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Preface

The present text, entitled Ten Lectures on Figurative Meaning-Making: The Role 
of Body and Context by Zoltán Kövecses, is a transcribed version of the lectures 
given by Professor Zoltán Kövecses in November 2010 as one of the three forum 
speakers for The 8th China International Forum on Cognitive Linguistics.

The text is published, accompanied by its videodisc counterpart and 
Chinese guide, as one of the Eminent Linguists Lecture Series.

The China International Forum on Cognitive Linguistics provides a forum for 
eminent international scholars to talk to Chinese audiences. It is a continu-
ing program organized by nine prestigious universities in Beijing. The main 
organizing institution is Beihang University (BUAA); co-sponsors for CIFCL 8 
include Tsinghua University, Peking University, Beijing Foreign Studies Uni
versity, and Beijing Forestry University. Professor Kövecses’s lecture series was 
mainly supported by the Beihang Grant for International Outstanding Scientists 
for 2010 (Project number: Z1057, Project organizer: Thomas Fuyin Li).

The transcription of the video, proofreading the text, writing the Chinese 
guide, and publication of the work in its present book form, have involved 
many people’s strenuous inputs. The initial drafts were done by the following 
postgraduate students from Beihang Univcersity: Chao Chen, Miaomiao Dou, 
Rong Han, Fan Tian, Dongfang Wang, Yue Wu, Na Yang, Zuan Zhang, Jingyuan 
Zhao, Xueqing Zhou. Then we editors did the word-by-word and line-by-line 
revision. To improve the readability of the text, we deleted some of the false 
starts, repetitions, fillers like now, so, you know, OK, and so on, again, of course, if 
you like, sort of, etc. Occasionally, the written version needs an additional word 
to be clear, a word that was not actually spoken in the lecture. We’ve added 
such words within single brackets […]. To make the written version readable, 
even without watching the film, we’ve added a few “stage instructions”, in ital-
ics also within single brackets: […]. The stage instruction describes what the 
speaker was doing, such as pointing at a slide, showing an object, etc. The 
speaker, professor Kövecses did the final word-by-word revision. The published 
version is the final version approved by the speaker.
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Lecture 1

Recent Challenges to Conceptual Metaphor Theory

Good morning! I want to thank the organizers, especially Thomas Li, for invit-
ing me here. It is a great opportunity for me to visit your wonderful city—this 
place is an amazing combination of old and the new things. I’m really enjoy-
ing my stay. I hope I can also give you something that can benefit your own 
purposes.

As you may know, my particular interest is in metaphor theory, but not only 
theoretical issues in metaphor, but the combination of what metaphor theory 
can contribute to our understanding of culture, and more generally, to un-
derstand how we make sense of the world by means of figurative devices like 
metaphor and metonymy. In this first introductory lecture, I want to concen-
trate on the theory of conceptual metaphor—as it was first proposed by Lakoff 
and Johnson in 1980—and look at some of the criticisms of this theory. In the 
past 30 years, there has been an accumulating body of criticisms of the Lakoff 
and Johnson view, which I consider and take to be the “standard conceptual 
theory” view. What I will do now is to look at some of the criticisms that have 
been leveled against their theory and try to respond to those criticisms, and 
on that basis, offer an alternative view to the standard conceptual metaphor 
theory first proposed by Lakoff and Johnson.

I have some very basic goals this morning and I also have some very am-
bitious ones. The basic one is that I will go through some of the main ideas 
of conceptual metaphor theory. I will look at some of the criticisms and then  
I will try to interpret these criticisms and respond to them. In the process, I will 
try to come up with an alternative view to what we can take to be the standard 
theory. I will make use of many of the same ideas that I will introduce today  
in later lectures, for understanding the larger cultural issues that I will be deal-
ing with.

All original audio-recordings and other supplementary material, such as any 
hand-outs and powerpoint presentations for the lecture series, have been made 
available online and are referenced via unique DOI numbers on the website 
www.figshare.com. They may be accessed via this QR code and the following 
dynamic link: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5948347.

http://www.figshare.com
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5948347
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So there are five major issues that I want to look at, five major criticisms of 
conceptual metaphor theory and you can follow, you can see the criticisms. 
The five criticisms include the issue of methodology, the issue of the direc-
tion of analysis, the issue of schematicity, the issue of embodiment, and the 
issue of the relationship with culture. These are the five issues I will take up 
one by one. I will look at the criticism itself, try to respond to these challenges 
and offer some kind of alternative to the standard Lakoff and Johnson view. In 
general, I would say that I very much work in the spirit of the standard Lakoff 
and Johnson view. However, in the past twenty years, I have made all kinds  
of suggestions that I think should be made a part of an even stronger theory of 
conceptual metaphor than what is available today.

