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ABSTRACT

The paper introduces a novel cognitive theory — the cognitive constraints theory — whose
goal is to account for certain structural universal regularities found various figurative
types (e.g., metaphor, simile, synaesthesia, oxymoron, zeugma) in poetic discourse. In
particular this theory addresses the question: what is the relation between stylistic
properties of figurative expressions that appear in poetic discourse on the one hand, and
the cognitive principles and processes involved in understanding them, on the other?
Unlike previous approaches that have emphasized the fact that poetic structures interfere
with cognitive processes, the present theory highlights the conformity of poetic structures
to normal cognitive processes and constraints.

The cognitive constraints theory is illustrated by detailed analysis of a figure of speech
called zeugma (e.g. “He packed his shirt and sorrow”). This figure is assumed to
constitute an ad hoc category (e.g., "things one packs") in which one of its members
(‘shirt") is more prototypical than the other (‘'sorrow"). I claim that poetic discourse, across
languages and periods, exhibits a universal preference for the "more prototypical first”
structure (e.g., “He packed his shirt and sorrow”) rather than the inverse (“He packed his
sorrow and shirt”). This claim is supported by a large-scale field analysis of several
poetic corpora. I then introduce a series of experiments supporting the predictions that the
more frequently used structure in poetic discourse is cognitively conforms to cognitive
processes, and represents a more basic and simpler than the reverse one. These findings
are taken to support the cognitive constraints theory.
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