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This paper studies the factors influencing the choice of designating one concept, i.e. 

GOVERNMENT, by either a metonymic or a non-metonymic expression. For example, CHINESE 

GOVERNMENT can be expressed by the metonymic capital name Beijing, or the literal phrase 

the Chinese government. In line with current developments in Cognitive Sociolinguistics, we 

argue that the alternation is not a question of free variation, but signals a specific lectal 

stratification of the linguistic community. In this cast study, we focus on the variation 

between two varieties of Chinese: Mainland Chinese (MC) and Taiwan Chinese (TC). 

As a ubiquitous metonymy, CAPITAL/COUNTRY FOR GOVERNMENT has generated considerable 

interest in Cognitive Linguistics (cf. Markert&Nissim 2003; Brdar&Brdar-Szabó2009). Given 

the usage-based nature of language, Cognitive Linguistics necessarily has to incorporate 

social variation as a crucial aspect of linguistic structure (cf. Kristiansen &Dirven 2008; 

Geeraerts, Kristiansen &Peirsman 2010). However, there has been relatively little analysis of 

metonymy conducted with an eye to social variation. 

We compiled a corpus with newspaper articles and Usenet postings from two varieties of 

Chinese, i.e. Mainland Chinese (MC) and Taiwan Chinese (TC). Firstly, we developed an 

inventory of alternative expressions for GOVERNMENT, i.e. literal expressions (zheng-fu 

government, dang-ju authorities), country names (e.g. zhong-guo China), capital names 

(e.g.hua-sheng-dun Washington) etc. Then, we confronted all these expressions against the 

corpus and manually extracted those observations with GOVERNMENT interpretation. For each 

extracted observation, we coded the stylistic register (news vs. postings), the language variety 

(MC vs. TC), the topic of the context (political, entertainment, tourism etc.), the syntactic 

position (subject, object, adverbial of place etc.), and a number of discursive features (e.g. 

juxtaposed metonymies) as independent variables, with the response variable being the 

semantic status of the alternative expressions: metonymic (i.e. country/capital names) or non-

metonymic (e.g. the XX government). Finally, the data was analyzed with the help of the 

mixed-effect logistic regression method. 



Data resources 

People's Daily (Mainland Chinese newspaper articles) 

Tianya Club (Mainland Chinese Usenet postings) 

United News Group (Taiwan Chinese newspaper articles) 

PTT.tw (Taiwan Chinese Usenet postings) 
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