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Anna Bączkowska 

Constructivism and constructionism 
in language and cognition 

 
The paper discusses two notions – constructivism and constructionism – 
which sound similar but in fact designate two distinct areas of research. While 
the former flows from psychology (J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky, J. Bruner) and is 
primarily interested in cognition and language acquisition/learning, the latter 
is more languageoriented and deals with a linguistic analysis of language 
units, which are believed to be constructions, i.e. formmeaning pairing (C. 
Fillmore, A. Goldberg, W. Croft). The aim of the discussion, however, is not 
only to argue that the two programmes belong in separate fields of 
knowledge, but also to demonstrate that there are psychological and linguistic 
approaches on which they express similar views (behaviourism, cognitivism). 
 
Keywords: constructivism, constructive grammar, cognition, language 
learning, usagebased model 
 
 
1.Introduction 
 
The present paper deals with two concepts that sound similar, yet are 
preoccupied with issues explored by distinct disciplines. One is a 
question of psychology, the other is a question pursued by linguistics. 
In simple terms, constructivism is more concerned with how language 
is learned while constructionism, or construction grammar, 
concentrates primarily on language as a system. There is a point of 
convergence which links the two theories: they share similar views on 
theses voiced by Chomskyan or Langackerian cognitivism. Our 
discussion will thus revolve around two axes, one connected with the 
structure of language and the other with cognition. The overall aim 
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will be to demonstrate common commitments and divergent sources 
that underlie the two programmes.  

 
2. Constructivism 

The beginnings of constructivism may be traced back to John Dewey, 
who promoted an educational approach of learning through doing. 
This pragmatic view assessed learning effects against a practical 
benchmark, such as problem solving in the context of a school 
environment. The father of constructive thought is traditionally 
claimed to be Jean F. Piaget. His constructive theory of the mind and 
how it acquires language speaks of language in terms of constructions. 
A child is believed to map the real world in his mind in an imperfect 
way, namely by creating (constructing) some approximations 
(constructions). This assumption reveals not only how the world is 
conceptualised by the human being, but also the fact that it is the 
human factor that determines actively the nature of these 
constructions. A child is thus seen as an active constructor of his 
knowledge about the world, and he achieves it through actions 
(experiential basis of constructions). As we can learn about the world 
only indirectly, through logical operations, our image of the world is 
its imperfect reflection and an approximation of what is out there.  

The actions a learner engages in while experiencing the world are, 
according to Piaget, adaptation and accommodation. As Piaget was a 
biologist, while considering these processes he harks back to the 
mechanisms of learning typical of the animal realm to account for 
reactions occurring between the human being and his environment, 
and to show how living organisms adapt to it given all conditions and 
constraints. In particular, he describes the case of a Great Pond Snail 
() located in still and tranquil waters, mildly disturbed 
waters, or severely disturbed waters (i.e. with high waves and strong 
winds). Interestingly, a snail exposed to the last conditions, in order to 
stabilize its position and keep in place, attaches itself to a strong 
support, which results in dilation of the opening and adhering to the 
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support. This makes the snail curve its spine which, in the long run, 
shortens it. The consequence of such adaptive behaviour is visible in 
the snail’s changing shape: it is more curved and globular, as 
compared with the first two conditions wherein a snail tends to 
develop a more elongated shape. However, these changes are not 
permanent. When placed in tranquil waters (aquarium), the offspring 
of globular snails are elongated. This speaks for the high adaptive 
skills of the Great Pond Snail. A child adapts to his environment in a 
similar manner, as changes taking place in the environment trigger 
shifts in the behaviour of living organisms. In line with Piaget, two 
processes are responsible for such shifts: accommodation and 
assimilation. Whilst the former is concerned with generalisation of 
existing categories allowing for new categories, the latter posits that 
new knowledge builds upon what is already known. 

Lev Vygotsky is also associated with constructivism, yet rather 
than seeing the source of learning mechanisms in logical operations of 
an active constructor (a child), he gives priority to social environment; 
that is to say to other people who, while interacting with a child, 
mediate between the environment and the constructed world. 
Communication with adults does not only allow the trying out of 
internalised knowledge, it is also supportive in terms of error 
correction. On the other hand, another scholar associated with 
constructivism, Jerome Bruner, posits, just like Piaget, that learning is 
an active process whereby a learner hypothesises, solves problems, 
makes decisions and reorganises his knowledge.  

To summarise what has been said thus far let us cite Fosnot (2005), 
who characterises constructivism as “knowing”, and the process of 
“coming to know” as a process that emerges. These key points are 
juxtaposed with transmitted or discovered truths. The truths tethered 
to constructivism are believed to be “developmental, nonobjective” 
that require involvement in “meaningmaking in cultural and social 
communities of discourse”, and that trigger the “selfregulatory 
process of struggling with the conflict between existing personal 
models of the world and discrepant new insights”. The final results of 
these processes are “new representations and models of reality”, 
which are seen “as a human meaningmaking venture with culturally 
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developed tools and symbols, and further negotiating such meaning 
through cooperative social activity, discourse, and debate in 
communities of practice” (Fosnot, 2005: ix). A learner, then, constructs 
individual meanings by reflecting the image of the world. These 
constructions are not stable, however, and they undergo a process of 
restructuring and rediscovering.  

All the abovementioned theories share an interest in problem 
solving strategies and mechanisms of learning that promote the 
adaptive skills of the learner, knowledge modification (re
construction), and focusing on external factors which have an impact 
on learning. In the remainder of this section we shall compare 
constructivism with behaviourism and with the first and second 
generation of cognitivism.  

A problem solving approach to learning is typical of 
constructivism, whereas teaching abstract constructs was promoted by 
behaviourism. Accordingly, reflection and remembering are the 
notions associated with constructivism and behaviourism respectively. 
Naturally, learning through problem solving is experiencebased, 
experimental, subjective and creative. It arises out of a need to solve 
reallife problems encountered in the vicinity, i.e. in a familiar 
environment. Causeandeffect and linear reasoning, on the other 
hand, were pursued by behaviourism, with the learning process 
focused on a classroom, i.e. in an environment which is artificial and 
separated from reality. Constructivism shows how to learn rather than 
what to learn, the latter being so typical of behaviourism, and learning 
results are measured through selfevaluation and collaborative work 
rather than a yesno test fashion as well as through measuring of 
individual progress.  

Juxtaposing cognitivism with constructivism should be discussed 
along different lines. Cognitivism, its first generation to be more 
precise (i.e. Chomskyan cognitivism), maintained that some 
knowledge is innate, which is not the case in constructivism. Piaget 
was of the opinion that a child was born with an empty slate (
) and all knowledge was gained through experience during his life. 
It was thus externallydriven. As a result, rules emerge out of inborn 
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data for a nativist, and are discovered through interaction with the 
external world for a constructivist. While it was absent in 
behaviourism, creativity was advocated by both constructivism and 
first generation cognitivism. As for second generation cognitivism, the 
Lakoffian model permits some form of innateness as imageschemas 
are believed to develop in the prenatal stage (for example, the concept 
of inclusion is claimed to emerge in the` second month of the feotus). 
The Langackerian version is not in favour of this thesis, as language is 
assumed to be gained through interaction with a language community, 
culture and the environment. The approach towards this issue is not 
unified within cognitive linguistics.  

Putting this unresolved question aside, constructivism (Cv) seems 
to share a lot with cognitive linguistics (CL). Both programmes look at 
learning as an active process, wherein a learner is truly engaged in 
meaning construal. As a consequence, knowledge is subjective and 
relative, which is also a claim associated with both Cv and CL. 
Vygotsky stresses the role of social interaction; CL, too, admits the 
impact of social aspects on language. The role of environment in 
knowledge acquisition (through experience) is given priority in 
constructivism and second generation cognitivism. It must be 
remembered that Piaget’s theory was concerned with general cognitive 
abilities, language competences included, so it was not a theory 
concerned specifically with language learning. Likewise, although CL 
deals largely with linguistic matters it is also interested in general 
language faculties, as knowledge is domaingeneral not domain
specific. Both theories combine research on language with research on 
general cognitive abilities. Finally, biological adaptation noticed by 
Piaget, on the other hand, bears strong resemblance to enactment 
theory offered by CL (Varela et al. 1992). 

 
3. Constructionism 
 
Grammar of construction, which we will also call constructionism in 
this paper, is not a single coherent theory. It engulfs a number of 
‘schools’. The most frequently cited authors associated with this theory 
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are Fillmore, Croft and Goldberg. Constructionism is also discernible 
in Langacker, Tomasello, Bowerman and Choi, although with some 
reservations. Created as a reaction against componential analysis 
(which treated syntax, phonology and semantics as separate elements 
of language) and as a theory to grapple with the analysis of idioms 
(which were particularly problematic for componential models), 
constructionism sees these components of language as unified entities 
that bind language into a single construction (a symbolic unit).  

We shall start the discussion of this model of grammar with a 
definition of construction. Constructions are “theoretical entities” and 
“formmeaning correspondences” which “themselves carry meaning, 
independently of the words in the sentence” (Goldberg, 1995: 1). They 
operate in abstraction from the lexical items which compose and 
initiate them; therefore, the meaning of a construction cannot be 
predicted by studying solely the meaning of its components. This 
thesis is expressed as follows (Goldberg, 1995: 4):  

 
C is a CONSTRUCTION iffdef C is a formmeaning pair Fi, Si> such 

that some aspect of Fi or some aspect of Si is not strictly predictable from 
C’s component parts or from other previously  established constructions.  

 
The formmeaning pairing is understood in Langackerian terms as 

a symbolic relation (predicateform) which is largely semantically 
motivated. A construction is thus a symbolic unit wherein the 
predicate is accounted for by conceptual metaphors, imageschemas, 
prototypes, etc. A construction, unlike in Chomskyan linguistics, is 
noncompositional, just like symbolic units in Langackerian linguistics. 
The relations between form and meaning are internal in the case of 
symbolic units, while they remain external for componential models 
(Croft, 2007: 472). This means that composite elements of a 
construction (semantic and syntactic structures) are merged into one 
monolith  a symbolic unit  while in componential models a syntactic 
structure is separate from a semantic structure.  

Grammar consists of constructions rather than syntactic units, 
which enjoy the status of “basic units of language” (Goldberg, 1995: 5). 
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While syntactic units, favoured by Chomskyan generative
transformation grammar, are treated in an atomistic fashion, 
constructions span groups of syntactic units and transgress traditional 
division into morphology, syntax, phonology, semantics, and 
pragmatics. Being formmeaning pairing, constructions involve both 
notions typical of (cognitive) semantics as well as pragmatics on the 
one hand, and morphology, syntax and phonology on the other. Thus, 
a construction stands for any notion, be it an idiom, a syntactic 
sequence, a word or a morpheme. Words, morphemes, idioms and 
phrases are all constructions which integrate elements of varying 
length and complexity, all of which are of equal importance. That is to 
say, for example, that the preposition is not ancillary and servile 
relative to other ‘more important’ parts of speech, such as the verb or 
the noun, as the verb together with the preposition constitute one 
construction. This continuum often makes it difficult to pinpoint a 
borderline between lexicon and grammar; in particular the boundary 
is blurred in the case of verbparticle constructions (Goldberg, 1995: 7). 
In sum, this model of grammar denies a clearcut borderline between 
lexicon, syntax, morphology, phraseology, etc. and promotes a 
syntaxlexicon continuum (Croft, 27: 471). 

Now, sentences with the same words but placed in different order 
with slight grammatical modifications render different meanings, as in 
the following examples cited by Goldberg (1995: 2) from other 
scholars:  

  
(1) a.   Bees are swarming in the garden. 

b.   The garden is swarming with bees. (Fillmore, 1968, fn. 49) 
(2) a.   I loaded the hay onto the truck. 

b.   I loaded the truck with the hay. (Anderson, 1971) 
  
While in (1a.) and (2b.) the garden and the truck are full of the entities 
expressed by the second noun (bees, hay), in (1b.) and (2a.) only a part 
of the entity encoded by the first nouns (garden, truck) is probably 
occupied. These interesting and simple examples prove that we are 
dealing here with two different constructions in each pair of sentences, 
although the words used to describe the scene are similar. Syntactic 
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forms impose the meaning of the whole construction. We have just 
illustrated what Goldberg dubbed the ‘Principle of No Synonymy of 
Grammatical Forms’ (1995: 3).  

Along with purely linguistic matters, construction grammar is also 
interested in how language is processed, i.e. in psycholinguistic 
matters. It is one of the fundamental claims of constructionism that 
“there is a uniform representation of all grammatical knowledge in the 
speaker’s mind in the form of generalized construction” (Croft, 2007: 
471). These generalizations arise from stored exemplars. 
Generalizations are, according to Goldberg (2006: 46), not complete 
abstractions insulated from their concrete progenitors but partial 
abstractions, as they encode selective properties of exemplars. That 
means that exemplarbased categories coexist with itemspecific 
instances. On the basis of exemplars, extensions are also generated. 
The process is conducted with relative ease, as maintained by 
Tomasello (2003). Goldberg (2006: 126) posits that children tend to 
make generalisations based on the verb, because there is a high clue 
validity as the meaning of the whole construction (argument frame) 
builds on the meaning of the verb. 

Constructions are conventionalised, and they are learned as one 
chunk in a bottomup fashion, just as it is claimed in the Lexical 
Approach to learning/teaching1 (Lewis, 1997). In line with 
Langackerian cognitive grammar, the bottomup paradigm assigns a 
fundamental role to concrete samples of language used in real context, 
i.e. it is concerned with language usage rather than language use 
(abstract rules and decontextualised examples). Constructions are 
learned, assimilated and stored whenever input data permit. This 
thesis obviously underestimates the role of innate language voiced by 
generativism. Language usage is given priority over language use. 
Constructions are not only learned but also stored as one unit; this 
means that a learner does not put together separate elements on the 

                                                           

1 An interesting discussion on construction grammar in language teaching has been 
presented by A. Kaleta (2009) 
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fly, i.e. while speaking, but retrieves readymade chunks (Goldberg, 
2006: 4). A similar view is maintained by the Lexical Approach to 
learning/teaching. Of course, the capacity of a learner’s memory is 
limited, thus not all chunks heard or seen join the mental lexicon, the 
selection of constructions being constrained largely by the parameter 
of frequency of occurrence. Regardless of the internal complexity of a 
construction, therefore, the chunks which one encounters most often 
are more likely to get entrenched. Interestingly, the degree of meaning 
predictability of a construction on the basis of its composite elements is 
not seen as a crucial condition of memorability (Goldberg, 2006: 5). 

From the above it transpires that constructionism is strongly 
affiliated with a usagebased approach to language analysis and 
learning, which sees language actually used by language users as the 
most appropriate data for a linguistic analysis. eemphasising the 
role of reflection and speculation of a single linguist and 
underestimating the value of prescriptive grammars based on data 
extracted from a linguist’s mind and, in lieu of these, advocating 
descriptive grammars,   examination, extracted typically 
from large language data, such as language corpora is the crucial shift 
in linguistic accounts observable in recent decades. By relying on 
linguistic evidence rather than speculation, pragmatics is given greater 
priority than in the past, and is often merged with semantics. In 
constructionism, as already mentioned, a continuum between 
pragmatics and semantics is also voiced.  

In construction grammar, grammatical patterning is not only 
believed to reside in linguistic expressions (evidenced in language 
usage as opposed to use); it is also claimed to be semantically 
motivated. As in Langacker’s notion of a symbolic unit, in other 
incarnations of construction grammar it is the symbolic nature of 
language that is put to the fore. In other words, language consists of 
constructions of varying length and complexity with the constant 
property of combing form and meaning; that is to say semantics and 
syntax being merged into one indivisible symbol/construction.  

While constructionism is completely at odds with generative
transformation linguistics developed by Chomsky, there is a point of 
convergence for construction grammar and Chomsky’s proposal. It is 
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actually only the first part of the name of his theory that appeals to 
constructionism – generative. Goldberg (1995: 7) says that 
“Construction Grammar is generative in the sense that it tries to 
account for the infinite number of expressions that are allowed by the 
grammar while attempting to account for the fact that an infinite 
number of other expressions are ruled out or disallowed”. 
Furthermore, in constructionism language productivity is interpreted 
as resulting from language creativity. Creativity is thus the point of 
convergence which links construction grammar with Chomsky’s 
generative approach (Goldberg, 2006: 22). Finally, constructive 
grammar and generativism agree that language should be viewed as a 
cognitive, i.e. mental, faculty (Goldberg 2006: 4).  

On the other hand, as already signalled, construction grammar 
shares a lot with cognitive grammar. Actually, cognitive grammar is 
believed to be an example of construction grammar (Croft, 2007). To 
sum up what has been said thus far, both programmes (CL and 
constructionism) assume that language consists of indivisible 
constructions. These constructions span single morphemes as well as 
complex syntactic units. The units are symbolic; their internal 
structures are permanently merged and form a single configuration. 
Their view is also similar when it comes to issues concerned with 
language acquisition: both models have a similar approach to 
categorization (exemplarbased) as well as language learning and 
language analysis (usagebased model).  

 
4. Concluding remarks 
 
Constructivism and constructivism remain two separate domains of 
knowledge, with different sources of origin and aims pursued, as well 
as distinct methodological tools employed in research. Nevertheless, it 
has been the purpose of this paper to demonstrate, along with the 
differences, some points of convergence existing between the two 
programmes. While the theories definitely disagree with theses 
expounded by behaviourism and the symbolic in nature, first 
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number of other expressions are ruled out or disallowed”. 
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sum up what has been said thus far, both programmes (CL and 
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4. Concluding remarks 
 
Constructivism and constructivism remain two separate domains of 
knowledge, with different sources of origin and aims pursued, as well 
as distinct methodological tools employed in research. Nevertheless, it 
has been the purpose of this paper to demonstrate, along with the 
differences, some points of convergence existing between the two 
programmes. While the theories definitely disagree with theses 
expounded by behaviourism and the symbolic in nature, first 
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generation cognitivism, they both subscribe to the views voiced by 
second generation cognitivism (constructivist or even connectionist in 
nature). It is true that constructivism and constructionism stem from 
and are primarily interested in areas of research which remain parallel, 
yet some crisscrossing is discernible, notably in the way they approach 
language as being a part of more general cognitive processes.  
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arta ogusawskaTafelska,  
Sabina Świderska, Katarzyna Wiśniewska 

The ecolinguistics of interpersonal communication 

This paper presents our preliminary, ‘warmup’ research the general idea of 
which is to apply the ecolinguistic frame in the empirical work over the 
language process. The philosophy of language that ecolinguistics has at its 
methodological base, contains several assumptions which are central in the 
present analysis;  the starting point assumption is that natural language is one 
of the life processes, within the continuum of the ecosphere; as such, language 
is to be looked at and studied within the multilayer context it naturally 
occurs. For us the immediate consequence of this general prerequisite is that 
language and any communicative undertakings are dynamic, nonlinear, 
situationspecificecosystemspecific, emergentmomentary and chaotic. The 
empirical study, which is reported on in the second part of the paper, was 
aimed to trace these parameters of language and communication in the 
studied ecosystem.  
 