Let’s turn to the first issue—the issue of methodology. There are basically 
two kinds of criticisms here. One says that people who work along the lines of 
standard conceptual metaphor theory work with intuitive examples. That is, 
if you are a native speaker of English, if you are a native speaker of Chinese, if 
you are a native speaker of Hungarian, you know some metaphorical linguistic 
expressions or you find them in a dictionary. On the basis of those metaphori-
cal expressions, you will say you generalize on that basis, and you will say that 
you have a particular conceptual metaphor. So if for example, in Hungarian, or 
Chinese or English, there are expressions where, for example, the word “boil” 
means to be very angry, or “to explode” means to lose control of your anger and 
so on and so forth, you will generalize and say, well, there is a conceptual meta-
phor; something like anger is a hot fluid in a container. The problem 
with this, the critics say rightly that these are very intuitive ways of saying first 
of all “what is a metaphor?”. That is, the person who does metaphor analysis 
assumes in advance what the metaphor is. There is no systematic procedure to 
identify what metaphors are.

The second kind of objection along the methodology line is to say that well, 
there is a problem with the way Lakoff and Johnson and their ardent followers 
are looking at de-contextualized examples of metaphors. We are not looking 
at real discourse where the metaphors actually occur. Just because I’m not a 
native speaker, I assume them to be proper contexts. But I’m a dictionary per-
son, I love dictionaries, and I find all kinds of metaphorical expressions and 
I take them out and I make generalization and come up with the conceptual 
metaphor. They say this is not an acceptable practice because you have to look 
at real discourse.

Ok, so this is the way I would respond to these criticisms. I will say that 
metaphors, first of all, exist on three different levels: The level of the supra-
individual; the level of the individual level, and the sub-individual level. The 
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supra-individual level is the one where you have de-contextualized metaphori-
cal expressions like in a dictionary. The dictionary belongs to everyone. You 
don’t even have to be a native speaker. You can look up words in a dictionary, 
you can find them, you can make generalizations, and come up with concep-
tual metaphors—this is what I mean by the supra-individual level. They are 
shared metaphors in a particular language community or culture community.  
The individual level, however, is the one where real people, actual people,  
actually use particular metaphorical expressions in particular discourses.

The sub-individual level simply means the level where we find the motiva-
tion for the existence of conceptual metaphors and also of linguistic examples 
of those conceptual metaphors. This is the level where, as we say in Cognitive 
Linguistics, we find motivation, either bodily or cultural motivation for par-
ticular conceptual metaphors.

Now in my view, the response that we can give to the criticism that I men-
tioned before is that somehow they are working on a different level of analy-
sis where standard conceptual metaphor theory people do. So I feel that I am 
working at the supra-individual level, the dictionaries, to simplify, the diction-
ary level. These are de-contextualized metaphorical expressions on the basis 
of which I come up with the conceptual metaphors. However, the critics work 
at the individual level. At the individual level, they say that, there are par-
ticular discourses that Lakoff and others disregard and it is at the individual 
level where we should make decisions about what counts as a metaphorical 
expression. I am working at the supra-individual level, which is the level of 
de-contextualized metaphorical expressions as opposed to the individual level 
where you have the contextualized real examples of metaphor use in discours-
es. Of course, I completely agree with the criticism if we decide to work at the 
individual level. However, I feel that it is just as important to work at the supra-
individual level. So in a way, to criticize one approach that looks at metaphor 
at a particular level from the perspective of another approach that looks at 
metaphor at a different level. My point is that there is a mixing of different 
levels of the existence of metaphor that the critics don’t usually keep in mind. 
Obviously I have no problem at all with looking at metaphor at the individual 
level, looking at real discourse, coming up with metaphor identification proto-
cols, and so on. This is by the way the job of a group of metaphor theoreticians 
called the “Pragglejaz Group.” The Pragglejaz Group works exactly on this, on 
this individual level where the major question is what is a metaphor and how 
can we decide what is a metaphorical linguistic expression.

