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Cognitive interpretation of the generalization of English proper nouns 
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Abstract: This paper is designed to probe into the generalization of proper nouns in English from the perspective of 

cognitive linguistics. Through the analysis of relevant linguistic facts, it is found that the conversion of proper nouns into 

common nouns has the following three characteristics: First, token concept and type concept of proper nouns are the 

semantic bases and prerequisites of the generalization. Second, the generalization of proper nouns embodies the economy 

principle of language, which is also an effective use of existing language resources. Third, there exists a relation of 

contiguity between the things denoted by proper nouns and the things denoted by generalized proper nouns, and the 

former can be transformed into the latter through metonymy perspectivization. This phenomenon can produce implicit, 

elegant and vivid pragmatic effects. 
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一、问题的提出 
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Huddleston Pullum[3]

[4]

polysemy

chocolate

Quirk [5]

dual class membership

reclassification

conversion Picasso
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Lyons[6] Corbett[7]

recategoriza- 

tion Radden Dirven[8] We did (pages of) 

Shakespeare today.

hybrid nouns [9]

[10]
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[11] [12] [13] [14]

 

 

二、专有名词普通化的语义和语法特征 

Langacker[15]

Quisling

 

1

2

3

 

(1) a. Dickens (Dickens for his works) is on the 
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top shelf[16]. 

b. I know there are two Oxfords (cities called 

Oxford), why not two Nepals (countries called 

Nepal)[17]? 

c. Some Rembrandts (Rembrandt for his 

paintings) were hung in the living room [17]. 

d. A Ford (car made by Ford Motor Company) 

enjoys great popularity among young people. 

1a - 1d Dickens Oxford

Rembrandt Ford

1a Dickens

1b Oxford

Nepal

1c Rembrandt

1d Ford

a two some

 

三、专有名词普通化的语义基础 

[2]

Jackendoff[18]

 

Jackendoff[18] Semantics and Cognition

token type

...a 

mental construct of potentially elaborate internal 

structure, which can be projected into awareness as a 

unified entity

...the information that the organism creates and 

stores when it learns a category

/

/ / [18 19]

China

china

Curie

Mr. & Madame Curie

Champagne

 

 

（一） 专名人物词义概念的二元性 

Judas name of a man

2  

(2) Judas was one of the twelve disciples of 

Jesus. 

3 Judas  

(3) In the Anti-Japanese War, he betrayed his 

motherland. He’s such a Judas. 

Judas name of a man
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Judas people like Judas

3 Judas

 

IS AN INSTANCE OF [18]  

（二）专名地点词义概念的二元性 

 

(4) The climate of the British Isles is mild with a 

lot of rain. 

the British Isles Great Britain 

and Ireland and adjacent islands in the north Atlantic

 

(5) To read Dickens you would never know there 

would be a British Isles that is not fogbound[17]. 

British Isles

[17] British 

Isles

 

（三）专名事件词义概念的二元性 

 

(6) The Democratic National Committee’s 

headquarters was located in the Watergate Complex in 

Washington. 

6 Watergate Complex

name of buildings

7 Watergate

 

(7) We can’t afford another Watergate in the 

firm. 

Watergate Scandal

1972

6 17

Watergate

Watergate

Watergate

Watergate

another

[12]  

 

四、专有名词普通化的认知动因 

Principle of 

Least Effort Zipf

[20]

https://www.zhihu.com/search?q=%E8%AF%AD%E4%B9%89%E5%8E%9F%E5%9E%8B&search_source=Entity&hybrid_search_source=Entity&hybrid_search_extra=%7B%22sourceType%22%3A%22answer%22%2C%22sourceId%22%3A728173384%7D
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[21]

[19]  

（一）现有语言资源的语义和功能扩展 

[19]

3 Judas 5 British Isles

7 Watergate  

（二）信息编码的简单原则 

Chater[22] simplicity

briefest 

representation

8  

(8) a. He’s got a Van Gogh in his den. 

   b. We did pages of Shakespeare today[8]. 

   c. They are Shakespeares of our country. 