Keywords: ecolinguistics, language ecosystem, chaotic language, nonlinear 
language, ecolinguistic homeostasis, egocentrism of the language process 

1.  Introduction 

The aim of the present paper is twofold; firstly, we intend to outline the 
ecolinguistic paradigm as our methodological choice for the current 
study. The ecological approach allows for the investigation into 
language behavior in its local, momentary and nonlinear nature. Hence 
Mϋhlhäusler’s position is supported here, according to which the 
ecolinguistic perspective in the language studies, parameterrich as it is, 
constitutes a promising methodological ground for a more applicable 
linguistics (2003:1). This applicational potential, in turn, brings the 
scientific efforts closer to ‘what is’ rather than ‘what should be’, or to 
‘what model can encapsulate it’. It seems that linguistics today, with its 
interdisciplinary ambitions and dynamic prerequisites, becomes the 
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study of ‘man being and acting in the world’. Furthermore, natural 
language is treated as one of the life processes, within the continuum of 
the ecosphere; as such, it is to be looked at and studied within the 
multilayer context it naturally occurs.   

 brief theoretical introduction of the conceptualterminological 
domain will be complemented by the report from the research 
undertaken to analyse chosen ecolinguistic aspects of human 
communication. In the study, the educational ecosystem of the Faculty 
of Humanities, UWM, Olsztyn, is our ecosystem of choice. 

2.  The ecology of language 

Ecology studies life processes from the perspective of the relations of 
organisms to their environment. One’s relations with the environment 
naturally include the relations with other people around who 
constitute a part of the environment. Hence, communication processes 
within everchanging, multilayer grid of life processes become an 
object of investigation of ecolinguistics.  

2.1.  Ecolinguistics vs. cognitive linguistics 

Ecolinguistics is by all means closely related to and cooperating with 
contemporary cognitive linguistics1. It seems that the primary 
methodological diversity between these two paradigms is founded on 
the difference in stress distribution: cognitive linguistics is relating all 
human behaviors  linguistic activity included  to the mind structures. 
The architecture and  processing of the human mind becomes a main 
point of reference in cognitive analyses. In the meantime, 
ecolinguistics notices the need to shift the focal point from the 
cognitive system onto the momentary, dynamic links between the 
cognitive system and the rest of the intraorganism, interorganism and 
environmental context.  

                                                 
1 Cognitive linguistics is not to be miscomprehended as Cognitive Grammar model or 

Cognitive Semantics model. Cognitivism is here understood as the multidimensional, complex 
study of the human condition, aiming at interdisciplinary, however, not reductionist studies into the 
language process as related to the mind.  
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In the cognitive literature on human mind and language the 
conjecture has been expressed that modern linguistics with the 
interdisciplinary ambitions makes its way towards the higherlevel 
scientific awareness which can one day be realized in one 
interdisciplinary scientific paradigm, universal for natural and social 
sciences; such a unifying paradigm, the metamodel, could function as 
the key to understand man as a mentalphysiological organism being 
and acting in the world (cf. ogusawskaTafelska, 2008a, 2008b; Cat, 
2007; Penrose, 1995). The metamodel would have to be process
oriented rather than structureoriented; it would have to define the 
mechanisms governing the everevolving, parametersensitive mental 
and nonmental stuff, rather than rigid structures, regardless their 
conventionalized content and timebound and timelimited truth 
conditions. While such linguistic models as Cognitive Grammar model 
that helps to investigate the mental content participating in linguistic 
processes; or cultural linguistics model which studies the collective 
mind’s structures and processes with reference to language, the 
ecolinguistic paradigm offers an essential macroview, a 
methodological bond which, on the one hand, ascertains the value of 
complementary ‘local’ efforts to investigate human language; on the 
other hand, transcends timeconditioned constraints of the language 
process as studied by means of other theoretical models.  

There is a methodological and practical need to notice the aspects 
of timelimitedness in modern linguistic research about human 
language; it seems that all linguists have learned about human 
language, its lexicon, grammar, mental unfolding or cultural colouring 
is to be verified by time. ‘Local’ linguistic analyses focus on inputs, 
structures and outcomes, which are premarked for their temporary 
accuracy; they are temporary, fleeting, subject to natural mutations 
and undergoing constant fluctuation. In this sense, a lot of work done 
in the area of the language studies can be described as a chronicler’s 
work. To illustrate, in spoken, informal Polish a subjectless 
construction ‘w gazecie pisze, że ..’, ‘na opakowaniu pisze, że..’ 
(instead the formal grammatical form ‘w gazecie, na opakowaniu jest 
napisane, że..’)2 has long been regarded by normativists as incorrect 

                                                 
2 Eng. ‘In the news paper it is written that..’; ‘On the box, it is written that..’ 
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and outofdate. In the online Polish anguage Guide of Jagiellonian 
University one can find the information that for the time being the 
controversial, subjectless construction, used by speakers and opposed 
to by some linguistics, is going to be accepted as the norm, due to its 
popular usage. There are voices among best recognized Polish 
language specialists which announce it correct and acceptable already. 
This example shows grammatical and lexical dynamics of the language 
process; if one considers other levels of the language process like 
cognitive links between language and mind, one would also notice a 
particular internal fluctuation. Bearing this in mind, Mϋhlhäusler’s 
concern seems wellgrounded; the scholar criticizez efforts to build 
two dimetional models for multidimentional phenomena like 
language (1995).  Patton happily observes that the process studies 
approach is very ‘threatening to our need for order’ (2002:124). Thus 
we have the inclination towards capturing the fleeting and momentary 
phenomena in ‘a stop frame’ of the scientific model, theory or 
definition. Ecolinguistics transcends time limits and points to the 
mechanisms which navigate the language processes, 
nonlinear and ‘chaotic’ as they actually are.   

2.2.  Nonlinear and chaotic nature of human language 

In the studies on communication processes, the ecolinguistic paradigm 
makes it possible to account for the dynamic, nonlinear, one can say 
‘chaotic’ (cf. Gleick, 1998; Patton, 2002:118128) nature of the language 
process. The ecolinguistic perspective in the language studies 
embraces an essentially wide context for language and all 
communication events, in order to make the scientific investigation 
functionally potent. In this effort to embrace the optimal language 
context, one touches upon language issues which can be nicely 
described by Gleick’s words: ‘(..) a pattern with disturbances. An 
orderly disorder’ (1998:15). Thus, chaotic phenomena are not to be 
perceived as negative, dysfunctional or disorderly. Rather, the 
metaphor of chaos denotes complexity and nonlinear dynamics of the 
language process, which, naturally, has its internal logic (cf. Patton, 
2002:123). This process embraces the cognitive patterns and processes 
of the communicators’ minds, momentary and constantly rearranging 
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as they are, together with interacting patterns and processes of the 
collective, ideal cognitive system (culture), and the situational, 
sociopolitical, geographical and environmental coparticipating 
phenomena; together, this multidimensional, multithematic context co
creates the meaning and outcome of any communicative act. In the 
ecolinguistic paradigm, meaning is not a property of the portion of 
language; rather, it is a dynamic compromise, the hereandnow effect 
of a given communication process ( cf. Mϋhlhäusler, 2003:9).  

 
As regards the accusation of languge being nonrational, which 

appears when linguists venture to consider this instantaneous and 
transient nature of language processes, we would like to accept this 
label;  the feature of language nonrationality is simply the result of: 

a. language being a process generated by communicators’ 
cognitive systems, which are never uniform in content, 
constantly rearrainging themselves, and which selectively 
absorb the information awailable to them – this is the cognitive 
phenomenon of bounded awareness (cf. Chugh and 
Bazerman, 2007). The selected input of the 
stimulation/information is, again, individual; thus, 
theoretically speaking, each of the communicators can pick up 
and focus on different aspects of the shared communication 
context (ibid.). What is rational for one mind, can be non
rational from the prespective of the other mind.  

b. communication scenario and outcome are subject to internal 
and external/environmental ad hoc’ shifts and turns   small  
disturbances which ultimately can change the communication 
direction altogether;  

c.  language, being a cognitive process, is a cultural process at 
the same time, hence language nonrationality may be the result 
of crosscultural ineffective communication, i.e. one’s low 
awareness of the interlocutor’s culture.  
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2.3. The direction of creative processes 

The ecolinguistic methodology proposes creative processes to be top
down processes, where higher order phenomena generate lower order 
phenomena, according to a happy analogy proposed by Dennett: it’s 
not the pot that makes the potter, but the potter that makes the pot 
(Dennett in Blackmore, 2009:83). Contrary to formal linguistic analyses 
starting from the portion of language and preoccupied with the 
systemic study, ecolinguistics starts from and always relates all 
language investigations to the essential human and environmental 
contexts.  

3. The research 

3.1. The objectives  

The purpose of the ecolinguistic experiment that is reported in the 
present paper was to examine a communicator’s linguistic response in 
the process of communication in correlation to (i) intrapersonal  
factors such as a person’s physical condition, emotions, optimistic 
versus pessimistic approach and personal experience, as well as (ii) 
interpersonal factors such as social and environmental influence 
or the phenomenon of the collective mind. In the study we intend to 
point to the parametersensitive and, as a result, momentary, local and 
transient nature of linguistic behavior.  

3.2.  The procedure 

The experiment included 20 randomly selected students of the Faculty 
of Humanities at the University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn.  
The respondents were asked for their opinion on the functioning of the 
Faculty and on their general perception of the faculty accommodation 
conditions. The questionnaire used to test  the respondents comprised 
of 5 closed questions with 4 possible answers to choose from for each 
question. The questionnaire was written in Polish so as to adapt the 
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tool of the experiment to the environment it was performed in, and 
consequently, to conduct the research in the respondents’ mother 
tongue. Chart 1 and 2 present Polish and English versions of the 
questionnaire: 
 

 

 

BADANIE OPINII STUDENTÓW WYDZIAŁU 

UMANISTYCZNEGO UNIWESYTETU WARMISKO

MAZURSKIEGO W OLSZTYNIE DOTYCZĄCE 

FUNKCJONOWANIA WYDZIAŁU ORAZ FUNKCJONALNOŚCI 

BUDYNKU WYDZIAŁU 

 

Ankieta składa się z pięciu pytań zamkniętych. Do każdego z pytań 

wybierz jedną odpowiedź, która jest odzwierciedleniem Twojej opinii: 

 

1. Jak oceniłbyś/oceniłabyś efektywność pracy administracji tego 

wydziału? (np. dziekanatu, sekretariatów) 

 

a) wysoka  b) zadowalająca  c) niska  d) niedopuszczalna 

 

2. Jak oceniłbyś/oceniłabyś funkcjonalność budynku tego wydziału? 

(np. korytarze, sale, schody, winda) 

 

a) wysoka  b) zadowalająca  c) niska  d) niedopuszczalna 
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3. Jak oceniłbyś/oceniłabyś użyteczność sprzętu znajdującego się w 

salach? (np. multimedia, tablice, ławki) 

 

a) wysoka  b) zadowalająca  c) niska  d) niedopuszczalna 

 

4. Jak oceniłbyś/oceniłabyś poziom zaplecza usługowo  

gastronomicznego oferowanego w budynku Wydziału 

Humanistycznego? (np. bar, usługi ksero) 

 

a) wysoka  b) zadowalająca  c) niska  d) niedopuszczalna 

 

5. Jak oceniłbyś/oceniłabyś funkcjonalność terenów wokół budynku? 

(np. schody, parking) 

a) wysoka  b) zadowalająca  c) niska  d) niedopuszczalna 

 

Dziękujemy za udział w badaniu. 

 

Chart 1.  Polish version of the questionnaire used in the research 
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THE SURVEY OF STUDENTS’ OPINION CONCERNING THE 

FUNCTIONING OF THE FACULTY AND THE FUNCTIONALITY 

OF THE BUILDING IT IS SITUATED IN; THE FACULTY OF 

HUMANITIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF WARMIA AND 

MAZURY IN OLSZTYN 

 
The questionnaire consists of 5 questions. For each of the question 

choose one answer which reflects your opinion: 

 
1. How would you evaluate the effectiveness of the administration of 

the faculty? (e.g. the dean’s room, the front offices) 

  
a) high  b) satisfactory  c) low  d) unacceptable 

 

2. How would you evaluate the functionality of the building of the 

faculty? (e.g. the corridors, the rooms, the stairs, the elevator)  

 
a) high  b) satisfactory  c) low  d) unacceptable 

 

3. How would you evaluate the usefulness of the equipment in the 

rooms and lecture halls in the building? (e.g. the multimedia, the 

boards, the desks) 

 
a) high  b) satisfactory  c) low  d) unacceptable 
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4. How would you evaluate the level of the catering facilities and 

services offered in the building of the Faculty of Humanities? (e.g. the 

bar, the Xerox services) 

 
a) high  b) satisfactory  c) low  d) unacceptable 

 

5. How would you evaluate the functionality of the building grounds? 

(e.g. the stairs, the car park) 

 
 a) high  b) satisfactory  c) low  d) unacceptable 

 

Thank you for taking part in the survey. 

 

Chart 2.  English translation of the questionnaire  

However, what is essential in this research procedure, the researchers 
decided to vary their emotionalbehavioural attitude acted out during 
the process of questioning. In other words, they approached the 
respondents either very optimistically  while conversing with one half 
of the respondents  people  or pessimistically  in conversation 
with the other half of the respondents. The optimistic approach 
included lots of smiles, general joy expressed by the body language, 
and the positive tone of speaking on the part of the researchers. The 
pessimistic approach included indifferent or a bit bitter tone, and the 
body language expressing general uneasiness and dissatisfaction. The 
aim of the abovementioned emotion manifestation, based on the 
conversation tone mediation, was to examine whether the change of 
the emotions expressed and conversation tone would have an 
influence on the respondents’ answers in the questionnaire. That is, 
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the process of questioning. In other words, they approached the 
respondents either very optimistically  while conversing with one half 
of the respondents  people  or pessimistically  in conversation 
with the other half of the respondents. The optimistic approach 
included lots of smiles, general joy expressed by the body language, 
and the positive tone of speaking on the part of the researchers. The 
pessimistic approach included indifferent or a bit bitter tone, and the 
body language expressing general uneasiness and dissatisfaction. The 
aim of the abovementioned emotion manifestation, based on the 
conversation tone mediation, was to examine whether the change of 
the emotions expressed and conversation tone would have an 
influence on the respondents’ answers in the questionnaire. That is, 
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whether they choose positive or negative adjectives to evaluate the 
faculty and the building facilities depending on the way they were 
approached by the researchers.   