As a matter of fact, I agree with this kind of attitude to metaphor analysis 
so much that I am a part of that group as well. But in my view, you have to 
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do both. You have to do metaphor analysis not just on the individual level, 
but also on the supra-individual level, and also of course at the sub-individual 
level. You cannot criticize people doing metaphor analysis on one level from 
the perspective of another level of analysis. We have to somehow integrate the 
three—that’s the major challenge and should be the major goal.

When referring to the direction of analysis, I simply mean whether you do 
metaphor analysis as a top-down or bottom-up process. If you conduct meta-
phor analysis with a top-down process, then on the basis of a few intuitive 
examples, you can come up with a particular conceptual metaphor and then 
you consider the usual things, work out the mappings, work out the entail-
ments and so on so forth, in a kind of de-contextualized fashion. If you do 
metaphor analysis bottom-up, then you start with the meticulous examination 
of particular linguistic expressions in particular discourses. Notice how close 
this kind of bottom-up and top-down approach issue is to the previous issue 
that I was talking about.

Now there are two objections that people who work bottom-up in concep-
tual metaphor theory raise in connection with those who do metaphor analysis 
top-down. The first assumes a particular conceptual metaphor then sees what 
kinds of linguistic expressions they can find for that conceptual metaphor.  
The particular example of this kind of criticism can be found in Dobrovolskij 
and Piirainen. They wrote a book in 2005 that discusses these issues in great 
detail and they raise two objections concerning the top-down approach. The 
first objection that they make is that in the top-down approach, people don’t 
pay enough attention to the huge amount of irregularity in the behavior of 
particular metaphorical expressions; if you work bottom-up, as I said previ-
ously, you look at particular metaphorical expressions and then you look at the 
details of the semantics of what this metaphor means in a particular context, 
what are the subtle shades of meanings that are conveyed by a particular meta-
phorical expression. The argument is that if you have a top-down approach to 
metaphor analysis, you miss most of those because you will find large over-
arching regularities instead of irregularities. This is a principle I call “the domi-
nance of irregularity” here. Bottom-up people emphasize the dominance of 
irregularity and they say that people who work top-down simply disregard all 
those irregularities and they are missing most of what is important about the 
meaning—the semantics of particular metaphorical expressions.

To be honest, maybe you’ll be surprised to hear this, I have sympathy for this 
kind of criticism and maybe I am one of the few top-down people in metaphor 
analysis who would say that yes, there is room for great improvement in this. 
I do not want to suggest that each and every metaphorical expression we can 
arrive at can be generalized as a conceptual metaphor—as a global conceptual 
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metaphor. So if you take, for example, the expression “split hairs”, I find it is 
very difficult to come up with any global conceptual metaphor for this. Maybe 
if I look for days or weeks or months, I could come up with something, but it 
seems to be much easier to find an overarching global conceptual metaphor 
for expressions like “boil with anger” and “to lay the foundations of a theory” 
and the examples of life is a journey and so on and so forth. So there are 
indeed a lot of cases where we can find global conceptual metaphors behind, 
or underlying or explaining particular metaphorical expressions. But on the 
other hand, there seems to be many and I couldn’t tell you the exact figures nor 
could I give you any statistics. There are many metaphorical linguistic expres-
sions like “split hairs” where it would be quite difficult to come up with a par-
ticular conceptual metaphor. So in a way, I agree with the bottom-up people 
that it is not the case that all the conceptual, or rather all the metaphorical 
linguistic expressions that we find can be neatly captured by and explained by 
overarching, higher level cognitive structures like life is a journey, anger 
is a hot fluid, theories are building, and so on and so forth. “Split 
hairs”, is a good example for that.

However, I disagree with the criticism that conceptual metaphor theory  
in the standard view is simply incapable of explaining what the bottom-up 
people take to be irregularities. So I think the bottom-up people, when they 
come up with the notion of the dominance of irregularities in metaphori-
cal expressions, it’s an exaggerated claim. I do not think that, although again  
I don’t have statistical evidence, and this could be a further topic for anyone to 
explore, I don’t know what the percentage of those metaphors is that are easily 
given systematic explanation in terms of conceptual metaphors and those that 
cannot be explained that way.

