Main type of 

reason offered by 
subjects 

C. Metonymy/ies possibly 
guiding activation of A by B

Inf a: “T seems to be 
often unaware of the 
implications of his 

words.” 

YES (8/9)
 

T’s reference to 
M’s weight gain 

fact /effect (x not avoiding 
the unwanted implications 
of x’s words) for standard 

explanation / cause (x not being 
aware of those implications).

Inf b: “T loves M very 
much, even with her 
extra weight, and he 

would keep loving her 
even if she gained still 

more weight.”

YES (8/9) T reassures M 
and shows he 
loves her as 

she is

behavioral effect (loving verbal 
behavior of x to y (x saying 

that y looks fine) for emotional 
cause (x loving y very much)

Inf c: “M implies that T 
eats too much and that 

he is a glutton.”
NO (8/9)

M is just teasing 
and does not 

mean that

No clear metonymy.  Perhaps: 
fact (verbal action: x teasing y) 
for standard implication (x not 

seriously criticizing y)
Inf d: “M shows an 
affectionate teasing 
attitude towards T.” 

YES (6/9) M responds with 
playful, harmless 

irony. 

behavioral effect (x’s playful, 
teasing verbal behavior to y) for 
cause (x having an affectionate, 

teasing attitude to y).
Inf e:“T and M 

seem to have a good 
relationship.”

YES (6/9) M and T: kind to 
e/o, physically 
affectionate, 

teasing 
e/o playfully.

behavioral effect / symptom 
(x smiling affectionately at y, 

y caring about x…) for cause / 
state / situation (x and y having 

a good relationship)

Curiously, most participants rejected Inference c, although T makes that inference 
himself. But most of them accepted the other overall inferences (“targets”), thus 
confirming my own inferences in my previous analysis of the text. The reasons 
(“sources”) they gave seem to confirm to a large extent the metonymies that I ar-
gued in that analysis to guide the derivation of those inferences. Note that the lat-
ter are “overall” inferences, that is, second order, global inferences invited by the 
whole text, not local inferences derived from a part of the text. Admittedly, elicit-
ing the reaction to these inferences directly rather than by asking the respondents 
first to draw their own inferences by means of o-a questions and then asking them 
to provide their reason may have minimally biased their answers.



Metonymy-Guided Discourse Inferencing. A Qualitative Study 23

6. Discussion
Throughout the questionnaire, the respondents derived several pragmatic 
inferences from certain parts or from the whole of the text. These inferences were 
revealed through their answers to the o-a questions, through their reactions to the 
additional interpretations proposed by the questionnaire after most o-a questions, 
and through their reactions to the five overall inferences tested in the third section 
of the questionnaire. 

The inferences derived by each participant were congruent with those derived 
from most of the other participants. Most of these inferences were also congruent 
with those I had advanced in my earlier analysis and so confirmed it to a large extent. 

But they were also widely different from each other in minute points of detail. 
This is an important fact that lack of space prevented me from commenting on in 
depth above. It reflects the well-known fact that different speakers do not process 
the same information uniformly and is a further reason for the use of qualitative 
studies. 

The “reasons” given by each participant for their answers to the o-a questions 
(except for Q 4, whose answer was in fact a possible reason for one of M’s explicit 
inferences), and those they stated for their reactions to the inferences in the third 
section of the questionnaire, were in most cases congruent with each other and 
with my own earlier analysis, again within a wide variety in points of detail.

The results of the qualitative study reveal that the participants had used 
metonymic reasoning in their connection between their reasons for their answers 
(sources) and the answers themselves (targets) that seems to respond to major 
high-level metonymy patterns (effect for cause, category for property, event 
for co-occurring event, etc.). The main result of the study is that it suggests 
that readers are regularly guided by metonymy (together with general pragmatic 
principles and encyclopedic knowledge) when drawing pragmatic inferences 
from texts. This result has far-reaching implications for the theory and practice of 
discourse analysis, communication studies and linguistics in general.

As for the limitations of the study, it must be acknowledged that despite 
my careful attempt at ensuring objectivity, my subjective judgment was still 
involved in my categorization of the participants’ answers and reasons, and in the 
determination of the precise metonymic patterns involved. As regards the latter 
issue, I was helped by the metonymy database developed by our research group 
(Blanco Carrión et al., 2018).