3.3.  The results 

3.3.1. Ecolinguistic homeostasis in communication  

The results of the experiment appeared to be even more interesting 
and complex than expected. To begin with, all of the 4 adjectives (2 
negative ones: ‘unacceptable’, ‘low’; and 2 positive ones: ‘satisfactory’, 
‘high’) appeared in the respondents’ answers evaluating the Faculty of 
Humanities and its building. Chart 3 presents the percentages of 
different adjectives chosen in the two groups of the respondents 
approached optimistically or pessimistically: 
 

Conversation held in an optimistic tone 

(10 students) 

The choice of the negative adjectives: 

– ‘unacceptable’ – 4% of the 

responses 

–    ‘low’ – 34% of the responses 

The choice of the positive adjectives: 

– ‘satisfactory’ – 50% of the 

responses 

–    ‘high’ – 12% of the responses 

 

Conversation held in a pessimistic tone 

(10 students) 

The choice of the negative adjectives: 

– ‘unacceptable’ – 0% of the 

responses 

–    ‘low’ – 26% of the responses 

The choice of the positive adjectives: 

– ‘satisfactory’ – 58% of the 

responses 

–    ‘high’ – 16% of the responses 

 

Chart 3.The percentages of adjectives chosen by the respondents approached 
optimistically and pessimistically 
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The ecolinguistic experiment aimed at verifying the assumption that a 
pessimistic or an optimistic way of approaching the respondents 
during the survey may influence their responses in the questionnaire, 
that is, determine their choices of given adjectives. The research 
hypothesis had it that the researchers’ emotions and attitude may be 
infectious and may affect the respondents’ attitude, and consequently, 
their answers. However, analyzing the outcome of the experiment, the  
working hypothesis turned to be too narrow since the respondents’ 
answers and the observation of the whole procedure of the survey 
shed new light onto the investigated matter. Firstly, the main 
assumption of the experiment that the state of psychological optimism 
or pessimism of one communicator (the researcher in the present 
study) may influence the emotional state and response of the other 
communicator (the respondent in the present study) proved to be 
correct. However, the pessimistic or optimistic tone of the conversation 
imparted by the researchers, interestingly, turned out not to be 
infectious for the respondents. On the contrary, those respondents 
who noticed the pessimistic tone of the conversation tended to give 
more positive answers than the optimistically approached group (see 
chart 3). Consequently, the negative adjective ‘unacceptable’ appeared 
in 0% of their responses whereas in the optimistically approached 
group it was noted in 4% of the responses. A similar tendency may be 
observed in all the remaining answers (see chart 3). As a result, it may 
be hypothesized that the researchers did influence the respondents in a 
way that the subjects tended to behave in a more optimistic way and 
thus used more positive adjectives so as to comfort the pessimistic 
interlocutor/researcher. The preliminary conclusion is that one of the 
intrapersonal factors, specifically, emotions of a communicator and 
especially the feeling of empathy, operated in this part of the 
experiment. Furthermore, the subjects in the experiment seemed to 
direct the conversation towards a particular emotionallinguistic level 
of balance, which, in turn, could have an impact on the 
collective/community perception on the questionnaire issue. So,  we 
decided to label the observed mechanism the ecolinguistic  
homeostasis. The interactants in the communication showed a 
particular inclination to balance negative emotions and judgments by 
backcommunicating counterpoint views and emotions.  
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3.3.2.  The group psychology and the conversational outcome 

Secondly, during the experiment, the researchers noticed that the 
choice of the presented adjectives was dependent on many different 
factors apart from the researchers’ optimistic or pessimistic approach 
to the conversation with the respondents. For instance, when the 
respondents standing in a group of two or three people were to give 
answers to the questions, they tended to choose similar or even the 
same adjectives. Chart 4 presents the choice of adjectives in 4 groups of 
the respondents; 2 groups of two students and 2 groups of three 
students answering the questions: 
 

Group 1 
(two people) 

 
The choice of 
adjectives: 






‘unacceptable’ 0%

‘low’40%  

‘satisfactory’ 40% 

‘high’ 20%  







‘unacceptable’ 0% 

‘low’60%  

‘satisfactory’ 20% 

‘high’ 20%  

 

Group 2 
(two people) 

 
The choice of 
adjectives: 






‘unacceptable’ 20% 

‘low’40%  

‘satisfactory’ 40%  

‘high’ 0%  

 





‘unacceptable’ 20% 

‘low’40%  

‘satisfactory’ 40%  

‘high’ 0%  

 

Group 3 
(three people) 

 
The choice of 
adjectives: 






‘unacceptable’ 0% 

‘low’20%  

‘satisfactory’ 80% 

‘high’ 0%  

 





‘unacceptable’ 0%  

‘low’20%  

‘satisfactory’ 40%  

‘high’ 40%  

 

Group 4 
(three people) 

 
The choice of 
adjectives: 






‘unacceptable’ 0% 

‘low’40%  

‘satisfactory’ 40%  

‘high’ 20%  

 





‘unacceptable’ 0%  

‘low’40%  

‘satisfactory’ 40%  

‘high’ 20%  

 



34

Marta ogusawskaTafelska, Sabina widerska, atarzyna Wiśniewska 
 

 
 

 

  

 





‘unacceptable’ 0%  

‘low’0%  

‘satisfactory’ 100%  

‘high’ 0%  

 





‘unacceptable’ 0%  

‘low’20%  

‘satisfactory’ 80%  

‘high’ 0%  

 

Chart 4.  The choice of adjectives by the respondents in groups of  2 and 3 
people 

 
The respondents answering in a group tended to give similar or 

even the same answers as they felt the sense of belonging to one 
particular group in the education ecosystem under observation (See 
chart 4) Additionally, it could be noticed that group members were 
very reluctant to be the first to answer the questions, since they did not 
want to manifest their different views and risk exclusion from the 
group. They hesitated, their answers were very tentative and became 
more confident and final only after the approval of the whole group 
could be sensed and observed, which was demonstrated, for instance, 
by head nodding. Consequently, it might be observed that the 
interpersonal factors of the collective mind or group mentality may 
hugely influence a communicator’s responses. 

The next category of the respondents, whose answers need to be 
more carefully looked into, are the first year students. The research 
results show that the first year students of the faculty did not use the 
negative adjective ‘unacceptable’ at all. Adjective ‘low’ appeared in 
26% of their answers, positive adjective ‘satisfactory’ appeared in 40% 
of their answers and adjective ‘high’ was chosen in the 34% of the 
answers. All the freshmen were prone to give more positive adjectives 
in their responses.  The reason may be their limited experience in 
being a part of the university ecosystem, and therefore not having 
reasons for negative evaluation of the above. Moreover, they 
demonstrated a tendency toward having an optimistic approach to the 
future. The concluding hypothesis is that the lack of experience of a 
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communicator in being a part of the educational ecosystem determines 
a more positive approach to the future of being a member of the 
ecosystem and has great impact on the ultimate general evaluation.  

... he eetr asets  the aae ress  

During the research, some of the respondents mentioned positive or 
negative events from their past experience as students of the Faculty of 
Humanities, which influenced their more positive or more negative 
opinion on the faculty and the building, regardless of whether they 
were approached positively or negatively by the researchers. Events 
such as a positively remembered visit in the dean’s room, a negative 
memory of a long queue in front of the dean’s room or even a well 
written test a minute ago had great influence on the approach of the 
respondents and their choice of adjectives in questions corresponding 
to the events or even in all of the questions. Chart 5 presents the 
percentages of adjectives chosen by the 3 respondents who recalled the 
abovementioned events: 
 

Respondent 1 

Personal experience: a 

positively remembered visit 

in the dean’s room 

 

Question no 1:  

How would you evaluate 

the effectiveness of the 

administration of the 

faculty? (e.g. the dean’s 

room, the front offices) 

Answer: ‘satisfactory’ 

Respondent 2 

Personal experience: a 

negative memory of a queue 

in front of the dean’s room 

 

Question no 1:  

How would you evaluate 

the effectiveness of the 

administration of the 

faculty? (e.g. the dean’s 

room, the front offices) 

Answer: ‘low’ 

Respondent 3 

Personal experience: a well 

written test a minute ago 

 

 

Questions no 1, 2, 3, 4 

and 5 (all of them) 

Answer: ‘satisfactory’ 

in 100% of the 

responses 

 

Chart 5.Answers of the respondents who mentioned a positive or negative 
event from their past personal experience 
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One of the respondents had visible health problems; the person was 
walking on crutches, which, as was visible also in the student’s 
behaviour, influenced the person’s answers to the questions which 
apply to the functionality of the building of the faculty. Chart 6 
presents the person’s answers to the abovementioned questions: 

 

A person walking on crutches 

Question no 2: 

How would you evaluate the functionality of the building of the 

faculty? (e.g. the corridors, the rooms, the stairs, the elevator)  

Answer: ‘low’ 

 

Question no 5: 

How would you evaluate the functionality of the building grounds? (e.g. the stairs, 

the car park) 

Answer: ‘low’ 

Chart 6.  Answers of a respondent with visible physical health problems 

Although the person on crutches was approached very joyfully, and 
seemed to be goodnatured herself, when asked about the 
functionality of the building of the faculty, her good mood did not 
have impact on the answers in this area of investigation. Her poor 
physical condition evoked negative emotions, which manifested in the 
choice of adjective ‘low’ in the two questions which applied to the 
functionality of the building (see chart 6). Thus, it can be hypothesized 
that one of the intrapersonal factors, specifically physical condition of 
the organism, may play considerable role in a communicator’s 
response in the process of communication.  
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4.  Conclusions 

The present analysis, preliminary as it is, belongs to the 
methodological category of the qualitative studies, as it aims at 
ecosystem exploration and hypothesis formulation rather than 
statistical analysis. Hence, the assumptions which have been presented 
here need further elaboration and verification. The research 
conclusions are synthesized into the following points for further 
consideration:  

a. Human communication is to be studied ‘locally’, within the 
particular communicative situation context, as the dynamic 
rearrangements of each communicative situation parameters 
bring about shifts fundamental for the communicative outcome.  

b. Meaning is an inherent mechanism within the dynamic 
language process, thus it is subect to situationallydetermined, 
momentary shifts and changes within the communicative 
situation, the language process being integral to it.  

c. The emotions of the communicator influence the coparticipants 
in communication, however, the emotional infectiousness 
constitutes but one of possible mechanisms involved; in the 
experiment discussed, the phenomenon of ecolinguistic 
homeostasis has been identified, where the reading of the 
interlocutor’s emotions led to the comforting, balance
preserving counteremotional behavior on the part of the other 
communication interactants.  

d.  The language process is egocentric in the sense of a 
communicator’s selfbeing with hisher health state, mood, 
autobiographical memories, ect.) dominating other emotional
cognitivelinguistic motivations in communication. 
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Monika Cichmińska 

 
A study into the language of negative emotions 

The aim of the present article is to study phrases consisting of two nouns 
signifying negative emotions in English linked with the conjunction  In 
cognitive linguistics it is believed that the study of the language used by 
everyday users of English reveals the socalledfolk or naïve knowledge on a 
given subject. The analysis of the data in the present study seems to show that 
in the folk model of negative emotions as revealed in everyday language, we 
may feel one or two emotions at the same time, that emotions may appear in 
different varieties, that they are accompanied by physical symptoms, and that 
they may be caused by different factors and result in different behaviours and 
moods. While there is a lot of psychological truth in the folk model discussed 
above, there are elements which are not consistent with the dominant 
scientific psychological models (like the simultaneous appearance of two 
emotions). Those may, however, reflect those aspects of our emotions which 
are beyond our conscious perception.  
 
Keywords: emotions, folk model, scientific model, conceptualisation 

1.  Introduction  

As Kövecses explains, emotion language can be divided into three 
groups: “expressive terms, terms literally denoting particular kinds of 
emotions, and figurative expressions denoting particular aspects of 
emotions” (Kövecses 2000: 5), for example, and 
, respectively. He also noticed that although the group of 
figurative expressions is the largest, it does not receive proper 
attention.  

Since the publication of Lakoff’s and Kövecses’ research on the 
conceptual nature of emotions (Lakoff 1987, Kövecses 1986, 1990 a, b, 
2000, 2008), and their analysis of the concept of anger, it is widely 
accepted, at least in cognitive linguistics, that emotions have an 
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extremely complex conceptual structure. According to Lakoff (1987), 
we are able to uncover the nature of emotion concepts by studying the 
language that is used by native speakers of a given language to talk 
about those concepts.  

It has been demonstrated that concepts of emotions can be studied 
with the methodology proposed by Kövecses (1986, 1990a, b, 2000) and 
Lakoff (1987) in a number of case studies (cf. ANGER, PRIDE, LOVE, FEAR, 
JOY; NowakowskaKempna 198 on the language of emotions in 
Polish). 

As the analysis of the language of anger revealed, there is a 
coherent conceptual organization behind our folk understanding of 
anger, which  involves a number of conceptual metaphors, the most 
central of those being ANGER IS FIRE, and the common metonymic 
understanding that PHYSIOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF AN EMOTION 
STAND FOR THE EMOTION. It also appears that anger has a 
temporal dimension and can be analysed in the form of a scenario, 
more or less prototypical,  consisting of a number of stages.  

Lakoff  and Kövecses’ (1987) analysis of anger led them to the 
conclusion that the folk theory of anger – common people’s 
understanding as revealed in everyday language – has its own unique 
conceptual structure and correlates with the views of one of the 
psychological theories of emotion (e.g. Ekman 2007, LeDoux 1994), 
according to which there exists a set of basic emotions, each of which is 
distinct from others and has its own unique characteristics.  

According to Lakoff (1987), all emotional concepts are embodied, 
and the conceptual metaphors we use to talk about emotions have a 
basis in bodily experience.  

The conceptual metaphors and metonymies used in the 
comprehension of anger are based on the physiology of anger “which 
corresponds remarkably well with the actual physiology: when people 
experience anger their skin temperature and pulse rate rises” (Lakoff 
1987: 407). 

However, not everything in the emotion language is metaphorical. 
The aim of the present article is to study phrases consisting of two 
nouns signifying negative emotions in English, in order to arrive at the 
folk understanding of how these emotion concepts work, and check it 
against the theory of emotion mentioned above. The validity of the so
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called folk or naive knowledge versus scientific or expert knowledge 
will also be discussed.  

The present article will focus on phrases in which two nouns are 
put together with the conjunction . The linguistic data came from 
widely available language corpora of contemporary English (both 
written and spoken). The data consisted of short pieces of text (12 
sentences), both written and spoken, such as: 
             




2.  Psychology of emotion – an overview 

Various psychological theories of emotion which have developed 
since Darwin’s times (1872) deal with the subject from a plethora 
of perspectives. Different researchers – whether philosophers, 
psychologists or neurobiologists – have difficulty agreeing on even 
the simplest concepts, such as what the definition of emotion is, 
what triggers an emotion, what the defining criteria are, how 
many emotions there are, and many others. 

As this is not a psychological, but a linguistic study, only the most 
necessary terms will be discussed briefly, that is: criteria for 
establishing what constitutes an emotion, and the differences between 
basic and negative emotions, and emotions versus moods. 

 Ekman, a leading psychologist in the field of emotions, (1992, 
1994, 2007), proposes the following list of the necessary criteria for 
emotions: automatic appraisal, commonalities in antecedent 
events, presence in other primates, quick onset, brief duration, 
unbidden occurrence, and distinctive physiology. Some emotions 
also possess a    seven emotions have a 
distinct, universal facial expression (2007). It is worth mentioning 
that the appraisal as discussed by Ekman is automaticand can be 
best described as our ability to respond to a situation with great 
speed, often without awareness. 

In the past two decades one of the most active areas of 
research on emotion is on brain mechanisms which stand behind 
emotions, represented, among others, by Damasio (1994) and 
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LeDoux (1996), who produced extensive evidence for emotion
specific physiological activity in the brain. According to LeDoux, 
different brain systems are responsible for different emotions. 
Some emotions are automatic, independent of thought or 
interpretation; for example fear appears as a result of activating 
amygdala as some kind of “emotional reflex”. Some emotions, like 
guilt, appear as a result of cognitive interpretation and memories 
of similar situations. 

According to Kosslyn and Rosenberg (2004), although there is 
a grain of truth in all the major theories of emotion, empirical data 
prove LeDoux’ cognitive theory of emotion which combines 
automatic reactions of the brain and body with interpretations and 
memories connected with certain situations. However, as LeDoux 
(1994) points out, a subjective experience of emotions is possible 
only after we become aware that a certain emotional system has 
become activated in the brain. 

3.  Basic emotions, negative emotions and moods 

The question of whether there is anything such as basic, primary 
or fundamental emotion, together with a possible number of these 
basic emotions, has been a matter of discussion and controversy. 
Some scientists argue against the notion of basic emotions, like 
Ortony, Clore and Collins (1988), who reject the notion of basic 
emotions and claim that all emotions are a more or less 
differentiated form of positive or negative reaction to something 
or other. Mandler (1976) argues that we construct emotions from 
our life experiences, emotions being products of culture, social 
experience and learning; thus, we can learn or construct as many 
emotions as are needed. 

According to Barrett (2006), there is no hard evidence for emotions 
as naturalkind entities. Thus, she claims, emotions are not biologically 
given, but are constructed as a result of the process of categorization: 
the experience of emotion involves a core affect and conceptual 
knowledge about emotion. Hence there is no anger prototype, nor a 
single conceptualization of anger. 
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. A study into the language of negative emotions 


Most scientists, however, agree that there are basic, or 
fundamental emotions, although there is a lot of controversy 
regarding their number.  

According to Izard (1991) and his criteria determining which 
emotions are fundamental, the list of basic emotions includes interest, 
enjoyment, surprise, sadness, anger, disgust, contempt and fear. He 
also adds guilt, shame and shyness, which lack distinct facial 
expressions, but have distinct body movements. 

Ekman (1994, 2007) allows that there are basic emotions, and 
on the basis of emotion characteristics mentioned above he 
proposes the following list of emotions: amusement, anger, awe, 
contempt, contentment, disgust, embarrassment, excitement, fear, 
guilt, interest, pride in achievement, relief, sadness, satisfaction, 
sensory pleasure and shame. 

To Plutchik (1980), the basis for selection of basic emotions is 
their relation to adaptive biological processes and his list includes 
acceptance, anger, anticipation, disgust, joy, fear, sadness and 
surprise. Frijda (1986) sees emotions as forms of action readiness; 
his list includes desire, joy, pride, surprise, distress, anger, 
aversion, contempt, fear and shame. 

All human emotions are commonly divided into positive and 
negative. However, this division is very simplistic. No emotion can be 
considered categorically as good or bad. Common sense tells us that 
there are instances of “positive” fear or anger – when they lead to 
desirable consequences, for example survival. Love, which is 
commonly considered positive, can also be destructive. 

Izard (1991) suggests that it is more accurate to say that some 
emotions tend to lead to “psychological entropy and others tend to 
facilitate constructive behaviour, or the converse of entropy” 
(1991: 20). Nevertheless, for convenience the terms positive and 
negative are used to divide emotion into classes which are less 
likely and more likely, respectively, to have undesirable 
consequences.  

Ekman (2007) also discusses the controversy around 
positive/negative emotions dichotomy. First of all, he claims, putting 
all negative emotions in one bin of negative emotions ignores 
important differences between them, and secondly, socalled negative 
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emotions can be experienced as pleasant, and vice versa: “for some 
people an angry argument is enjoyable, and many people enjoy a good 
cry when seeing a sad movie” (Ekman 2007: 59). 

The prototypical emotion has a temporal aspect; it has an onset 
and typically ends with some action. However, emotions have 
very limited duration; they typically last seconds, minutes (Ekman 
1994), or at most hours (Izard 1991). Emotions contrast subtly with 
related states and processes such as moods. 

Moods have a number of features which distinguish them from 
emotions, like duration, threshold, and the presence of absence of 
unique facial expression, intentionality, causes, and focus on 
objects (Ekman 1994, Frijda 1994).   

Emotions and moods represent different categories, or 
processes. However, these processes do not have to represent 
different states. Emotions may fade into moods or entail mood 
changes; moods may give rise to emotions; different emotions or 
moods can come and go at overlapping periods or simultaneously 
(Frijda 1994; Izard 1991).  