So, let’s take two expressions like “add fuel to the fire” and “flare up”. For 
“add fuel to the fire”, an example could be: “His stupid comment just added 
fuel to the fire”; and for “flare up”, an example could be “the argument flared 
up between them.” Now if we look at these two metaphorical expressions,  
the question is, do they behave in an irregular way? Bottom-up people would 
probably say that they do. The specific meaning of the two expressions can-
not be captured by simply proposing a conceptual metaphor to the effect  
that anger is fire. If you stop at the level of proposing a global metaphor 
like anger is fire, then of course you cannot really explain what is going on 
here. The two authors that I quote here basically say that there is more irregu-
larity than regularity in metaphor.

These two people assume that all that conceptual metaphor analysis takes 
is that you come up with a source domain and a target domain. Once you 
establish that, you have done your job. Of course, if this is your only level of 
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analysis in conceptual metaphor theory, then it is impossible to explain what 
these particular metaphorical expressions mean. But of course, conceptual 
metaphor theory doesn’t stop there. One of the main things that we need to do 
in the case of all conceptual metaphors like anger is fire is to come up with 
a systematic set of mappings and check to see how systematic that particular 
correspondence is between anger and fire. As a matter of fact, the anger is 
fire metaphor, in my view, is a more specific version of a higher-level meta-
phor that I would call intensity is heat. intensity is heat has us go 
one generalization higher and that higher generalization gives us, I think, a 
huge amount of explanatory power when we try to specify what the particular 
meanings of particular metaphorical expressions are.

So the intensity is heat metaphor and the mappings for this are laid 
out in the handout: The degree of heat corresponds to the degree of intensity, 
the cause of heat to the cause of intensity, increasing the degree of heat to the 
increasing degree of intensity, decrease to decrease, and heat dropping to zero 
corresponds to intensity ceasing. Now given these particular mappings, we can 
get pretty close to the meanings of such expressions as “add fuel to the fire”, 
and “flare up”. We can say for example that the “add fuel to the fire” metaphor 
is based on the mapping the cause of heat is the cause of inten-
sity. If you add more fuel to something burning, it will cause more intensity. 
And “flare up”, increasing the degree of heat, increasing the degree of inten-
sity. So when your fire flares up, it indicates more intensity conceptually. So  
I am not saying we can explain each and every detail of the meaning of these 
two expressions by means of first setting up a conceptual metaphor anger is 
fire, then setting up the more general intensity is heat, then specifying 
the mappings between intensity and heat. But we can get pretty close to it. So 
this is what I mean when I say that I see a lot more regularity in the meaning 
of metaphorical expressions than what the proponents of the “dominance of 
irregularities” principle suggests.

The second objection that is raised in connection with the top-down ap-
proach is that the people who object to the top-down approach would say 
that instead of first looking at and finding all the metaphorical expressions in 
discourse, you simply assume certain de-contextualized metaphorical expres-
sions and on the basis of those, you generate some kind of conceptual meta-
phor like anger is fire. They suggest that if you want to be really systematic, 
you have to take a large corpora. By large, I mean really large. Probably they 
start with a 300 million-word corpora like the British National Corpus. They 
suggest that you have to look at a big corpus like that and identify all the par-
ticular metaphorical expressions that have to do with anger or all the fire-
related expressions that have to do with anger, and then you can set up your 
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metaphors and you can do whatever you like with them. They have as a goal 
to generate the complete list of metaphorical expressions and a complete list 
of conceptual metaphors in their methodology which goes against the intui-
tive selection of certain de-contextualized metaphorical expressions as it is 
assumed to be done by standard conceptual metaphor theory.

One of the main proponents of this view is Stefanowitsch, the German 
Cognitive Linguist who does corpus linguistics very well, and he says that we 
have to find all the metaphorical expressions for ANGER, for HAPPINESS, 
and so on. So he is one of the people who likes to attack my work. This is why 
I selected him as a good example of what the critics do—and he’s extremely 
good at this. He looks at the British National Corpus and he finds thousands of 
metaphorical expressions for ANGER, for HAPPINESS, for SADNESS, and so 
on. Most of the metaphors that he finds are of an extremely general character. 
For example, he finds emotional states are containers, emotional 
states are objects, causes of emotions are forces, emotional 
change is motion. Those of you who are familiar with “event structure 
metaphor” would immediately know that these are extremely generic level 
conceptual metaphors in what we call the event structure metaphor. Now 
he finds these, or he finds examples for these, by the thousands. He then says  
this is the only scientific and methodologically acceptable way of doing meta-
phor analysis.