Van Gog 19

• Shakespeare

8a Van Gogh •

Shakespeare 8b

8c

Van Gogh’s 

painting Shakespeare’s works successful writers 

and poets like Shakespeare

 

3 He’s such a Judas.

He’s such a person like Judas.

 

五、专有名词普通化的认知机制 
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relation of 

contiguity [23]

 

Heine, Claudi Hünnemeyer [24]

generalizing

isolating metaphorical

cork-oak oak

tree plant

inclusiveness

[19,24]  

Taylor[16] perspectivization

Monday

My birthday falls this year 

on a Monday

a Monday-morning feeling

Monday

Taylor[16]

suppress

[19]

 

(9) a. I’m taking Maxim Gorky this semester. 

b. She’s got a Da Vinci in her sitting-room. 

Maxim Gorky Da Vinci

•

Maxim 

Gorky Da Vinci

•

 

(10) War is the sword of Damocles that still 

hangs over mankind. 

2015 9 3 70

10 the sword of Damocles

Damocles Damocles

Damocles

the sword of Damocles

 

 

结语 
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1

2

3

 

注释： 

① 文章中部分未标注出处的例句来自海词（http://dict. 

cn/）。 

② 湖南师范大学秦裕祥教授为本文提出宝贵的修改意见，

谨致谢忱。 

参考文献： 

[1] [M]

2002 42  

[2] JESPERSEN O The Philosophy of Grammar[M]. 

London George Allen & Unwin Ltd 1924 65-70  

[3] HUDDLESTON R PULLUM G The Cambridge 

Grammar of the English Language[M] Cambridge

Cambridge University Press 2002 334  

[4] 

[M] 2019 32  

[5] QUIRK R GREENBAUM S LEECH G et al A 

Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language[M]. 

London Longman 1985 245-252  

[6] LYONS J Introduction to Theoretical Linguistics[M]. 

Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1995 282-283  

[7] CORBETT G G Number[M] Cambridge Cambridge 

University Press 2004 84-87  

[8] RADDEN G DIRVEN R Cognitive English 

Grammar[M] Amsterdam/Philadelphia John Benjamins 

Publishing Company 2007 71-78  

[9] [J]

2008(1) 86-89 95  

[10] [J]

2010(1) 1-4 15  

[11] [J]

1986(4) 21-29  

[12] [J]

1991(1) 38-42  

[13] [J]

1992(2) 43-46  

[14] [J]

1993(2) 82-86  

[15] LANGACKER R W Foundations of Cognitive Grammar 

(Volume Ⅰ) Theoretical Prerequisites[M] Beijing Peking 

University Press 2004 183  

[16] TAYLOR J R Linguistic Categorization Prototypes in 

Linguistic Theory (Second Edition)[M] Oxford

Clarendon Press 1995 122-123  

[17] [M] 1990

202-203  

[18] JACKENDOFF R Semantics and Cognition[M]. 

Cambridge Mass The MIT Press 1983 77-88  

[19] ——

[M]

2018 7-16  

[20] ZIPF G K Human Behavior and the Principle of Least 

Effort An Introduction to Human Ecology[M]. 

Cambridge Mass Addison-Wesley Press INC 1949  

[21] Zipf [J]

2005(1) 87-95  

[22] CHATER N The search for simplicity A fundamental 

cognitive principle?[J] Journal of Experimental 

Psychology 1999(2) 273-302  

[23] UNGERER F SCHMID H J An Introduction to 

Cognitive Linguistics[M] Beijing Foreign Language 

Teaching and Research Press 2008 115  

[24] HEINE B CLAUDI U HÜNNEMEYER F. 

Grammaticalization A Conceptual Framework[M]. 

Chicago University of Chicago Press 1991 42-44  

 

责任编辑：黄燕妮 

 