4.  Folk knowledge versus expert knowledge 
 
We all use cognitive models in order to understand the world around 
us (Lakoff 1987).  When ordinary people make theories about any 
important aspect of their lives, such theories are called folk theories or 
folk models, unlike expert models which are created by professionals 
in a given field. Cognitive anthropologists and philosophers agree on 
common characteristics of folk theories, also called naive theories or 
models: 

 Folk model is an attempt to combine naive realism with 
elements of rationalism and magic. The human mind has a 
tendency to be guided by feelings, wishes, intuitions, ambitions 
and interests (Hołówka 1986). Thus every folk model is based 
on observations of reality – the world is what it looks like – but 
it also tries to explain its nature in the belief that everything has 
its reason, and that there is a purpose and order in the 
surrounding world (Maćkiewicz 2000). 
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. A study into the language of negative emotions 


 Folk or naive knowledge is far from being a coherent system, 
and consists of elements which often contradict each other, 
unlike expert models which present a globally consistent whole 
(Anusiewicz 1992).  Quinn and Holland highlight “the co
existence of alternative, often conflicting cultural renditions of 
this world (…) we find it easy to entertain different theories, to 
abandon one theory for another” (1987:10). 

 Folk or naive theories of reality should not be perceived as a 
contradiction to scientific or expert theories, they should rather 
be regarded as two different ways of conceptualizing reality 
(Anusiewicz 1992). 

 Interpretations made on the basis of folk models are treated as 
if they were obvious facts about the reality; on the other hand, 
in the case of many cultural models people often do not have 
“an organized view of the entire model. They the model but 
they cannot reproduce a reasonable  of the model” 
(D’Andrade 1987: 114). 

 Folk or cultural knowledge – organized in schemas called 
cultural models  can be reconstructed from everyday language 
(Anusiewicz 1992). 

 

In his studies on conceptual metaphor and emotion, Kövecses 
(2000, 2008) suggests that cultural models of emotions in different 
languages and cultures have their roots in actual physiology of 
emotions, which may be universal. The conceptualised experiential 
basis, often in the form of conceptual metonymies, and “emerging 
conceptual metaphors contribute to the basic schematic structure of 
the cultural model” (Kövecses 2008: 392); cultural contexts further fill 
out the details in the basic structure of the models. He also argues that 
scientific or expert theories of emotion should be distinguished from 
folk, or commonsense theories, as “a scientific theory is scientific 
because it rejects what ordinary people “merely believe” “(Kövecses 
2000: 127).  
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5.  Negative emotions in English  
 
While analyzing the way English and Polish people speak about 
emotions,  we encountered numerous occurrences when speakers use 
two or different emotion words together, in one phrase, linked with 
the conjunction  As such word combinations are quite common in 
both in English and Polish, it seemed interesting to attempt to answer 
the following question: what do these fragments of language tell us 
about how people feel about emotions? Is their  understanding of what 
they feel, how they behave, how they experience the socalled negative 
emotions, true in the light of what psychology has to say on emotions? 
If Lakoff is right (1987), we should be able to find that at least some 
part of our folk understanding of emotions agrees with expert 
knowledge of the subject. 

 
For the purposes of this research, we have collected instances 

where two or more English emotion nouns were used in one phrase 
and linked with the conjunction  We have included examples 
which made it clear that the speakers were talking about two or more 
emotions happening more or less simultaneously, rather than 
happening in a sequence. 

 
As might be expected, the most frequent occurrences are phrases 

consisting of two emotion nouns, although cases with three or more 
words are not as seldom as it might seem. We use the term “emotion 
nouns” as not always do the words in question refer to emotions, 
sometimes they refer to behaviors, attitudes, moods, symptoms or 
other phenomena, as will be explained later. 

 
We have chosen to study three basic negative emotion words and 

the concepts corresponding to them, that it: and  The 
quantitative analysis of the collected data revealed two interesting 
facts: first of all, there is a wide variety of emotion nouns that occur 
together linked with ; secondly, the distribution of these words is 
different in the three basic emotion concepts selected for the present 
study.  
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different in the three basic emotion concepts selected for the present 
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. A study into the language of negative emotions 


For the sake of ordering the data, we have proposed the following 
classification of the nouns which occur with and The 
classification is not a psychological taxonomy, it is supposed merely to 
serve the purpose of organizing and analyzing the language data. In 
some cases the decision how to classify a certain phenomenon was not 
an obvious one, and may be open to discussion. 

 
 
1. Other negative emotions. 

The list below includes nouns denoting other negative emotions, 
both basic as proposed by researchers mentioned above, and their less 
basic variants. As the table shows,  and  appear in emotion 
clusters more often than .  seems to be the only emotion 
that can accompany all the studied emotions. 



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

 

 

2. Opposite (positive) emotions and feelings. 

As can be noticed from the data,  seems to go together with 
positive emotions and feelings much more often than  and   
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3. More specific types of basic emotions, or connected moods and 

feelings. 
 

For each of the studied emotions we have collected their less 
typical variants or types, together with moods and feelings they are 
associated with. The data reveal that SADNESS may take the form of 
the biggest number of emotional states, which display different 
shades of being sad, depending on their length, intensity, causes, etc., 
although both ANGER and FEAR also appear in many different 
variants. SADNESS also displays another interesting feature: 
combinations of  with different types of  and  are more 
frequent than combinations of  and  with more specific types 
of the other two emotions. 

There are two interesting observations which can be made on the 
basis of the data; first, all the analysed basic emotions often go with 
their different variants, more often than with other basic emotions. 
Some of these variants are very specific and only appear together with 
its basic category, for example    and  with 
. Secondly, however, combinations where a basic emotion 
occurs with a more specific type, feeling or mood associated with 
another basic emotion are also very frequent (  
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4.  and its variants. 

As might be expected, , which denotes a neutral emotion, 
appears with all the examined negative emotions nouns. 

 
 

   
   
   
   

 
 
 

5. Symptoms of the emotions which typically accompany them. 

The following list includes physical symptoms which typically 
accompany emotions. As can be seen from the data, ANGER displays 
the fewest of those, while FEAR and SADNESS can be accompanied by a 
wide variety of symptoms. 
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. A study into the language of negative emotions 


6. Results/causes of experienced emotions. 

The classification proposed below posed the most serious problem 
as the group of the words below encompasses a wide variety of 
different phenomena, such as the behaviour or action of a person 
experiencing an emotion, their feelings, moods and attitudes.  It may 
seem that these states result from experiencing a given emotion, like 
evil or hostility which may linger after anger stops; on the other hand, 
it may also happen that feelings, moods or actions may give rise to 
emotions, like loneliness which can breed sadness, or betrayal which 
may cause anger.  

The first table shows four feelings/attitudes which accompany 
two or three of the analysed emotions. The table below presents those 
states which accompany only one emotion. 

 
As can be observed, all the three basic emotions appear together 

with ; however, the list of states and behaviours which 
accompanies each of the three emotions is relatively long. In most 
cases these related phenomena are negative, but there are also some 
which may be considered positive, like  and 
, which would prove that dividing emotions into positive 
and negative is not obvious. 
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6.  Conclusions and discussion 
 
As the analysis of the data has revealed, our emotional repertoire 
encompasses a wide range of emotional responses together with 
their blends, nuances and shades; probably there are more such 
states than we have words. Most psychologists would agree with 
Ekman that “words are one way to deal with our emotions, and we 
do use words when emotional, but we cannot reduce emotion to 
words” (Ekman 2007: 13). On the other hand, in Barrett’s view (2006) 
language cannot be neglected as it helps determine which emotion 
categories speakers of a language acquire and also which emotion 
experiences can be available for emotion categorization. Wierzbicka 
(2009) also highlights the importance of the language of emotion as 
“languages (including English) shape the emotion categories of their 
speakers and carry with them culturespecific emotional scripts” 
(Wierzbicka 2009: 13). Thus language of emotion needs to be studied 
as human experience of emotions can only be “accessed from the 
“inside” through introspection, and communicated to others through 
language” (Wierzbicka 2009: 11). 

While one must bear in mind that the present study is only a 
sample of the possible combinations in which emotions nouns can 
appear in everyday English, certain conclusions about the naive 
understanding of  negative emotions can be drawn and tested against 
psychological theories. 

The data show that using two emotion nouns together is a 
frequent phenomenon in English. The three analysed negative emotion 
words – and – often appear in combinations with a 
wide variety of emotional phenomena, including other basic emotions 
and their more specific types, or more specific types of the emotion in 
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question; moods, feelings and behaviours which accompany, precede 
or result from them; and typical symptoms.  

As the analysis of the data has shown, there is a wide variety of 
phenomena which go together. If they appear together in the 
language, it may be assumed that they reflect the way the speakers 
experience these phenomena and try to describe them. Emotions are 
one of those phenomena which are very difficult to describe and 
express, which is reflected in their complex conceptual structure. In 
our fight to express and cope with what and how we feel and 
experience the myriad of multiple emotional phenomena, we try to 
express the unexpressed. These expressions represent our folk or naive 
knowledge of emotions. The preliminary conclusions that can be 
drawn are as follows: 

 
1. Situations when we use the name of one negative (basic) 

emotion together with another different emotion word would 
prove that we often experience two emotions at the same time. 
Thus, our folk model allows for two negative emotions 
happening simultaneously. 

2. Similarly, we can experience a negative emotion together with 
SURPRISE (or its variant) – in our folk model we can be 
pleasantly or unpleasantly surprised. 

3. Situations when we use the name of one basic emotion together 
with the name of its more specific type would reveal that in 
striving for a precise description of what we feel, we may find 
that describing it as just or  is not enough, that 
we need to be more precise and detailed; hence the need to 
further specify it as       or 
    It seems that we are perfectly aware of 
existence of various shades of the same emotion, and 
sometimes saying that      does not fully 
reflect how we feel at the moment. Our folk model would then 
reveal that basic emotions can be felt as vague or 
underspecified, and also that there are numerous, less typical 
cases of negative emotions. 

4. There may be numerous reasons why the name of an emotion 
appears together with a symptom which accompanies it. One 
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of them may be the need to emphasise the symptom, or point 
to the physical realization of the experienced emotion. As 
Lakoff points out (Lakoff 1987), our folk theory of emotions is 
based on the general metonymic principle THE PHYSIOLOGICAL 
EFFECTS OF AN EMOTION STAND FOR THE EMOTION. It might seem 
then that we may use the symptoms to guide us through what 
we experience and feel at a given moment.  

5. Similarly, there may be numerous reasons why the name of an 
emotion appears together with its result or cause. Two possible 
explanations may be as follows: 

 

 It is probably difficult if not impossible to distinguish 
between the beginning and ending of one emotion, or an 
emotion passing into a mood. What we feel is a steady flow 
of feelings and experiences, which may be reflected in the 
language by combining an emotion with a likely cause, be it 
a mood or attitude, or with the resultant attitude, mood or 
behavior. 

 As emotions have a temporary aspect and can be described 
in terms of scenarios consisting of a number of stages 
(Lakoff 1987), we may want to point to something that (in 
our opinion) has triggered a given emotion, or something 
that our emotion has led us to. As rational beings we try to 
rationalize our behavior and find logical explanations for 
what we do, thus we may want to explain, to others and 
first of all to ourselves, these aspects of our emotional 
behavior. 

The points mentioned above cannot be treated as conclusive, 
as they would need a more thorough analysis, which is the subject 
of our further research. However, it seems that the way we use 
   combinations reveals quite a lot of 
psychological truth about emotions. 

 
First of all, as Ekman claims, emotions rarely occur singly, in a 

pure form. Indeed, we sometimes talk about   or 
as if there were a lot of cases of nonpure love or anger. He also 
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mentions that two emotions “can occur in rapid sequence, again and 
again. Two emotions also can merge together into a ” (Ekman 
2007: 69).  Typically people experience “a stream of emotional 
responses” (Ekman 2007: 69), so an emotion happens after an emotion, 
and so on, and so forth. 
 

Tomkins (1995) observed that we may be confused about our 
affects (that is, emotional experiences) as a result of 

  

combinations of affects, either simultaneous or sequential. Thus, an 
individual may be surprised and afraid at the same time, afraid and 
interested at the same time, surprised and interested at the same time, or 
in succession but also simultaneously (…) Or the affects of, surprise, fear 
and interest may appear in succession to the same object, but in such 
rapid succession that the three affects are perceived by the observer as an 
undifferentiated totality. (Tomkins 1995:240) 
 
On the other hand, the need to give more precise descriptions of 

what we are feeling, and to point to symptoms, causes or results of the 
experienced emotion, may be the source of evidence for appraisal 
theories as mentioned above (Barrett 2006, Frijda 1986, Mandler 1975, 
Ortony, Clore and Collins 1988, Wierzbicka 2009). If our experience of 
emotion is a result of conceptual knowledge which helps categorise 
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supported by language, we may feel a strong need to explain our 
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“subjective” experiences are often treated suspiciously by 
psychologists (LeDoux 1996). 

To sum up, it seems that the analysis of the data in the present 
study shows that in our folk model of negative emotions we may feel 
one or two emotions at the same time, that emotions may appear in 
different varieties, that they are accompanied by physical symptoms, 
and that they may be caused by different factors and result in different 
behaviours and moods. It seems that there is a lot of psychological 
truth in the folk model, and those elements which are not consistent 
with the scientific models (like the simultaneous appearance of two 
emotions) reflect those aspects of our emotions which are beyond our 
conscious perception.  
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Anna Drogosz 

EXISTENCE IS LIFE 

Metaphors of language that ecolinguistics lives by 

This paper investigates the interconnections between conceptual metaphors 
used by Darwin to frame his theory of evolution and conceptual metaphors of 
language employed in linguistic theories, especially ecolinguistics.  An 
analysis of the text of the  revealed the major source domains 
used by Darwin: family, tree, struggle, journey, as well as personification.  
Linguistic theories were found to use the same source domains to 
conceptualize language and its social dynamics due to the widespread use of 
the metaphor LANGUAGE IS AN EVOLVING ORGANISM.  This tendency is 
particularly strong in ecolinguistic texts, in which the very existence of 
language is depicted as life.  Many entailments of this metaphor are exploited: 
language endangerment, death and extinction, competition, survival, and 
adaptation to the environment.  The conclusion of the study is that many 
ecolinguists treat this metaphor as a rhetorical weapon rather than an 
heuristic tool.   
 
Keywords: Darwin, ecolingustics, conceptual metaphor, language 

1.  Introduction 

When in 1859 Charles Darwin presented his ideas on evolution of 
living organisms in , he did not anticipate that 
his own theory, itself based on a number of conceptual metaphors, 
would become a source of metaphors for linguistics, a science so much 
unlike biology, and for the description of language, a phenomenon so 
much unlike life forms. 

It is not the intention of this study to provide a comprehensive 
survey of how Darwin’s theory of evolution influenced linguistics nor 
to investigate all the complex metaphors of language that have been 
employed in the study of language. We want to present how the 
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language of ecolinguistic paradigm remains indebted to Darwin’s 
theory of evolution, and that the analogy between language and living 
organism remains very much alive.  The analysis, couched in the 
theory of conceptual metaphors as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson 
(1980, 1999) and Kövecses (2002), begins with a presentation of those 
metaphors of evolution that where particularly frequently used in the 
study of language. Later we turn to metaphors of language found in 
contemporary ecolinguistic texts. 

2. Conceptual metaphors in 

As we have presented elsewhere, Darwin’s theory of evolution as 
presented in     draws on a number of metaphors.  
We have demonstrated the importance of ontological metaphors for 
the framing of the whole theory (Drogosz 2008) and the role of 
metaphors of family, tree and struggle in providing coherence 
(Drogosz 2009).   

Among the best known metaphors associated with Darwin’s 
theory are those based on the source domains of family and tree.  
Darwin used these to depict relationships among organisms and 
among species of organisms in time.  In   he presents all 
organisms, both living and extinct, as related and connected by family 
bonds, and emergence of new species as descent.  The metaphor 
(SPECIES OF) ORGANISMS ARE FAMILY MEMBERS is illustrated in the 
examples below: 

1. By the theory of natural selection all living species have been 
connected with the parentspecies of each genus, by differences not 
greater than we see between the varieties of the same species at the 
present day; and these parentspecies, now generally extinct, have in 
their turn been similarly connected with more ancient species; and so 
on backwards, always converging to the common ancestor of each 
great class. [228]1 

2. Now all these modified descendants from a single species, are 
represented as related in blood or descent to the same degree; they 


1 Figures in brackets refer to page numbers of the Oxford edition of .   
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may metaphorically be called cousins to the same millionth degree; 
yet they differ widely and in different degrees from each other. [341] 

3. …these three families would be so closely linked together that they 
probably would have to be united into one great family, ... [268] 

Darwin’s book provides a graphic representation of the metaphor 
(SPECIES OF) ORGANISMS ARE FAMILY MEMBERS in the shape of a diagram 
taken from a simplified genealogical tree. Examples of expressions 
derived from the diagram are numerous in the text, but we quote just 
one as an illustration: 

4. ...they will generally go on multiplying in number as well as 
diverging in character: this is represented in the diagram by the 
several divergent branches proceeding from (A). The modified 
offspring from the later and more highly improved branches in the 
lines of descent, will, it is probable, often take the place of, and so 
destroy, the earlier and less improved branches: this is represented in 
the diagram by some of the lower branches not reaching to the upper 
horizontal lines. [98] 

While the domains of family and tree served Darwin as means of 
conceptualizing relationships among organisms in different periods of 
time, the source domain of struggle was used to describe 
relationships among organisms at the same period of time and in the 
same place.  The notion of “struggle for existence” or “struggle for life” 
has become unmistakably associated with evolution.  Darwin 
explained the dynamics of the natural world, survival and extinction, 
modification of form and behavior in subsequent generations of 
organisms, and the eventual appearance of new species as the result of 
a constant struggle for survival and the chance to leave offspring.  The 
idea was that those organisms which in some way best fit their 
environment and which are in some way superior to other organisms 
(either of different species or the same species), will succeed in this 
struggle.  The domain of struggle is elaborated in the text as a 
competition or a race (5), or as a war (89): 

5. The competition will generally be most severe, as formerly explained 
and illustrated by examples, between the forms which are most like 
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each other in all respects. Hence the improved and modified 
descendants of a species will generally cause the extermination of the 
parentspecies [259] 

6. If under a nearly similar climate, the eocene inhabitants of one 
quarter of the world were put into competition with the existing 
inhabitants of the same or some other quarter, the eocene fauna or 
flora would certainly be beaten and exterminated... [272] 