I think there is a major problem with this kind of approach. The major prob-
lem is that we have to ask ourselves why do we have to find all these particular 
metaphorical expressions that are associated with particular target domains. 
Let it be ANGER, or HAPPINESS, or LIFE or THEORY or whatever. Is it the 
case that we have to find them because we want to generate complete lists of 
metaphors? Or is there a more worthwhile goal to do this? I think there is a 
more valued kind of goal that should be the purpose of doing metaphor analy-
sis and doing metaphor analysis with the help of corpus linguistics. The idea is 
that we do this because we want to see how we use metaphors to conceptual-
ize particular abstract concepts. It is not our goal to be exhaustive for the sake 
of being exhaustive. We do not want to generate complete lists, so that we can 
say ok, we found all the metaphors—all the metaphorical linguistic expres-
sions for anger. No, the major goal of metaphor analysis should be to see how 
the metaphors that we find contribute to our understanding of concepts—
abstract concepts like anger, like fear, like life and so on and so forth. In my 
view, this is a point that is missing from corpus linguistic studies of metaphor 
and I would like to encourage them to add this goal to their tool case, or to 
their conceptual purposes. That way I think they could make a really signifi-
cant contribution to metaphor analysis and eventually (and essentially) to the 
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understanding of abstract CONCEPTS in the conceptual system. So in a way 
I would like to see more collaboration between what I would call qualitative 
and quantitative approaches. This would be my particular way of combining 
the two.

The issue of schematicity has been observed by a large number of people 
that, there is some debate about whether Lakoff and Johnson and others  
place the metaphors that they come up with like theories are buildings 
at the appropriate level of generalization or not. The reason why we have to 
worry about this is that depending on which level of generality you do your 
metaphor analysis, it can be important for being able to say why particular as-
pects of the source domain can be carried over to particular aspects of the tar-
get domain. You cannot make your metaphors too general because it turns out 
there are many things that you cannot carry over. You cannot make them too 
specific because in that case you will run into the problem that the metaphor 
will not allow for certain things that are carried over from source to target.

This was observed, for example, by Bill Croft here and you can read the 
quote. And they point out that Lakoff and Johnson place, for example, the 
theories are buildings metaphor too high instead of making it more  
specific. They say that a convincing metaphor argument is like the physical  
integrity of a building—which should be or would be a better way of express-
ing or capturing the metaphor that Lakoff and Johnson wanted to capture.

So obviously, this indicates that there is a problem with the appropriate level 
of schematicity. I would like to look at another study, a study by Jörg Zinken, 
a German scholar, a metaphor scholar who looks at political discourse both 
in German and in English. So he is very much dedicated to a discourse-based, 
bottom-up kind of metaphor analysis. He is a key man doing metaphor analy-
sis based on the natural discourse and his basic claim is that, in opposition to 
what most standard conceptual metaphor theorists claim that the mappings 
are at the superordinate level, he finds on the basis of natural discourse that 
they are at the basic level, that mappings instead of at the super-ordinate level, 
they are at the basic level. His argument is as follows:

If they were on the superordinate level, the basic level concepts belonging 
to the same source domain that have similar meanings would merely be 
alternative manifestations of high level mappings and as such would have 
to be interchangeable, since the same mapping would apply to them.

So basically what he is saying is that if you have mappings at the superordinate 
level, and you have vehicle or container at the superordinate level, then 
you will find certain manifestations of very high level image schemas, we can 
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say, occurring in discourse in the form of basic level words. For container 
you would find kettle and pot. And for path, you would find course and way. 
And for transportation, you would find ship and boat. His argument is 
that if mappings are at the superordinate level, then we should simply regard  
these as basic level manifestations of the superordinate image schemas and 
because they are manifestations of the same generic level image schema, they 
have to have the same meaning. They have to be applied in the same meta-
phors and they have to be interchangeable. What he finds is that they are not 
interchangeable and they don’t have the same meaning.

