Difference and Deferral: a pragmatic definition of metonymy
Abstract
In this paper I will consider metonymy at the point of intersection between cognitive
linguistics, philosophy and art practice. I will identify relationships between Derrida's
notion of 'différance' – meaning both to differ and to difer; the cognitive linguistic view
which identifies difference, seriality and meaning expansion as key characteristics of
metonymy, and interdisciplinary art practice which, through its 'generically disrespectful
and promiscuous' approach can offer a new pragmatic view of metonymy (Carter 2004: 9).
I suggest that the linguistic definition of metonymy as a 'stands for' relation within one
domain or domain matrix, is not easily applicable to non-linguistic forms of analysis,
including visual arts, music, and multimodal forms of expression, where a complex mix of
information is being navigated. The 'stands for' definition of metonymy fails to capture
two key characteristics of this cognitive process; firstly, the ability of metonymy to
highlight difference - as compared with metaphor, which highlights commonalities – and
secondly, its tendency to form chains.
I develop this idea with reference to my own art practice, from initial conception of the
artwork, through metonymic 'material thinking' in which ideas are developed through
close interaction with materials, tools and locality, to the point of presentation and
interaction with an audience, where new (unforeseen) meanings are generated.
I consider how this might connect with the cognitive linguistic view of serial metonymy
and source-meaning elaboration expressed by Brigitte Nerlich (Nerlich 2001: 245-272),
Armin Burkhardt (Burkhardt 1996: 178), and Klaus-Uwe Panther (Panther 2006: 147185). Finally, I conclude that a pragmatic definition of metonymy as 'a cognitive process
of meaning expansion within a domain or domain matrix', has the potential to reveal the
true significance of metonymy in cognition.
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