7. ...the more common forms, in the race for life, will tend to beat and 
supplant the less common forms for these will be more slowly 
modified and improved. [144] 
 

8. ...one species has been victorious over another in the great battle of 
life... [64] 

9. ...during the incessant struggle of all species to increase in numbers, 
the more diversified these descendants become, the better will their 
chance of succeeding in the battle of life ... [105] 

The list of Darwin’s metaphors would not be complete without 
those based on the source domain of journey.  This is one of the most 
commonly used source domains and Darwin too exploited it 
extensively.  Its main purpose is to describe how an accumulation of 
small modifications in successive generations of organisms leads to 
greater changes and, finally, to entirely new species.  This transition is 
conceptualized as movement, as a passage from one stage to another, 
and thus evolution becomes a dynamic process.  This concept of 
journey is illustrated in the examples below: 
 

10.… individual differences are the first step towards slight varieties, 
such as steps leading  to more permanent varieties, these as leading  
to species and … [44] 

11.…that any organ or instinct, or any whole being, could not have 
arrived at its present state by many graduated steps. [371] 
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12.… in order to discover the early transitional grades through which 
the organ has passed , we should have to look to very ancient 
ancestral forms, long since become extinct. [155] 

Finally we turn to personification, an ontological metaphor 
whereby a nonhuman entity, and often a nonphysical concept, are 
granted the characteristics of a human being. In Darwin’s theory 
personification is applied primarily to the concept of nature and 
natural selection.  While nature, in accordance with a long tradition, is 
personified as a female (13), natural selection is conceptualized as an 
agent without any specific human characteristics (1417): 

13.Nature acts uniformly and slowly during vast periods of time on the 
whole organisation, in any way which may be for each creature's own 
good; and thus she may, either directly, or more probably indirectly, 
through correlation, modify the reproductive system in the several 
descendants from any one species. Seeing this difference in the 
process of selection, as carried on by man and nature, we need not be 
surprised at some difference in the result. [218] 

14.…natural selection will always succeed in the long run in reducing 
and saving every part of the organisation [122] 

15.…and in this case natural selection would continue slowly to reduce 
the organ, until it was rendered harmless and rudimentary. [368] 

16.the eye of an eagle might be formed by natural selection [153] 

17.…that natural selection has converted the simple apparatus of an 
optic nerve merely coated with pigment and invested by transparent 
membrane, into an optical instrument as perfect as is possessed by 
any member of the great Articulate class ... [153] 

In the next part of this study we shall investigate how Darwin’s 
theory and his metaphors have been employed in the study of 
language, especially in recent developments in ecolinguistics. 
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3. LANGUAGE IS A BIOLOGICAL ORGANISM 

Language understood both in its abstract sense of human biological ability 
to communicate and in the sense of individual languages, dialects and 
varieties is nonphysical, so any attempt to talk about it involves some 
kind of metaphorization. The least noticed way is to grant language the 
ontological status of an object. Then, as in the sentences above, we can 
refer to language as an “it”. But such schematic objectification was found 
insufficient quite early in linguistic tradition and structural metaphors of 
language were developed, recruited from various source domains. The 
domain of biological organisms remains the most prolific.   

The introduction of the concept of ecology into (eco)linguistics is 
attributed to Einar Haugen, but the conceptualization of language as a 
living organism has a much longer tradition. And while the ecological 
approach to language may be treated as a “normal development from the 
structuralism” (Mackay, 2001:67), it is at the same time a natural 
development of the evolutionist approach to language dating back over a 
century. 

The idea that a language is an organism comes from August 
Schleicher (18211868), a leading erman linguist of the 19th century. He 
explicitly compared languages to evolving species and represented 
genealogical relationships among languages in the form of a tree 
() (Heinz 1983, Robins 1997). The metaphorical mappings of 
Schleicher’s analogy are presented below: 
 

Source domain (living 
organisms) 

Target domain (language) 

a living organism a language 
life cycle of an organism 
(development, maturity, 
decline) 

stages in the development of a 
language 

evolution of a species diachronic changes in a 
language 

family genealogical tree relationships among languages 
in time 

 
Table 1.  Metaphorical mappings of Schleicher’s theory of language change 
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Interestingly, Schleicher’s ideas were initially considered as an 
application of Darwin’s theory but it has been demonstrated that some 
of his views were earlier or at least parallel to those of Darwin 
(Anderson and Bache, 1976).  It appears that the metaphors of family 
and tree were employed by Darwin and Schleicher independently.  

The 19th century metaphor LANGUAGE IS AN EVOLVING BIOLOGICAL 
ORGANISM highlighted the changes of languages in time and their 
genetic affinities. The application of Darwin’s theory to language 
study found its full manifestation in Otto Jespersen’s works on 
language (e.g.    in 1894 and   
   in 1922). However, with the diminished 
interest in the study of the origin of language, the metaphor of 
language as a biological organism was overshadowed by the metaphor 
of a tool or an instrument, “by which [a language] is compared to a 
hammer or a wheelbarrow or a computer, each of which serves as a 
means to achieve a human goal that might be difficult or impossible to 
achieve without it” (Haugen 2001: 58). The biological metaphor had its 
great comeback in the writings of ecolinguists.  How this is manifested 
in language and what its uses are and entailments is the focus of the 
following part of the analysis.   

If we consider the way language is conceptualized in the writings 
of such ecolinguists as Mühlhäusler, Steiner, Mackey, Haugen, Puppel, 
and others, it becomes apparent that the metaphor LANGUAGE IS A 
LIVING ORGANISM is the dominating metaphor.2  It has to be admitted 
that many of the linguistic expressions based on this metaphor are a 
conventional way of talking about relationships among languages 
inherited from the tradition of comparative and historical linguistics 


2 The metaphor LANGUAGE IS A TOOL is relatively rare in ecolinguistic texts because it is just 

the opposite to the concept of language promoted by ecolinguistics.  The negative approach to the 
‘tool’ metaphor can be found in Haugen ([1972] 2001:58), quoted above, and in Mühlhäusler 
(2003) when he writes:  

1.Ecolinguistics emphasizes the pervasive role of language and discourse in constructing 
and perpetuating perceptions of realities.  It sees language as a biased tool, not a mere 
neutral instrument. (Mühlhäusler 2003:12)  

2.Language is not a neutral tool but a ‘loaded weapon’ (Mühlhäusler 2003:45) 
3.... language is neither a passive repository of meaning nor merely an instrument for the 

transmission of meanings from a speaker to speaker. (Mühlhäusler 2003:45) 
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and are often present in any branch of linguistics.  The examples in 
(1820) are clearly applications of Darwinian metaphor of family and 
tree.  

 
18.Today entire families of language survive only in the halting 

remembrance of the aged, individual informants (Steiner [1975] 2001: 
26) 
 

19.But we know little of the genesis of those tongues and their affinities, 
if any, with other major linguistic groupings (Steiner [1975] 2001: 26) 
 

20.… the enormously ramified UtoAztec tree of languages… (Steiner 
[1975] 2001: 26) 

 
It must be, however, emphasized, that ecolinguistics exploits the living 
language metaphor to a degree unknown to other studies of language. 

In the first place the mere existence of languages is conceptualized 
as life: 
 

21.…the interplay of the set of attributes (…) is assumed to exhaustively 
define the shape and life of any natural language as a cultural 
institution as well as define its competitive position … (Puppel 2009: 
276) 
 

22.… the above features are assumed to be present in the life of a 
language in constantly changing proportions… (Puppel 2009: 276) 
 

23. Languages too must exist in environments and these can be friendly, 
hostile or indifferent to the life of each of the languages. 
(Mühlhäusler 2003:10) 

 
Consequently, once the metaphor EXISTENCE OF A LANGUAGE IS LIVING 
is employed, various aspects of language use can be described in 
accordance with the theory of evolution. Thus, the relationships 
among coexisting languages are conceptualized as competition (2
26)3, languages with a diminishing number of speakers are described 


3 Some ecolinguistic texts admit symbiosis as a possible conceptualization of language co
existence:  



67

Anna Drogosz 





and are often present in any branch of linguistics.  The examples in 
(1820) are clearly applications of Darwinian metaphor of family and 
tree.  

 
18.Today entire families of language survive only in the halting 

remembrance of the aged, individual informants (Steiner [1975] 2001: 
26) 
 

19.But we know little of the genesis of those tongues and their affinities, 
if any, with other major linguistic groupings (Steiner [1975] 2001: 26) 
 

20.… the enormously ramified UtoAztec tree of languages… (Steiner 
[1975] 2001: 26) 

 
It must be, however, emphasized, that ecolinguistics exploits the living 
language metaphor to a degree unknown to other studies of language. 

In the first place the mere existence of languages is conceptualized 
as life: 
 

21.…the interplay of the set of attributes (…) is assumed to exhaustively 
define the shape and life of any natural language as a cultural 
institution as well as define its competitive position … (Puppel 2009: 
276) 
 

22.… the above features are assumed to be present in the life of a 
language in constantly changing proportions… (Puppel 2009: 276) 
 

23. Languages too must exist in environments and these can be friendly, 
hostile or indifferent to the life of each of the languages. 
(Mühlhäusler 2003:10) 

 
Consequently, once the metaphor EXISTENCE OF A LANGUAGE IS LIVING 
is employed, various aspects of language use can be described in 
accordance with the theory of evolution. Thus, the relationships 
among coexisting languages are conceptualized as competition (2
26)3, languages with a diminishing number of speakers are described 


3 Some ecolinguistic texts admit symbiosis as a possible conceptualization of language co
existence:  
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in terms of endangered or extinct species (2729) while the continued 
existence of a language is presented as survival (30):  
 

24.The number of competing languages within the area… (Mackey 
[1980] 2001:69) 
 

25.The currently existing natural languages may, in addition, be 
regarded as coexisting in the global language space defined here as 
the natural global arena (…), where they all as institutions compete 
for the best possible and strongest status  other natural 
languages.  This is done through various LanguagetoLanguage 
(L2L) local competitions. (Puppel 2009: 275) 
 

26.…the interplay of the set of attributes (…) is assumed to exhaustively 
define the shape and life of any natural language as a cultural 
institution as well as define its competitive position … (Puppel 2009: 
276) 

 
27. ... languages or varieties are in danger of dying out... (Mühlhäusler 

2003:10) 
 

28.… language diversity and language loss… (Mühlhäusler 2003:11) 
 

29. ... endangerment of many smaller languages ... (Mühlhäusler 2003:11) 
 

30.Haugen does not emphasize the question of the linguistic habitat or 
environment needed for linguistic organisms to survive, although it 
seems clear that facts such as setting can crucially affect viability of 
languages. (Mühlhäusler 2003:11) 

 


4.We are familiar with certain specific situations of linguistic symbiosis, in which language 

systems are stretched almost out of recognition. (Haugen ([1972] 2001:64) 
5.… a further accommodation between symbiotic languages… Haugen ([1972] 2001:64) 
6.Gumperz (1967) has made similar observations from India, in areas where informal 

standards of Indoryan and ravidian languages have lived in centuries of symbiosis. 
(Haugen [1972] 2001:64) 
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To make the list of analogies with biological forms complete, earlier 
forms of language preserved in contemporary use are compared to 
fossils (31): 
 

31. ... grammar as a fossilized theory of experience (Halliday 1992 in 
Mühlhäusler 2003:20) 

 
Ecolinguists such as Mühlhäusler push the analogy between 

languages and living organisms so far as to talk about adaptation of a 
language to its natural environment in truly biological language:  
 

32.Ecolinguistics, in focusing on the interrelationships between language 
and the environment, seeks to identify the adaptive processes that 
occur.  Languages are optimally adapted to the cultural and natural 
environments where they have become endemic.  (Mühlhäusler 
2003:17) 

 
33. ...how language adaptation occurs in the environment (Mühlhäusler 

2003:17) 
 

34. ... the adaptation of language to particular ecological conditions 
(Mühlhäusler 2003:20) 

 
35. ... the fit between a particular language and the environment in which 

it is spoken is the outcome of a long process of accommodation 
(Mühlhäusler 2003:46) 

 
36.As migration and spread of English occur at increasing pace, we can 

see a dramatic increase in the number of languages, which are 
linguistically not accommodated to their habitat. Such languages are 
exotic in the sense of introducing and not adapting. (Mühlhäusler 
2003:46)  

 
37.Not only are individual languages particularly well adapted to 

environmental conditions they have developed in, linguistic diversity 
is also a resource of environmental knowledge. (Mühlhäusler 
2003:60)  
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The idea that languages adapt to their environment deserves more 
attention.  Although superficially this may appear in harmony with 
evolutionism, in fact it departs from evolutionism quite significantly: 
while Darwin’s theory emphasizes the role of natural selection in 
determining the fit between an organism and its environment (in the 
sense that forms better adapted to this environment are favoured by 
natural selection, and less fitted become extinct), Mühlhäusler’s 
descriptions make it clear that languages somehow have the active role 
in the process of adaptation and, consequently, survival.   

The agentive role of language is even more visible in the 
quotations below: 
 

38.Language (...) does not describe reality but creates, shapes and 
perpetuates groupspecific perception of reality. (Mühlhäusler 
2003:60) 
 

39. ... a particular language demonstrates sensitivity to other languages... 
(Puppel 2009:278) 

 
40. ... the readiness of a natural language to absorb new elements from 

other contacting languages... (Puppel 2009:278) 
 

41. ... a language which shows a high degree of sensitivity to other 
languages in the sense described above and which is predominantly 
focused on making operational compromises ... (Puppel 2009:279) 
 

What is more, language can even gain emotional awareness (42, 43) so 
its “actions” can be morally judged (44, 45), which borders on 
personification. 
 

42. ...well being of individual languages depends on meaningful 
relationships with other languages in a linguistic ecology. 
(Mühlhäusler 2003:11) 
 

43. ... diversity is seen as a precondition of the wellbeing of languages 
and their speakers. (Mühlhäusler 2003:13) 
 

44.Spreading killer languages such as English (Mühlhäusler 2003:7) 
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45.A language may also be regarded as militant in relation to other 
languages (Puppel 2009:277) 

 
The metaphorical mappings that emerge from the analyzed examples 
are summarized in Table 2:  
 
 
Source domain (living 
organisms) 

Target domain (language) 

an organisms a language (a linguistic 
organism) 

a species of organism a given language (English, 
Spanish, etc) 

biological environment 
habitat 
ecology 

linguistic and cultural 
environment 

life of an organism 
survival 

existence of a language 

thriving of a species (of 
organisms) 

expansion (geographical and 
social) of a language (more 
people use it) 

competition and supplementation 
between organisms  

relationships among different 
languages in a given area 

death of an organism/ 
extinction of a species 

the use of a language is 
abandoned 

organisms adapt/are adapted to 
their environment (Lamarckism)  

languages are adapted to the 
area in which they are used 

a very aggressive organism /a 
killer 

languages gaining more and 
more speakers 

 
Table 2. The metaphorical mappings of the metaphor LANGUAGE IS A LIVING 

ORGANISM as elaborated in ecolinguistics 
 

As we can see, by applying the living language metaphor 
ecolinguistics has gained access to all metaphors of evolutionism. 
However, even within the limited scope of this study, we may note a 
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selective use of evolutionism. Firstly, as we have mentioned earlier, the 
concept of natural selection is absent from ecolinguistics and language 
is ascribed an agentive role.  Such a conceptualization has a 
consequence, most probably unintended by linguists: people using a 
language become conceptualized as passive in the process of speaking, 
merely as vehicles for languages; the agentive role of language 
becomes foregrounded and the role of people in language use, change 
and formation becomes backgrounded.  It is as if in the fight for 
preserving language people were less important than the languages 
they speak. Secondly, ecolinguistics highlights the competitive aspect 
of coexistence among languagesorganisms.  This is quite surprising, 
because even Darwin was criticised for such a onesided picture of 
relationships among organisms, and modern evolutionism and 
ecology emphasises the cooperative aspects as well.  Thirdly, not only 
is competition highlighted, but its results are presented in a non
Darwinian way.  Darwin saw the positive effects of struggle and 
competition in the way the best fitted survive and leave progeny.  
Extinction was seen as a natural process of elimination of those less 
fitted. In ecolinguistics the negative aspects are foregrounded: 
competition means death and extinction, an irreplaceable loss of 
individual languages. It does not lead to evolution of betterfitted 
languages but to impoverishment of the linguistic environment. 

4. Concluding  remarks 

The main reason why Darwin used metaphors to formulate his theory 
of evolution was their explicatory power. He had to express his 
thoughts using language in such a way as to be understood by fellow 
naturalists and a wide readership. His metaphors also had heuristic 
value: he described known facts in a novel way and without the 
involvement of supernatural powers. Metaphors in ecolinguistics have 
heuristic value as well. Thanks to these metaphors ecolinguistics offers 
a far more encompassing view of language than alternative theories 
seeing language as a selfcontained system independent of cultural or 
psychological context.  However, some ecolinguists seem to use their 
metaphors because of the rhetorical power they offer.   
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The most frequent use of the most elaborate metaphors can be 
observed in texts written by those ecolinguists who are actively 
involved in environmental issues and who advocate the need to 
preserve minority languages. What could be an objective and detached 
report of changes in language choices (the diminishing number of 
speakers of a given language is often a result of a conscious decision to 
learn and use a language of international currency), becomes a 
passionate narrative using words appealing to the emotions.  And the 
living language metaphor serves this purpose very well. It turns the 
decreased use of a language into language death or extinction and 
languages with increasing numbers of speakers become labelled as 
killer languages.  The weight is shifted from a linguistic investigation 
to a moral issue. One may only wonder how far a metaphor can be 
pushed before it loses its heuristic value. 
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Calling a spade a spade in aphasia. On similarity 

This analysis offers a cognitive linguistic perspective on a selection of 
aphasiac speech problems. The issues raised concern the conceptualizer’s role 
in the process of categorization, schematicity/specificity axis of construal, 
models of similarity and subjectivity in processing contrast, contextuality and 
frame/script organization of knowledge, as revealed in aphasiac speech, 
independent of impairment type. Particular emphasis is placed on relevance 
and compensatory strategies in deficient communication. 
 