Let’s look at some of his examples. If you take way and course in German and 
English political discourse, and since both way and course are manifestations 
of the same superordinate level category or image schema, path, they have to 
be interchangeable in political discourse, but his argument is that they are not 
interchangeable; they mean very different things. So he says that the mappings 
in discourses are at the basic level rather than at the superordinate level.

Now it turns out that way is an example for the means of action are 
paths metaphor, whereas course would be a part of the scheduling how 
to achieve one’s purpose is scheduling how to reach one’s des-
tination. This is my analysis. He simply points out that there are manifes-
tations of the same superordinate category. They must mean the same thing, 
they must be interchangeable, they must be used in the same way in political 
discourse. He argues that they don’t do it. They are not interchangeable, they 
don’t mean the same thing. My argument is that they don’t mean the same 
thing because, contrary to what he says, they are not a part of the same concep-
tual metaphor. They are completely different conceptual metaphors. So way is 
means are paths, so we have to go this way and that way, that’s the path, 
and you conceptualize means of actions. However, course is an example of 
a completely different conceptual metaphor, scheduling how to achieve 
one’s purpose is scheduling how to reach one’s destination. In 
this way you can explain why they are different. So in other words, I do not ac-
cept that way and course are simply manifestations of the same superordinate 
category. There may be manifestations there, but they are at the same time 
examples of very different conceptual metaphors.

The other two concepts are boat and ship. He points out that in this case, 
they are a part of the examples of the transportation superordinate cat-
egory. We use them basically for the same purpose—boats and ships. However, 
he points out that they are not interchangeable; they are used for very differ-
ent purposes. The boat example is used when politicians talk about the need 
to cooperate, for example, by the way, you can find the same thing in English 
“we are in the same boat, so we need to cooperate with each other”. And ship 
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is primarily used in association with talking about the states or talking about 
the political party.

So they are not interchangeable either. You can make the same kind of ar-
gument for kettle and pot. So according to his reasoning, pot should be also 
a metaphorical manifestation of the container metaphor, the hot fluid 
in a container metaphor, when we apply that to anger, because a pot is 
also a container, you boil water in it and so on. There is a major difference 
between the two and the main difference has to do with what I call the main 
meaning focus of the source domain. The main meaning focus of the source 
domain indicates the major function of a particular source domain. And the 
kettle, if we ask what the main meaning focus of kettle is, what we can suggest 
is that we use kettle as a source domain when we want to indicate some kind of 
emotional tension and we pick an item that exhibits the tension part, the pres-
sure part, so we can have a metaphor something like emotional tension is 
physical pressure in the same way as there is pressure in the kettle. There 
is tension in the angry person emotionally.

If you compare this with pot, you find that pot behaves in a completely dif-
ferent way. A pot does not exhibit the same amount of pressure, hence the 
same amount of emotional tension that kettle does. So this is why we have 
kettle used in some cases for conceptualizing anger, while pot is not really used 
for that purpose.

The fourth issue is the issue of embodiment. This criticism maintains that 
Lakoff and Johnson—especially in Philosophy in the Flesh and later on, or  
together with Grady’s theory of primary metaphor—place a huge amount of 
emphasis on universal aspects of embodiment. So you have the container, 
and because this is universal, the metaphors that are based on this univer-
sal image schema will be universal. This is why in Chinese, in Japanese, in 
Hungarian, and in English, you have the same kind of generic level metaphor 
for anger: the angry person is a pressurized container.

So the problem that people find with this is that if you think of embodi-
ment, in a very naturalistic way, if you think of embodiment as a monolithic 
kind of thing, then you are running into problems in connection with your ac-
count of what is not universal about metaphor. We know that there is a lot that 
is not universal about metaphor. So the problem is how we can put together 
this monolithic conception as it is advocated by Lakoff and Johnson—this 
monolithic conception of embodiment with cultural and linguistic variation 
in metaphor and also in conceptual metaphor. Maria Rakova is the main critic 
here. She says “The thing is that reductionism and relativism are not supposed 
to go together. The failure to balance these two tendencies is, I believe, the 
second drawback of the philosophy of embodied realism.” So what she finds 
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problematic is that if you have a theory of metaphor—but probably you can 
think of not only conceptual metaphor theory, but more broadly for a theory of 
language and for a theory of the conceptual system—if you have a theory that 
is based entirely or mostly on embodiment which happens to be universal—
and we have to admit that this is what Lakoff and Johnson and many others  
following them place a huge amount of emphasis on, then you run into all 
kinds of problems in accounting for obvious cases of non-universality in con-
ceptual metaphors.