The use of “indirect” (psycholinguistic) and other empirical methods (see 
González Márquez et al., 2006) would doubtless supplement this study. However, 
there has been too little experimental research on metonymy from a CL perspective 
to date (Toth, 2018, p. 174–175), and even less on metonymy and discourse 
inferencing. 
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Appendix
Excerpts from the questionnaire in the qualitative study4

INSTRUCTIONS 

This is just an experiment to test how people draw inferences when they read 
a text.
There are no good or bad answers.
The answers are anonymous.

Steps to be followed

Read this text and then answer a few questions in the remaining sheets.
Please answer all of them even if the answer seems obvious to you.
 
Text

A small fragment of the initial conversation in the only scene in Act 1 of Eugene 
O’Neill’s play Long Day’s Journey into Night 

SCENE
(A part of the initial stage direction)

Living room of James Tyrone’s summer house on a morning in August, 1912. 
Mary Tyrone and her husband enter together from the back parlor, coming from 
the dining-room.
 Mary is fifty-four, about medium height. James Tyrone is sixty-five but 
looks ten years younger. 

 Tyrone’s arm is around his wife’s waist as they appear from the back 
parlor. Entering the living room, he gives her a playful hug.

1. tyrone. You’re a fine armful now, Mary, with those twenty pounds you’ve 
gained.

2. mary (smiles affectionately). I’ve gotten fat, you mean, dear. I really ought 
to reduce.

3. tyrone.  None of that, my lady! You’re just right. We’ll have no talk of 
reducing. Is that why you ate so little breakfast?

4. mary. So little? I thought I ate a lot.

4  The punctuation mark (. . .) indicates the parts of the original questionnaire left out of the 
excerpt.
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5. tyrone. You didn’t. Not as much as I’d like to see, anyway.
6. mary (teasingly). Oh you! You expect everyone to eat the enormous 

breakfast you do. No one else in the world could without dying of 
indigestion. (She comes forward to stand by the right of table.)

7. tyrone (following her). I hope I’m not as big a glutton as that sounds. 
(With hearty satisfaction.) But thank God, I’ve kept my appetite and I’ve 
the digestion of a young man of twenty, if I am sixty-five.

8. mary. You surely have, James. No one could deny that.

(She laughs and sits in the wicker armchair at right rear of table (. . . ).

note: the lines in that dialogue have been numbered for easy reference

QUESTIONNAIRE
Question 1
How old are you? ____
Are you a native speaker of English (please circle your answer)?  YES / NO
Have you ever read or watched this play? YES/NO

  
Question 2
now look at the final paragraph in the stage direction (the one beginning with 
“Tyrone’s arm is around his wife’s waist”)

What does the first sentence in this paragraph (“Tyrone’s arm is around his 
wife’s waist as they appear from the back parlor”) suggest to you about Tyrone’s 
affective relationship with Mary?

Please indicate your brief reply here:

Give your reasons for your answer here: 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
PAGE BREAK HERE IN ORIGINAL QUESTIONNAIRE
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Now please say whether you agree (put an X under “YES”) or disagree (put an X 
under “NO”) with the following interpretations of Tyrone’s words.
 note: You can mark more than one interpretation with “YES”.

(. . .)



Introduction: Cognitive Linguistics and Beyond... 29

Question 3
What does the second sentence in the last paragraph of the stage direction 
(“Entering the living room he gives her a playful hug”) suggest to you about the 
relationship between Tyrone and Mary and about Tyrone’s state of mind?
(. . .)
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
PAGE BREAK HERE IN ORIGINAL QUESTIONNAIRE
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
now please indicate whether or not you agree that the following inferences or 
statements about tyrone, mary and their relationship are already suggested 
by the text that you have read.
 if you agree, please briefly tell us why in the space provided 
 

Inferences:

(a) “Tyrone seems to be often unaware of the implications of his words.” 
YES / NO

Reasons

(b) “Tyrone loves Mary very much, even with her extra weight, and he would keep 
loving her even if she gained still more weight”
YES / NO

Reasons

(. . .)