Keywords: schematicity/specificity, Tversky’s model of similarity, 
metonymy, basic level category, script 

1.  Introduction 

As a “natural experiment”, aphasia has proved to be a very 
resourceful area of interdisciplinary research, with neuropsychology, 
neurology and cognitive sciences cooperating in attempts to uncover 
links between brain damage and language disorders. It is of major, 
and growing, importance for psycholinguistics (Kurcz 1992). The 
proliferation of publications in all such areas parallel evolving views 
on brain topography, functions and the organization of the human 
nervous system. The “cognitive turn” in sciences has shed new light 
on the issue of the modularity of the mind, or the innate character of 
human mechanisms of cognition, and aphasiology has its share in 
those insights (Ciepiela 2005).“Purely” linguistic aspects of aphasia 
have been just as inspirational, resulting in indepth studies from a 
variety of methodological perspectives, including structuralist (cf. 
Jakobson 1989) and cognitive, mainly of generative provenance (cf. 
Brain and Language, Deane 1992). For Polish the most extensive 
treatment of aphasia can be found in Ciepiela 2005, Grabias 2001, 
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Mierzejewska 1971, 1978 ed., Panasiuk 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005 and 
Sadowska 1988. However, relatively little attention has been paid to 
aphasia within the cognitive linguistic paradigm, even less in Polish 
linguistics The present paper is an attempt at an overview of some 
aphasia issues from the perspective of some models of similarity that 
have been postulated in cognitive psychology, with a view to using 
evidence from aphasia as a helping hand to some cognitive linguistic 
concepts. We shall specifically consider the conceptualizer’s role in 
the process of categorization, reanalyze the concept of metonymy, as 
it has been applied in aphasia studies by the followers of Jakobson, 
and consider the psychological reality of frame/script organization, 
as, we believe, it is revealed in some aphasiac patients’ 
conceptualizations. 

There are many aspects that are conspicuously absent from the 
present analysis. First of all, it is not aimed at correlating disorder 
types and types of aphasia. It intentionally avoids neurological and 
psycholinguistic technicalities, focusing on a selection of semantic 
phenomena. To this end it freely makes recourse to the data covering a 
full range of impairments, indiscriminately of the disorder type in 
most points. Second, the analysis is not experimental, nor is it directly 
based on a fullfledged corpus. ll the examples are taken from 
materials published in the area and are based mainly on the data 
analyzed by Panasiuk. The aim of this analysis is to recast what has 
been thoroughly investigated by structuralists or generativists with a 
cognitive linguistic view.  

2.  Methodological issues 

The framework adopted for the present analysis is that of Cognitive 
Linguistics and the methodological assumptions relevant for the issues 
raised can be summarized as follows: 

a. Language is usagebased, linguistic competence involves full 
apprehension of the physical, linguistic, social and cultural 
context ( Langacker 1987, 1990, 1991, 2000). 
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b. Languge is conceptualization, performed by a conceptualizing 
individual via his embodied mind. The meaning of such a 
conceptualization is emergent (the philosophies of Husserl, 
Heidegger, Ricoeur, Gadamer, MerleauPonty). 

c. Category structure can be adequately captured by means of a 
prototype model and a family resemblance model. Prototype 
categories form taxonomic hierarchies. 

Let us elaborate on the last premise in greater detail.Wittgenstein 
(1953) first challenged the classical view, arguing that necessary and 
sufficient properties cannot actually be found for the category GAME 
and suggested the family resemblance principle as best capturing the 
similarities between boardgames, cardgames, ballgames, etc. The 
family resemblance relationship can best be illustrated in terms of the 
following pattern of properties shared by the members of a category: 
ABBCCDDE etc., with no single property shared by all category 
members. Wittgenstein gave no priority to any of the category 
members. 

 Prototype categories have been investigated by Rosch (1973, 1975, 
1977, 1978), who found that there are better and worse representatives 
of such categories as BIRD, FRUIT, VEHICLE, FURNITURE, etc. She 
observed that a clearly determined prototype can readily be 
established for natural categories.  

Labov’s (1973) tests, based on his drawings of cups and bowls, 
brought to light the fuzziness of the boundaries of prototype 
categories. Additionally, his experiments prove that category structure 
is not fixed, as the ratings of the goodnessofexample are very clearly 
context and culture dependent. Also, as exposed by his experiments, 
similarity is not measured in terms of universal, primitive, binary 
features. Instead, the similarity within the fuzzy CUPs and BOWLs 
categories is relative to the width to depth ratio attribute, in itself 
complex and scalar (Taylor 1995). 

What emerges from these observations is a view of a category as a 
complex network of categorizing relations. Following Taylor 
(1995:113) we shall specify those categorizing relation types as 
follows. For monosemous categories, such as CAR, we shall postulate 
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a prototype model, in which the periphery of a category, say, a three 
wheel product of a doityourself skill of a retired carfun, is organized 
around the prototypical kind of a car, say, a Toyota, by virtue of the 
similarity category members display with their prototype. At the same 
time, all such category members adhere to organization of another 
type: they can be thought of as forming taxonomic hierarchies, in 
which there is a level of special cognitive salience, called basic level, 
which is itself subsumed under a higher level category ( hyperonym) 
and which is itself such a higher level category for some lower level 
category members (hyponyms). In other words, the basic level 
category car is itself a higher level category for a sports car and a lower 
level category for means of transport. 

Let us turn to polysemous categories now. We shall assume, 
following Lakoff (1987), that different senses of such a lexical category 
can best be described as a complex radial network of more or less 
distant but interrelated senses. We shall describe the categorizing 
relations within the many senses a polysemous word can have as 
organized according to the family resemblance principle, augmented 
with the prototype effects suggested by Rosch. Taylor (1989) 
emphasizes the role of structuring in that network through 
prototype(s) and a process of extension from a central or prototypical 
zone.  

Langacker (1987) adds another dimension to the category 
structure. While acknowledging that sanctioning a unit as a category 
member is determined largely by the conceptualizer perceiving a 
sufficient amount of resemblance between the new member and the 
prototype of the category, he emphasizes the role of a schema and the 
process of elaboration or instantiation of a schema, or, more precisely, 
a hierarchy of schemas of a varying degree of abstractness, as the 
principle structuring the category. Let us see what the difference 
between the prototype and the schema consists in, in Langacker’s 
(1987: 371) explanation: 

“A prototype is a typical instance of a category, and other elements are 
assimilated to the category on the basis of their perceived resemblance to 
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the prototype; there are degrees of membership based on degrees of 
similarity. A schema, by contrast, is an abstract characterization that is 
fully compatible with all the members of the category it defines (so 
membership is not a matter of degree); it is an integrated structure that 
embodies the commonality of its members, which are conceptions of 
greater specificity and detail that elaborate the schema in contrasting 
ways.”  

As an illustration of how the two modes of category structuring 
actually coexist, see Langacker’s (1990:3) analysis of the noun RING 
below. Figure 1 is but a fragment of the network of the many senses of 
the polysemous ring, the heavyline box marks the category prototype, 
the dashedline arrows indicate extensions, while the solid arrows 
leading from schematic nodes indicate the relation of elaboration. 
 

 
Fig. 1.  Prototypes and schemas coexisting in the array of senses of ring 

Tailoring the above exposition of cognitive linguistic views on 
category structure to the needs of the present analysis, let us 
concentrate on the following facts. First, every language use is an effect 
of  conceptualization, delivered by a conceptualizing individual. The 
mind entertaining the conceptualization is embodied, the emerging 
categories are not directly related to reality. The presented category 
structure is a complex, multidimensional gestalt.  
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Implicit in every act of categorization, resulting in such a gestalt, is 
the relation of similarity. What makes us categorize the three wheeled 
entity referred to above as a car, or a vehicle, has been an issue in 
linguistics since the discipline came into being. Let us now consider in 
greater detail some of the models of similarity functioning in modern 
science, models underlying cognitive linguistic views on the category, 
models in the light of  which Rosch’s, Wittgenstein’s and Labov’s 
findings, as well as Langacker’s schemas, can be better understood.  

3.   Models of similarity 

Let us start with the observation that, as a concept notoriously difficult 
to couch, similarity has engendered a range of models attempting to 
capture its nature. We shall begin with ontological realism and 
objectivist views on the mode of existence similarity is awarded on 
such a philosophical approach.  

Objective similarity is thus considered to be a relation between 
entities independent of the mind or language of the observing 
presence ( Poczobut 2006). It is out there, in the objects in the universe. 
The perceiver is not constitutive for such a relation: similarity may be 
uncovered and is not a product of the observing mind. So defined, 
similarity may be due to the objects’ attributes, structure, origin, 
function, behavior or the application of a natural law (Poczobut 
2006:14). We shall capture this observation as the following: 

X is similar to Y with respect(s) to R 

Such a specification leaves some limited freedom for the observer: it is 
up to the observer to choose the respect(s) by virtue of which the 
objects are taken to be similar, yet the choice is made from an 
objectively grounded pool (Poczobut 2006). 

Alternatively, from a cognitive linguistic viewpoint, similarity is 
subjective, “created” by “intelligence perceiving similarity”. Let us put 
it as follows: 

X is similar to Y with respect(s) to R to the observer O 
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Coded linguistically, similarity is conventionalized and context
dependent. Its relation to “objective reality” and its properties, 
captured as attributes, structure, origin, etc, has to be perceived as a 
function of the embodied mind and the emergent properties of 
meaning.  

Researching aphasiac speech, one becomes particularly aware of 
the fact that similarity “lies in the eye of the beholder” and is a product 
of complex cognitive processing, only now carried out with 
impoverished brain powers. To illustrate, such a mind can perceive an 
entity as “nosze do zębów”(possibly a comb, not revealed in Panasiuk’s 
2004  analysis of her corpus). 

Adopting a cognitive linguistic approach then, we shall look 
further into the nature of similarity, referring first to its most 
elementary definition as commonality of features or attributes. 
Arguably, it does not need to sound like an echo of Aristotelian views. 
Recall that Labov’s cups and bowls were similar or dissimilar relative 
to one attribute mainly, that of width to depth ratio. Likewise, 
geometric models of similarity (Atteneave 1950, Torgerson 1965 in 
Francuz 2006), with multidimensional scaling as the analytical tool of 
such models, consist in comparing sets of parameters, such as the 
degree of domestication and the size for the categories bird and 
mammal (Rips, Shoben, Smith 1973 in Francuz 2006). Similarity 
between categories such as lion and mouse is then the difference in the 
respective values along these two parameters. 

Views on similarity have been revolutionized by Tversky (1997). If 
not a cognitive linguist sensu stricte, Tversky is nevertheless a 
cognitivist in spirit. Consider the role of the conceptualizing mind in 
the following ideas. Tversky proposes that not only commonality but 
distinctiveness as well is important in the featurematching process as 
a result of which objects are valued as similar. Tversky’s contrast 
model differentially weighs common and distinct features. Let f(A ∩ B) 
denote the salience of the features that are common to A and B and let 
f(A – B) denote the salience of the features that are unique to A. The 
similarity of A to B is captured as follows ( adapted version of the 
equation in Francuz 2006:93): 
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s(A, B) = α f(A ∩ B) – β f(A – B) – γ f(B – A),  

where α, β, and γ are weights that vary across individuals, context, 
and instructions (as an illustration of this last variable, note, for 
example, distinct similarity judgments of, first,  pictures and then their 
verbal descriptions, in the former case based more on distinctiveness 
of the objects and in the latter on their commonality in Tversky and 
Gati’s experiments). According to this model, features in common 
increase similarity, whereas features that are unique to one party 
involved decrease similarity. An extremely important aspect of the 
model is the fact that features are not equally weighted. For example, 
one feature “alive” turns out to be critical in establishing dissimilarity 
between categories man and a dummy. The resulting dissimilarity is 
on this model a result of the high weight of alive for man and 0 value 
for the dummy (Francuz 2006 :93, 94). 

It can be argued that not only commonality but distinctiveness as 
well are the two concepts underlying the family resemblance model of 
Wittgenstein and the prototypical organization in Rosch’s model (to be 
enlarged upon below for Langacker’s model). Thus, the former 
previews, and the latter is compatible with, Tversky’s conceptions. 

Let us turn now to similarity in Langacker’s concepts (Kardela 
2006). According to Langacker, every novel conception becomes a 
target of comparison, when the established conceptualization, in the 
form of a well entrenched and conventionalized cognitive routine, is 
the standard for such a conceptualization. And this is precisely where 
the relation of similarity comes into play. Let us consider the two 
categorizing relations mentioned in Section 2, i.e. elaboration of 
schema and, again, semantic extension from the prototype, through 
the prism of the similarity mode. In the former, the attributes of 
hyponyms are “repeated” in a lowerlevel schema or category. The 
mechanisms of semantic extension from the prototype follow another 
pattern: only part of the attributes of the prototypical and the extended 
category are identical. Langacker speaks of conflicting values in the 
relation of semantic extension. Let us recast such observations in 
terms of distinct models of similarity. While more schematic and less 
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schematic conceptualizations employ commonality as the driving force 
for the similarity relation, extensions involve a more advanced 
processing, one evoking the conception of both commonality and 
distinctiveness. This observation will be crucial for further analysis. 

Specifically, in what follows we shall look at the selected data of 
aphasiac speech through the prism of the nature of similarity that 
could have been the stimulus for the responses given. The analysis is 
premised upon the assumption that utterances elicited from aphasiacs 
during therapy sessions attest to the patients’ arduous, earnest 
struggles to regain their command of language and are not just chance 
performances. Thus we can find such utterances informative about the 
very nature of the relation of similarity as it is processed by such 
patients. 

4.  Similarity at the phonological level 

Aphasiologists point to a recurring inability of the following kind (few 
translations are provided only rarely throughout the paper, as most 
aspects are bound to be lost in translation; we resort to translating 
samples, only to illustrate the phenomena): 

(1)  to skóra…..mura, nie ….to właśnie chmury (clouds) 

(2)  ry….. ryba…(fish) 

(3)  T(therapist) :A tutaj co Pani widzi? (what can you see here?) 
P(patient): Kaczka? Nie, nie kaczka. (a duck, no, not a duck) 
T: Koza (goat) 
P: Właśnie (….) 

(4)  T: Niech pani powtórzy: fale (please, repeat : waves) 
P: szal…szalpie….szalpie?  

(5)  A kot gdzie śpi? (where does the cat Steep?) 
P: Gdzie śpi?(where..sleep?) 
T: Pod….. 
P: Pod krzyżykiem (under the cross?) 
T: Pod krzesłem (under the chair) 
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Consider also the following infelicitous exchanges (Panasiuk 
2005): 

(6)  czesze/comb(s) (czyści/cleans), myje/washes (marzy/dreams), 
sól/salt (słoń/elephant), wazon (walizka), margaryna (cytryna), 
trze (czesze), ogórki (worki), książka ( księżyc), pora roku (prąd) 

If we were to detect the processing mechanisms at work here it is 
perhaps ustified to claim that (6) attest to a dissociation of 
phonological and semantic planes in a linguistic sign and that a 
momentous, dynamic, online similarity relationship struck in (6) is a 
fewphoneme similarity. he use of  is retrieved to stand for B by 
virtue of a recognition of one kind of attribute only: phonetic similarity 
of at least one sound segment. Dissimilarity of the other segments on 
the phonological plane appears to be overridden. Panasiuk (2005) 
offers a panorama of such examples, in which the similarity concerns a 
syllable in the onset (more frequent) and the coda (less frequent). Such 
data encourage considerations of redundancy and cognitive salience at 
the phonological level. Such issues, however, will not be pursued here. 

Let us now turn to products of more deeply damaged minds, as in 
the following (Panasiuk 2003:22): 

(7)  No, w tym zapogram żołoczy. Dokoła doożąb i pałwam zimbny te 
maja zeszyty, od to Majo zejna takie, brzydkie, O, wtym, o tu i tu 
jest przykryte, rozumiesz? Yyyy, jak tu ci nazwać… W tym jest 
poper, a tu jest taki szmil, no, no, no. To są zime. Czerwone. Nie 
rozu… Nie czujesz? O! W tym!  Widzisz na na jednych jagłach są? 
O, są tu, o tu! Z tym,że ony dobrze, ty trzech je dobrze, dobrze grają 
w tym, no. No, tak czuję źle, no. No, to też gram proszę niemieckie i 
te i te i tu. (…) (nonsensical) 

Panasiuk provides the following observations about such speech 
disorders: these are word fluxes, logorrheas, with such quasiwords 
linked in stretches which apparently have some syntactic or quasi
syntactic organization. Indeed, they are rich in prosodic features, they 
have characteristically rich intonationcontour. hat is interesting, 
according to Panasiuk, is that words in their phatic function are 
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typically easily discernible and surprisingly frequent. As if the need to 
communicate were stronger than the obstacles… As if the quantity 
were to compensate for the quality. Such premises make logorrhea a 
target of analyses in terms of communicative, or possibly even life, 
strategies. Let us add one more observation, now in pragmatics, 
linking the fluentaphasia speech deficit types, as in (7) and the 
extensive use by such patients of gestures marking the syntactic 
organization of the utterance (Polish: batuty, in Drabik 2005:165).  

On the surface of it, logorrhea lies outside the research area of the 
present analysis. Apparently, what stimulates the overproductivity in 
speech in cases like (7) is not set by similarity of sound, meaning 
attributes, or function. It appears however justified to postulate a 
similarity relation sparked at the level of prosodic features. It seems 
that, if distorted, the prosodic organization of a sentence is stimulated 
and the overfluent speech just fills in the pattern in a random manner 
(Panasiuk 2003). Such an analysis points both to the topographical 
conclusions about the mind and to a somewhat unexpected ability of 
such minds to operate on a very abstract level, such as is needed for 
processing prosody. In passing let us note some recent findings about 
Alzheimer’s disease, which seem to point to the fact that the struggle 
to remember is eased with tunes and music employed in the process of 
learning. Likewise, deep neurological damage in a child observed by 
the author seem to mercifully spare musical talents. 