My way of handling this apparent contradiction is a relatively straight-
forward kind of conceptual tool that I call “differential experiential focus”, 
“differential experiential focus”. To see what this means, let me take the well-
known example of anger and anger is heat, anger is fire metaphors, 
and say that ok, there are all kinds of physiological effects that seem to be going 
on when we are intensely angry: there is body heat, there is blood pressure, 
there is increasing respiration, and so on and so forth. We know this for a fact 
because there have been several physiologists and psychologists who actually 
did experiments like Paul Ekman to this effect and it indicates that we have all 
of these physiological responses in the association with intense cases of anger 
and it is this kind of embodiment that seems to explain the universal aspects.

For example, the angry person is a pressurized container meta-
phor. Now “differential experiential focus”, as the name implies, would suggest 
that we should not regard embodiment as monolithic. We should regard em-
bodiment as coming in different kinds of aspects, and different cultures and 
different periods may emphasize one aspect of these multiple forms of em-
bodiment rather than another form of embodiment.

So a nice example I think is the anger is heat metaphor because it seems 
to be applicable to English more easily than it is applicable to Chinese. On the 
basis of the work by Ning Yu, and some others like Bryan King, who did his 
dissertation on Chinese anger. His wife is Chinese, so I trust him. These people 
point out that somehow body heat plays less of a role in the embodiment of 
anger in Chinese than pressure does. Pressure seems to be more important in 
Chinese than heat, but in English and in Hungarian, at least in the contem-
porary context, you have both pressure and heat. You have both pressure and 
heat. If you move a little bit farther from Europe and China, and you go to 
the Ilongot tribe in New Guinea, you find that the Ilongot have a third way of 
basing their conception of anger. They think of anger as based on a general-
ized form of arousal, a generalized form of arousal which probably includes 
body heat, blood pressure, respiration, and so on so forth. So the generalized 
response is the most important thing for the Ilongot rather than just pressure 
or pressure and heat and so on. So my point is that we can explain some of the 
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non-universality if we pay attention to the fact that embodiment is not mono-
lithic. It comes in a variety of different forms and one culture and one language 
can pick out one aspect of embodiment and at the same time another cul-
ture might pick out another aspect of embodiment or you can generalize all of 
them in the form of arousal as is the case for Ilongot.

So we started out with a monolithic naturalistic conception of embodi-
ment that characterizes Lakoff and Johnson and Grady, and then we moved 
on to “differential experiential focus” where we think of embodiment as 
having different aspects and each of the different aspects can be made use 
of in conceptualization. But now my suggestion is that not even this refined 
version of embodiment is sufficient for explaining many additional cases of 
non-universality.

In order to do that, I think we have to set up a principle that I call the “prin-
ciple of coherence”, the principle means that when we conceptualize anything 
and when we conceptualize particular abstractions in particular situations, 
then we seem to be under two kinds of pressure. One kind of pressure is the 
pressure of the body, that is, embodiment. The other kind of pressure that 
we have to somehow be aware of or pay attention to is context. And context,  
I will elaborate on what context is in later lectures. All I want to say now is 
that culture is one aspect of context but context is much broader than culture. 
So in an ideal situation, we want to be able to respond both to the pressure of 
embodiment and the pressure of context. There is some kind of competition 
in each and every situation, in which one wins out or one turns out to be stron-
ger. Now this is an important issue because if you decide that all metaphors 
are based on bodily experiences, universal bodily experiences, then there is no 
way that you can explain all kinds of non-universality, there is no way that you 
can explain why in a particular situation, a particular conceptual metaphor is 
used rather than another.