Arguably, similar types of activation routes may be operant in the 
language patterns typically referred to as echolalia. Consider the 
following: 

(8)  T: Na jakiej ulicy Pani mieszka? (what street do you live in?) 
P: No, na jakiej…(what) 
T: Na jakiej ulicy? (what street?) 
P: Ulicy? Ulicy….ulicy…na czwartej…(street..street…four) 

(9) T: Trudno wymienić nazwy miesięcy? 
P: Trudno, trudno. 
T: A nazwy dni tygodnia? 
P: Dni tygodnia? 
T: A jaki dzisiaj dzień mamy? 
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P: dzisiaj, dzisiaj…. 
T: Czwar.. 
P: Czwartek, czwartek 

Panasiuk’s (2003) commentaries on such patterns point to the, at least 
partial, onomatopoeic status of such behavior. Even if the aphasiac 
patient understands the communicative situation and his or her role in 
the task, the main drive behind the infelicitous responses is echoing 
the clusters of sounds. These analyses typically emphasize the utility 
of such compensatory strategies for the phatic function of language. 
Apparently, they help achieve what looks like a seemingly natural 
flow of linguistic interaction. 

Let us turn now to the mechanisms of perseverance, as observed 
in (10) ( Drabik 2005): 

(10)  pasiesienie kozy  

In Drabik’s explanations such utterances can be considered as attempts 
at finding the right soundtrack, so to speak. Likewise, the retrieval of 
the right pattern can result in (11,12) (Panasiuk 2003): 

(11)  Z drzew spadały drzewa. (trees were falling from trees) 

(12)  Idą na bal chłopcy i dziewczynki idą. 

The sound pattern can also be anticipated, as in (13): 

(13)  Mała dziewczynka bawi sie bawić lalkami. 

Relating all the above considerations to the similarity models in 
Section 3, it may be stated that the data discussed above appear to 
point to the simplest processing: the commonality of speech sound 
clusters is the dimension/ attribute that binds the similarity relation in 
(113). 

Furthermore, it should be noted that such a relation is in an 
obvious sense the outcome of the conceptualizer’s mind. Such 
similarity as detected in the above examples is par excellence non
objective. Finally, let us consider the role of context – in its 
commonsensical understanding as a communicative situation – in the 
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similarity relation implicit in the linguistic behavior discussed in this 
section. Its role appears to be negligible in most responses quoted 
above. The majority of the noted responses seem to be autonomous of 
contextual information. 

5.  Aphasiac categories 

Let us turn now to similarity in meaning. The data considered below 
have been classified in the literature into a number of classes and a 
variety of phenomena. Our attempt here is to find a common 
denominator for such a miscellaneous collection. In particular, we 
shall postulate that, underlying this apparently random set, there is a 
uniform phenomenon and that it has to do with the nature of 
processing similarity that can be detected in the words examined. 
Thus, in accordance with the cognitive linguistic framework, we shall 
claim that we are not dealing here  with just language or just its use, 
we are instead dealing with conceptualizations and their reflections in 
language.  

5.1.  A hyperonym for a basic level category 

Let us first consider the ease with which the patient in (14) is able to 
retrieve the category GARMENT, while struggling for, and failing to 
come up with, the basic level category COAT: 

(14)   P (naming objects in the picture) Wszystko to by było jako tako 
jeszcze bal…chcę powiedzieć nawet czy to dla mężczyzn, co to 
może być? (…what can that be?) 

T: Palto.  ( a coat) 
P: Palto. Może być? 
T: Yhy. 
P: No, ja wiedziałam, ze to jest ubranie, ale tak właśnie nie wiem, 

czy żony, czy męża, ale dla męża jednak było….(I knew it was 
a garment. Only I did not know whether it was one for 
the wife or for the husband) 
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Note further a parallel relation between DO/ACT and WRITE 
categories in (15): 

(15)  P: Napisać tutaj? 
T: A teraz proszę zapisać te cyfry. (put those numbers down) 
P: Co? Co robić? (do what?) 

Panasiuk finds many more examples in which ACT/DO is used to 
stand for the verb speak, cut hair, repair shoes, sew, teach, explain, etc. 
(Panasiuk 2005:205) 

In the next example the patient mixes three types of concepts: 
numbers, days of the week and months: 

(16)  T: A jaki dzień tygodnia dzisiaj?(what day is it today?) 
P: Jest tak: dwa, trzy, nie…. To jest poniedziałek, wtorek, środa 

czwartek, piątek!(…) (two, three…Monday, Tuesday…) 
T: Jaki będzie następny miesiąc? (next month?) 
P: Ósmy…siód…. To będzie dwanaście.. dwa..Os… gru…luty (…) 

(eight…Dec..February) 
T: To teraz, a wcześniej (about a month) 
P: to poniedziałek…nie ..nie poniedziałek…. Yyy styczeń (..) 

(Monday…January) 

Panasiuk’s analysis focuses on the fact that the activated words are 
apparently stored as chunks and retrieved more easily in an automatic 
series. However, the interference between the three concepts is not 
explained. It will be claimed here that crosscutting the concepts is the 
domain of ORDERED ENTITIES, schematic for the three types of 
ordering. If we cannot speak of the hyperonym vs. basic level term 
opposition with respect to (16) we are surely dealing with a 
recognition by the patient of the similarity between months, days of 
the week and numerical ordering, here conveniently captured as a 
domain ( in the sense of Langacker, and specifically as related to the 
notion of frame in Dirven and Radden 2006 ). 

In light of the above examples it appears justified to claim that 
some aphasiac patients reveal their inability to process basic level 
categories, normally cognitively most salient and most economic for an 
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Panasiuk’s analysis focuses on the fact that the activated words are 
apparently stored as chunks and retrieved more easily in an automatic 
series. However, the interference between the three concepts is not 
explained. It will be claimed here that crosscutting the concepts is the 
domain of ORDERED ENTITIES, schematic for the three types of 
ordering. If we cannot speak of the hyperonym vs. basic level term 
opposition with respect to (16) we are surely dealing with a 
recognition by the patient of the similarity between months, days of 
the week and numerical ordering, here conveniently captured as a 
domain ( in the sense of Langacker, and specifically as related to the 
notion of frame in Dirven and Radden 2006 ). 

In light of the above examples it appears justified to claim that 
some aphasiac patients reveal their inability to process basic level 
categories, normally cognitively most salient and most economic for an 

Calling a spade a spade in aphasia. On similarity 

 

average language user in the sense of being most informative: packed 
with unique characteristics. At the same time those patients have no 
problems with using the respective more schematic categories. We 
shall look further into the nature of this difficulty in Section 5.4. 

5. 2.  A hyponym for a basic level category 

Another class of responses noted in Panasiuk’s corpus parallels the 
above problems with an adequate level of processing categories, only 
now the utterances elicited from the patients can be characterized as 
too specific. The details are often provided without correspondence 
with the factual situation described. On Panasiuk’s analysis such uses 
are classified as cases of epenthesis or metonymy, in the sense of 
Jakobson (1989). We shall here pursue an alternative explanation. 
Consider the following set: 

(17)  borowik/a specific kind of a mushroom (grzyb/mushroom); 
autobus czerwony/red bus (a bus, not a red one); płaszcz mokry 
przeciwdeszczowy/ wet raincoat (płaszcz przeciwdeszczowy/ 
raincoat); gerbera (kwiat); parówka (kiełbasa); maszynka do 
mielenia mięsa wołowego (maszynka do mielenia mięsa); mała 
mrówka (mały); zapala papierosa (zapala gaz), etc. 

It will be claimed here that the above are misfired attempts to process 
a category at the expected level of schematicity/specificity. Now 
hyponyms of categories are offered, often automatically. It will be 
claimed here that the problem is parallel to the mechanisms uncovered 
in Section 5.1. We shall deal with what we believe is one motivation 
behind (1417) in Section 5.4. 

5.3.  A basic level for a basic level category   

The data collected by Panasiuk point to an extremely productive 
pattern of the following shifts: 

(18)  idzie, siedzi /go, sit (stoi/stand); siedzi/sit (idzie/go); stoi 
(leży); leży (płynie); patrzy (płynie, tłumaczy); mówi (słucha); 
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skacze/jump (patrzy/look); pisze (czyta, rysuje); wisi (stoją); 
jedzie (wozi); płacze/cry (śmieje się/laugh); pranie (prasuje); 
zamiata (porządek);  

(19)  ciemno/dark (noc/night); puch (śnieg); słodkie (ciastka); po 
wodzie (po deszczu); woda (mokro); zielony/green 
(żółty/yellow); zielony (niebieski); granatowy (czarny); żółty 
(niebieski); 

(20) banan/ banana (pomidor/ tomato); cebula (cytryna, 
rzodkiewka); cytryna (banan); jabłko (gruszka); jagoda 
(agrest); kalafior (sałata); wiśnia (śliwka); bocian (dzięcioł); 
gąsienica (pająk); krokodyl/crocodile (żyrafa/giraffe ); łabędź 
(indyk); mucha (osa); zając (lis); ciocia (dziadek); morze 
(jezioro); koło (kwadrat); krzyżyk/cross(trójkąt/ triangle); 
lokomotywa (rower);styczeń (grudzień); 

n Panasiuk’s analysis, the above are metonymic relocations. In 
structuralist terms they follow from the conception of a linguistic sign 
as a form meaning pairing and can be explained as a “wrong “ 
pairing. 

Specifically, what motivates the shifts in (120) is, on Panasiuk’s 
analysis, the contiguity relation in time or place, or logical contiguity 
of events. Thus Panasiuk insists on concrete relations in the physical 
world that ultimately drive the metonymy between sign1 and sign2 in 
these responses (Panasiuk 2005:199). Such a motivation is coherent 
with the generalized claim that aphasiac patients favor the concrete 
over the abstract (ibid.). 

Putting aside the very basic distinction between structuralist 
metonymy and cognitive linguistic metonymy, we shall argue that 
contiguity relation grounded in experience is not enough for an 
explanation of such misuses as in (120). The shifts considered are not 
random and the pattern emerging will be claimed to be linked to the 
nature of similarity processing in such words. In other words, if the 
patient takes an apple for a pear he/she recognizes the fact that they 
are both FRUIT. Allowing for simplifications, they see the FRUIT 
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category in the apple and they name this fruit with the term which 
happens to be most salient in their  fractured nervous system: a pear. 
Perhaps it is the first category that the patient is able to retrieve. The 
similarity is relevant enough and further processing need not be 
continued. 

It appears justified to claim that processing commonality has been 
successfully accomplished. The failure occurs at the basic level and the 
contrast between an apple and a pear turns out to be “too difficult”.  

5.4.   Schematicity and specificity as an axis of construal 

We shall insist that the type of disorders reflected in (182) comes part 
and parcel not only with the flawed processing illustrated in (1416) as 
well as in (17), but that examples (113) can also be incorporated within 
one uniform mechanism underlying the observed data.  

First, we assume that the responses are a product of 
conceptualization and so of a construal adopted by a conceptualizer 
(Langacker 1987,1991). One such dimension proposed by Langacker is 
the selected level of schematicity/specificity. And this is precisely the 
axis along which all the utterances studied can be arranged.  

The phonological similarity noted in (113) will be located at one 
end of the axis. The target category with which the patient managed to 
come up is in this case very schematically related to the standard, i.e. 
the category with which the patient was supposed to come up. What is 
processed for similarity is only a couple of phonemes (as in 1, 3, 4 and 
some in 6), a syllable (2, 5, some in 6), the prosodic features of a 
syntactic chunk, as in (7), and phonological stretches that are word or 
phrase long in (8) and (113). The similarity relation is struck at a very 
schematic level indeed. 

We shall treat attempts at a more or less felicitous use of semantic 
categories in Section 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3  as a less schematic/ more specific 
construal than the phonological similarity discussed before. Under 
such an arrangement, the responses noted in Section 5.1. display a 
much more schematic construal of the conceptualizations than those in 
Section 5.3., while examples (182) will be located somewhere in 
between.  
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It should be noted that such a schematic/specific construal is a 
product of the specifics of one major cognitive process, i.e. processing 
similarity in categorization. As pointed out in the exposition in Section 
1.3. of some of the models postulated in psychology to capture the 
mechanisms of similarity we can be dealing with either comparing 
entities relative to a respect/respects, or, following Tversky, 
comparing and contrasting entities relative to a number of respects. 
For the sake of the present analysis let us observe that the second 
model appears to be much more advanced, requiring much more 
processing, i.e. weighing conflicting values. 

It will be claimed here that the data analyzed allow for the 
following generalization to be made: some aphasiac patients seem to 
have problems with processing contrast. They seem to concentrate on 
comparing. Processing similarity is stopped, so to speak, once some 
relevant respect has been found which allows a category to be used in 
a given context.  

Such processing can arguably be treated as a communicative 
strategy compensating for impoverished capacities. An aphasiac brain 
can make use of all kinds of mental shortcuts to ease the pain of losing 
speech and the effort of struggling for words. And it helps to keep the 
exchange going in what could be treated as a normal flow – a 
motivation not to be rejected lightly.  

Finally, let us consider the role of context in such processing. 
Following Langacker we shall assume that language is usagebased 
and the process of conceptualization proceeds with a full 
apprehension of the context. It should be noted that aphasiac 
categories appear to be in large measure independent of context. If the 
patient calls a pear tree an apple tree, when the fruit is given in the 
drawing the patient is describing, the categorization surely proceeds 
without taking full advantage of the communicative situation. Such 
“insensitivity” to context is surely one of the flag deficits of aphasiac 
speech. 
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  ordformation ia contamination 

Let us turn now to a different kind of an organization of language 
uncovered in a specific example of word formation by contamination, 
illustrated in (21) below (Drabik 2005:162): 

(21)  Myciera się. (he washesdries himself) 

The analysis that we pursue for (21) requires reference to some basic 
methodological assumptions of both cognitive and noncognitive 
approaches to language  

The nonmentalist (noncognitive) school of thought, e.g. 
structuralist, would attempt to seek an explanation for the flawed 
structure in distorted allocations in the processing of the signifiant
signifie pairings in parole, parallel to the mechanisms referred to in 
Section 5.3. So, the principle operating in associations within a 
linguistic sign in (21) would perhaps be again that of contiguity of 
meaning in two linguistic concepts mycie się and wycieranie się, being 
derivative of their temporal contiguity in a broad social usage of 
these two words. Thus, structuralist analysis would refrain from 
providing commentaries about the cognitive processing and the 
condition of the aphasiac patient’s cognitive system underlying such 
structures as in (21). Let us emphasize however that (21) is not 
identical with what is along the structuralist lines referred to as 
metonymic neologisms discussed in Section 5.3. Under the 
structuralist approach we can at best call (21) a case of metonymy 
freezeframed half way, so to speak. 

Alternatively, from a cognitive linguistic viewpoint, (21) can 
potentially attest to much graver distortions and, arguably, at the same 
time lend plausibility to some cognitive linguistic constructs. 

It should be remembered that cognitive linguistics, while 
assuming in its methodology the view of a linguistic sign as a bipolar 
symbolic integration between phonological form and meaning, 
nonetheless holds that meaning spans both conceptual and linguistic 
planes and that linguistic processing comes as part and parcel of many 
other human cognitive processing abilities. Neologisms such as (21) 
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can thus be regarded as indicative of deformations in the organization 
of normal language processes. In particular, under the cognitive 
linguistic view it can be argued that underlying (21) there are two 
concepts evoked and blended into one. The choice of these two 
concepts is strongly motivated, not just because of their temporal 
contiguity in experience but because of the fact that these two concepts 
are part of the complex chunk of knowledge, organizing our mental 
lexicon in the area of PERSONAL HYGIENE in terms of frames (cf. 
Fillmore 1985). There is much more to frames than spatial or temporal 
contiguity. In the case of (21) we are dealing with the dynamic 
realizations of such frames, i.e. scripts, in which mycie się and 
wycieranie się are two consecutive steps. 

Thus the data in (21) can plausibly be considered as providing 
argument for the psychological reality of frames. Consider the 
following claims: first, there are no idiomatic, fixed phrases 
incorporating the two words in Polish to explain their automatic co
activation in (21). Second, in their usage in a pragmatic context they 
are rather unlikely to appear together, in the sense that one, i.e. mycie 
się entails the other. Wycieranie się is then left implicit due to the 
Principle of Relevance crucial in the organization of discourse. 
Consider the following: 

(22)  Wstał, umył się I poszedł do pracy. (He got up , washed himself 
and went to work) 

(23) *Wstał, umył się, wytarł się i poszedł do pracy.( He got up, 
washed himself, dried himself and went to work) 

Third, note the temporal seuencing of the coactivated actions. Given 
the three observations, we take it to be justified to tentatively claim 
that (21) uncovers the organization of the human conceptual system in 
terms of frames. 
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7.  Competence and performance 

Finally, it is interesting to note aphasiac patients’ own observations of 
the language impairments they are suffering from. They often 
complain of their lack of knowledge: 

(24) Nie wiem./ Nie bardzo wiedziałam, co zobaczyć, naprawdę./ 
Chciałabym ładnie nazwać i nie wiem jak powiedzieć. 

They sometimes capture their condition in terms of impoverished 
intellect: 

(25) Tego nie rozumiem./ Głupi!( discouraged)/ Ale jestem tępa 
zupełnie. Pusta pała./ Głupie. Nie uda  się. 

Or feeling: 

(26)  Nie czuję, nie czuję, to nie jest takie naturalne. 

Or memory: 

(27)  Nie bardzo pamiętam jak to powiedzieć dobrze./ Ja wiem, ale nie 
mogę sobie przypomnieć jak to jest.(what it is called) 

They often express their inability: 

(28)  Nie mogę./ Noo, noo! (surprised at a successful achievement) 

We treat such opinions as capturing human folk models underlying 
the notions of competence and performance. (2428) reveal this duality, 
when knowing a language need not be accompanied by an access to 
that knowledge. 

One of the patients captures a dissociation in her mind between 
competence and performance in an elaborate way, Panasiuk 
(2004:186): 

(29)  Ja nigdy nie wiem, czy ja dobrze mówię, ja tego nie czuję, to takie 
obce. Jeśli ja powiem coś nawet dobrze, a ktoś powie, ze 
powiedziałam źle, to ja przyznam, ze to źle.. nigdy nie wiem jak 
mówię. Często nie jestem tego pewna… zawsze nie jestem pewna. 
Czy ja dobrze powiedziałam? Wiem w środku co chcę powiedzieć. 
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In some cases the difficulties encountered are referred to as a 
blockage to a natural flow or mode of operations; 

(30)  Nie, nie pójdzie./ Gdzieś się blokuję i nie mogę tego zapisać. 

The elusiveness of the nature of the impairments is sometimes 
reflected in the grammatical structure of the descriptions. Consider the 
use of the dative and the semantic role of PATIENT and not AGENT 
chosen to refer to the aphasiac patient: 

(31) Tak mi się niestety robi…/ Tak mi się teraz robi właśnie…  (it 
happens to me) 

8.  Conclusions 

In light of the data studied in the present article the following appear 
to be viable conclusions: 

First, linguistic categories are not objective and only uncovered by 
the user, they truly are a matter of subjective construal. In aphasia 
they come into being as a result of impaired brain capacities and 
are a product of flawed processing. 

Second, similarity likewise is subjective. Processing similarity is 
dynamic, online and very complex. An aphasiac brain resorts to 
compensatory techniques and strategies to ease the difficulty and 
keep the flow of the conversation going.  

Third, many categories formed by aphasiac patients do not adhere 
to the conventional set and the difference is not random. Some 
such novel uses reveal problems at the schematicity/specificity 
axis of construal.  

Fourth, inadequate uses along the schematicity/specificity 
dimension are a derivative of the impaired mechanisms of 
processing similarity and, specifically, the ability of the brain to 
process contrast.  
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Fifth, relevance seems to be an important issue in such processing. 
To put it very simply, we could state that the brain is pleased with 
some first relevant similarity relation(s) discovered. Finding a 
contrast and then weighing the values of respects is an expense 
such brain cannot afford , given its impoverished powers. Even if 
the contrast is processed, the outcome of the processing does not 
necessarily result in the conventional categorization. 

Sixth, aphasiac categories are often freed from contextual 
limitations. 

Finally, let us observe that a cognitive linguistic framework seems 
to be particularly well suited for an analysis of aphasia. And a 
cognitive linguist may well benefit from studying the nature of 
aphasiac deficits. They appear to lend credibility to many cognitive 
linguistic concepts. 
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NEW PATHWAYS IN LINGUISTICS 2010 


Stanisław Puppel 

 

ears on language as a reologialeologial 
entity towards a lowdesignsynergy approa 

The paper introduces a novel subdiscipline of linguistics named 
rheolinguistics, which sees natural language as a combined rheological
ecological entity. This newly postulated approach to language may be 
tentatively defined as the one which deals with language as a rheological 
entity, that is, as the design which is subjected to the variable conditions of 
flow. In the present analysis, natural language is viewed as resulting from the 
flow dynamics and synergy of the biological, social, and cultural flows. 
 
Keywords:  rheolinguistics, ecolinguistics, flows, design, synergy 

1. Language as an entity 

In this paper an attempt is made to present a preliminary and very 
sketchy view of language as a combined rheologicalecological entity. 
The ecological approach to language, defined as the study of the 
interaction of any natural language with its environment, has been 
called ‘language ecology’ (cf. Haugen, 1972; Garner, 2004, 2005)) or 
‘ecolinguistics’ (cf. Fill and Mühlhäusler, 2001). Both terms refer to a 
wellestablished subdiscipline of linguistics which focuses on taking 
account of the full complexity and interrelatedness of all the processes 
which are activated and combined in order to produce the dynamic 
relationships of any natural language (NL) with its complex and 
variable environment. Furthermore, the ecological approach to 
language allows one to view it as a real biologybased entity which has 
been constructed socially and culturally and with the purpose of 
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providing a dialogicallyoriented service to the metacommunity of 
humanity as a part of more general ecosystem services (cf. Kremen, 
2005) which are fundamental for sustaining healthy human societies, 
in particular for sustaining language as a universal code of human 
interaction on the one hand and for sustaining any natural language as 
an expression of more general ecological diversity, or, in a more 
narrow sense, natural language diversity, on the other. 

We may therefore venture to say at this point that the ecological 
approach proposes to look at language as existing objectively by virtue 
of its embodiment, just the way any physical organism exists (cf. 
Varela et al., 1991). Therefore, one of the key characteristics of the 
ecological approach to language is the close and inseparable link 
between body (i.e. the human nervous system and the human brain in 
particular) and mind such that both strengthen each other and thus 
jointly produce language which may be understood as an embodied 
and structured (i.e. systemic) functional ‘entity’ (from late Latin , 
‘being, existence’ as opposed to ‘nonexistence’) determined by its 
complex interplay with the environment and necessarily rooted in the 
biologysocialityculture complex. 

This traditionally dual understanding of the design of language, 
that is, as both a physical and mental phenomenon, allows one to 
approach it jointly as a physical object (i.e. regarded as being on a par 
with any really existing physical organism which is most naturally 
subject to various physical limitations) as well as a mental construct 
which is therefore subject to the constraints characteristic of the life of 
‘evanescent’ and evasive mental phenomena generated by the physical 
organism, or, more precisely, by the human brain in the synergistic 
processes of inter and intraorganismal interactions. Subsequently, in 
the above delineated understanding of language as an organism, it 
may be defined as characterized by the following: 

(a) within the organismal metaphor, language may be specified 
in terms of an inherent degree of ‘robustness’ (or ‘vitality’) 
which serves to determine its overall power (i.e. quality/ 
value) and which is decisive for its conduct in the open 
natural language arena where all the existing languages, 
meant as embodied entities, inevitably confront each other 
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(i.e. in the conditions of contact, cf. Weinreich, 1953) thus 
attaining the status of either superstratal (i.e. ‘dominant/ 
hegemonic/ imperialistic’) or substratal (i.e. ‘submissive/ 
inferior’) languages (cf. Phillipson, 1992; Puppel and Puppel, 
2005; Puppel, 2007b). Thus, like any physical organism, a 
particular natural language may gain or suffer from its 
physical dimension. That is, either as a result of language 
contact in the natural language global arena or as a result of 
variable population dynamics, or simply as a result of the 
combination of both factors, it may become either a 
‘dominant’ or a nondominant (i.e. ‘submissive’) language, or 
may go to an ‘endangered language’ phase, or, in extreme 
cases, it may even become extinct, that is, it may disappear all 
together from the highly diversified pool of all the currently 
existing natural languages (cf. Crystal, 2000; Puppel, 2007a), 

(b) moreover, as an entity which may ‘suffer’, like any physical 
organism, from various inequalities and pressures occurring 
between natural languages as a result of inevitable contact in 
the open and global natural language arena, any natural 
language may become subject to deliberate, social restorative 
(i.e. therapeutic) programs and procedures, where the 
restoration (i.e. natural language preservation especially via 
language planning) of a particular natural language constitutes 
a part of ‘restorative ecology’ whose goal is to sustain a given 
living language as a form of a valuable natural resource and, 
what is even more important for the human culture as a whole, 
as an expedient of a much greater and diversified 
anthropological context, i.e. a particular local culture (cf. Hale, 
1997; Romaine, 2007; Puppel, 2009b) in which any living 
natural language is immersed, 

(c) like any physical organism, a particular natural language is 
characterized by geographic distribution (i.e. spatial dispersal) 
and a temporal dimension of highly variable longevity (i.e. 
temporal variability of a particular natural language), 

(d) in addition to the above, language may be viewed as an entity 
which has been determined by a network of social (i.e. as a part 
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of community ecology, cf. Diamond and Case, 1986) as well as 
both crosscultural and intracultural interactions which, in 
turn, provide the necessary external environment for language 
use. This is most conspicuously reflected in the generation of 
natural language diversity and of socialcultural artifacts, such 
as, for example, the various cultural traditions and writing 
systems exercised by the particular linguistic communities 
which serve the purpose of natural language diversity 
maintenance. 

Thus, it may be stated that in the more traditional linear 
perspective, language may be determined by an interplay of the 
following parameters: its quality and value, that is, its inherent 
power/vitality (i.e. its robustness, see Puppel, 2007b), a possibility 
for being subjected to restorative programs and procedures 
initiated by the more highly ecolinguistically aware and 
ecologicallyoriented individuals and organized social groups for 
whom such a restoration is an important way of rescuing and 
sustaining a given natural language at the present moment of the 
language’s existence, as well as its spatial and temporal dimension. 
In addition, it should be emphasized that the linear perspective 
also entails the significance of natural language diversity and 
spatial dispersal combined with the communicator verbal 
variability, as well as the highly diversified contexts of NL use, for 
affecting the positive functioning of the linguistic ecosystem (cf. 
Mühlhäusler, 2000; France and Duffy, 2006). 



In addition to being viewed as a dual physicalmental entity, language 
may also be regarded as an ecological entity (cf. Mikkelson, 2003). The 
latter concept indicates an understanding of language in terms of an 
interactive system, in fact, much like an ecosystem, defined as Eugene 
Odum (1953) would prefer to define it, namely as a holistic design 
where all the major constitutive components, that is, in our case 
language and the environment, are viewed as cooperating with each 
other in a mutualistic and totally interdependent manner. In this way, 
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the holistic approach to language, represented and integrated by the 
concept of the ecosystem, in fact, constitutes a clear breach from the 
mainstream, linear and strongly dualistic and predominantly 
Aristotelian Western tradition by emphasizing the concept of the 
generation, maintenance and conservation of the ecosystem which is 
fed by the natural base (referred to here as ‘the feeding base’) in which 
both energy, being emergentive in nature, and matter, resulting in its 
organization into a variety of terrestrial designs (expressed by diverse 
terrestrial systems), flow incessantly thus propelling the generation 
and continuous changes of the linguistic ecosystem at the same time 
securing the continuous biologicalsocialcultural flows through the 
design node. In this way, the Aristotelian view is combined with the 
Heraclitean view which promotes variability and holism. 

As may be inferred from the above, the linguistic ecosystem is 
regarded as being greater than the sum of its parts. Subsequently, the 
linguistic ecosystem, viewed here as a part of the more inclusive 
human ecosystem, may also be conceived of as being constituted by 
the necessary interaction, reciprocity and entrainment of the afore 
mentioned linear and circular (i.e. flow) components within the more 
fundamental natureculture dichotomy where the component of 
Nature is opposed to the component of Culture where the latter 
summatively comprises the entire and above mentioned biology
socialityculture complex of synergetic flows underlying the linguistic 
ecosystem. The entire setup may be represented by means of the 
following diagram: 
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          the feeding base (Nature)           the linguistic ecosystem (Culture) 
 
Diagram nr 1 
 

In the Diagram, the circular components (a) and (b) and the linear 
components contained within the linguistic ecosystem are linked (i.e. 
they converge) through the interface of the system, at the integrative 
‘Design’ node, where, among other designs, the particular design of 
language is assumed to be generated and additionally supported by 
means of the horizontal flow dynamics indicated by the horizontal 
arrow “←→”. 

he above holistic and dual (i.e. linearcircular) nature of language 
is referred to here as derived within the ecosystem characterized both 
by the dynamics of the afore distinguished flows and design 
parameters working synergistically (hence the flowdesignsynergy 
approach, abbreviated as FDS), respectively. In this approach, the flow 
dynamics and the principles of selforganization (which may also be 
referred to as ‘autocatakinetics’, cf. e.g. Swenson, 1997) jointly generate 
different kinds of designs, including the universal design of human 
language as well as the particular and diversified designs of different 
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natural languages. It is therefore assumed that, apart from being 
studied by ecolinguistics which approaches language and language 
behaviour as basically a solidlike (i.e. embodied) but necessarily open 
system (cf. von Bertalanffy, 1968) which remains under the variable 
pressure of the linear factors of languageexternal (i.e. socialcultural) 
and communicatorinternal (i.e. biologicalmental) contexts of 
language use, subjectively felt and assessed parameters of 
quality/value of language as well as communicative and ethnic 
variability resulting in the existence of a still sizable global pool of 
different ethnic languages (cf. Grimes, 2000), both language as a 
universal code and language behaviour should also be approached by 
a branch of linguistics that may be referred to as ‘rheolinguistics’ (or 
‘linguistic rheology’, based on ‘rheology’, i.e. the science of the flow 
and deformation of matter, derived from the Greek term ‘rheos’, ‘to 
flow’, cf. Reiner, 1960; Puppel, 2009a).  

This newly postulated approach to language may be tentatively 
defined as the one which deals with language as a rheological entity, 
that is, as the one which is subjected to the variable conditions of flow 
(i.e. flow dynamics), and which thus approaches language as a form of 
embodiment which is a continuously changing (i.e. liquidlike) 
phenomenon, with language properties being viewed as resulting 
from the interaction of the flow of the feeding base with those of the 
linguistic ecosystem. More precisely, it is hypothesized here that 
language as such is generated by the flow characteristics of energy, 
emergence and matter, all converging in the open System node where 
real embodiment (or ‘entitiation’) takes place additionally under the 
conditions of the biological, social, and cultural flows with their 
variable velocities, which are collectively responsible for generating a 
highly variable language design as an outcome of the said 
convergence.  

Such an approach allows one to look at any natural language as a 
kind of a ‘viscoelastic’ liquidlike design (cf. Barnes et al., 1989/2005), 
that is, as characterized by both viscosity and elasticity, which, once 
generated, is always realized as a contextsensitive, highly variable, for 
ever changing (i.e. adaptive) and resilient entity (i.e. defined as having 
the general ability to recover from deformations which may be 
introduced to the particular design, cf. Holling, 1973; Peterson et al., 
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1998; Walker et al., 2004). However, as a functional whole, any natural 
language would always be regarded as representing inherent quality 
and value to its users.  

Within the FDS approach outlined above, language as a design 
may be viewed as being codetermined by flow dynamics and as 
continuously changing its shape in a nonlinear manner (i.e. as a 
complex selforganizing entity, cf. Sol and ascompte, 2006) when 
exposed to a given stress condition, which causes a particular 
deformation, or a set of such conditions. More precisely, any NL, while 
usually being in contact with another language in the natural language 
global arena, may be viewed as generally being subjected to two 
different types of flow, that is, either to ‘turbulent flow’ (i.e. showing 
resistance) or ‘laminar flow’ (i.e. showing no resistance) flow (cf. e.g. 
Acheson, 1990), whereby the two contacting languages (or, more 
properly, the communicators who belong to the linguistic 
communities in the contacting languages) may either bilaterally or 
unilaterally determine the areas of particular concentration of contact 
(e.g. the lexical level) and ‘lend’ each other the various lexical forms 
more or less unobtrusively, that is, with or without any subconscious 
and intuitive or fully conscious and organized resistance on the part of 
the members of the contacting linguistic communities. Since the stress 
conditions, most typically being of the turbulent kind, occur all the 
time in the context of inevitable language contact in the open natural 
language global arena, a given natural language’s viscosity, defined as 
the degree of its overall integrity and equilibrium at a given point of 
time, is affected and inevitable changes are introduced to the particular 
natural language design at its respective points (e.g. in the lexicon as a 
domain which typically remains most susceptible to such changes). 
One may thus say that these changes, which are introduced to a 
particular NL by way of disturbing its lexical integrity and 
punctuating the above equilibrium (cf. Gould and Eldredge, 1977), 
contribute in this way to the maintenance of its elasticity and the 
resilience of both the entire language design and of a particular natural 
language. 
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3. A rheolinguistic frame for further studies (?) 

The model briefly described above is based on the fundamental 
assumption that language as such as well as the particular NLs have 
been generated by the genus and are maintained by the 
dynamics of the different flows which characterize both the feeding 
base and the derived linguistic ecosystem. The concept of the flow 
which is central to the FDS approach outlined above is further 
assumed to supplement the already established ecolinguistic approach 
to language in that it allows to view language as resulting from the 
flow dynamics characterizing the synergy of the biological, social, and 
cultural flows.  

In turn, each of these flows may be characterized by its own 
velocity such that the velocity of the biological (i.e. genetic) flow may 
have two velocities, namely it is the slowest in phylogeny, for it 
comprises the almost imperceptible changes occurring in the 
temporally protracted processes of phylogeny, and is relatively fast in 
ontogeny, for it comprises the perceptible changes occurring in the 
processes of ontogenetic development of every individual human 
organism (see e.g. Gould, 1977). On the other hand, the social flow, 
meant to indicate the existence of a general mechanism of generating 
an online network of social and easily breakable linkages among the 
human communicating agents, may be regarded as a relatively faster 
flow. Finally, the cultural flow, being most essential for ongoing 
linguistic changes, may be likened to the phylogenetic flow in terms of 
its velocity, for cultural changes occurring in various local cultures, for 
example, as a result of local and global invasions (cf. Lövei, 1997), 
seem to require more time before they become firmly established in 
the framework of cultural institutions as forms of cultural 
embodiment. Therefore, there is reason to couple the relatively slow 
biological (i.e. with respect to phylogeny) flow velocity with that of the 
cultural flow. The synergy of the biological and cultural flows in terms 
of their velocity, mediated, as it were, by the faster social flow velocity, 
is therefore assumed to be an important indicator of the credibility of 
the natureculture dichotomy postulated above. 

In summary, it has been suggested here that it is high time for 
linguistics to consider the incorporation of the rheological perspective 
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into research on the functioning of language and various NLs 
understood as designs existing visvis the various highly variable 
external and internal environmental factors as being a part of linguistic 
ecosystem services. In this way, the rheolinguistic approach may non
trivially assist the ecolinguists in providing new knowledge on the 
most relevant issue of languageenvironment relationship. More 
precisely, it may serve as a basis for a deeper understanding of the 
ecolinguistic problem of NL contact and resilience and of the need to 
maintain natural language diversity and NL habitat fragmentation 
within the open and highly changeable natural language global arena. 
Thus, it may finally be stated that with the aid of the flowdesign
synergy approach in accounting for the functioning of any NL under 
conditions of contact in the open natural language global arena new 
light may be shed on the overall nature of the functioning of the 
linguistic ecosystem. 
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