Now let me very briefly give you a few examples of how this works in my 
mind. Let me give you an example that was used by Frank Boers, a Belgian 
scholar, although he just does not think of this in the terms that I do. This 
is my re-interpretation of his study. Frank Boers did a study of metaphors 
for economy. Over a ten-year period, he looked at the editorial articles in the 
British Weekly Journal Economist. He collected all the metaphors for that ten-
year period. And he found something truly remarkable. What he found was 
that the economy is health metaphor, which is a very common metaphor 
for economy—probably in China you also talk about a healthy economy, sick 
economy, and an economy that has to be revitalized, then what are the symp-
toms or whatever—so what he found was that the economy is health met-
aphor is primarily used in the period between November and March.
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And this was completely systematic for the ten-year period. He says, and  
I agree with him completely, this is because the period from November to 
March in Europe—probably in the western hemisphere but probably also 
here, because it seems to me that you have the same kind of seasons as we 
do—November to March would be the cold period; this is the period when 
people usually get colds, get bronchitis, get tonsillitis, get pneumonia, and so 
on and so forth. It’s much more frequent than the summer period and than in 
spring period. So it seems to me that the physical environment can, in subtle 
ways, influence the metaphors that we choose for a particular target domain—
in this case, economy. The physical environment is a part of the context. We 
are not thinking that oh, I am sick, now I will use the economy is health 
metaphor. No, on a statistical basis, it seems to be the case that we are more 
likely to use the health metaphor in that period, rather than in other periods.

This was the introduction. I argue that as far as methodology is concerned,  
I think the opponents of standard conceptual metaphor theory make very valid 
points. However, there is a mix of different levels of the existence of metaphors 
here. As far as the direction of analysis is concerned, I find that if you use con-
ceptual metaphor theory in more subtle ways, conceptual metaphor, higher 
level conceptual metaphors, mappings for those higher levels of conceptual 
metaphor, you can achieve more, a great deal more regularity than proponents 
of the bottom-up approach suggest.

As far as schematicity is concerned, you have to find the appropriate level 
of schematicity. One of the concepts that can help us with that is what I called 
the meaning focus of a particular metaphor as we saw in the case of kettle  
and pot. As far as embodiment is concerned, I think the criticism is partially 
valid and partially not valid. It is not valid because we can have a more sophis-
ticated version of the embodiment hypothesis and the more sophisticated ver-
sion is based on what I call differential experiential focus.

As far as how we can explain cultural variation, and as far as non-universality 
is concerned, I suggested that the pressure of universal embodiment and the 
pressure of local context are both at work at the same time and we try to obey 
and recognize both of these pressures in particular communicative situations.

Thank you!
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Lecture 2

Metaphorical Meaning Making: Discourse, 
Language, and Culture

Good afternoon! This is going to be the second introductory lecture before we 
go on to more serious and more detailed kinds of studies. The center of the 
approach that I’m using here is to study figurative language in relation to cul-
ture, and more generally, to context—and obviously the main notion is that of 
meaning. My claim here in connection with metaphor, language, and culture is 
that the common denominator to all of these things is meaning-making. That 
is, when we speak, it is an obvious case of making meaning with each other. But 
meaning-making is not limited to verbal communication. Meaning-making is 
taking place when in a particular context you are identifying people, you are 
identifying objects, you are identifying events. There’s a great deal of meaning-
making going on in all of these situations.

Also, meaning-making is happening when people behave. In general, when 
they behave, when they greet each other, when they hug each other, when they 
slap each other in the face, these are all kinds of meaning-making in the ap-
proach that I’m proposing.

Actually, this is not that weird of an approach to the relationship between 
language and culture and metaphor. This is something that can be connected 
to very distinguished theories in anthropology, and perhaps the most impor-
tant person who also emphasizes meaning-making is the American anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz. You can see a definition of culture in his book The 
Interpretation of Cultures where he says, “Man is an animal suspended in webs 
of significance he himself has spun. I take culture to be those webs, and the 
analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but 
an interpretative one in search of meaning.”

All original audio-recordings and other supplementary material, such as any 
hand-outs and powerpoint presentations for the lecture series, have been made 
available online and are referenced via unique DOI numbers on the website 
www.figshare.com. They may be accessed via this QR code and the following  
dynamic link: https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5948362.

http://www.figshare.com
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5948362
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As you will see tomorrow, I do not completely agree with this definition and 
I will discuss what it is that I do not agree with. However I very much agree 
with the first part of his definition of culture, “man is an animal suspended in 
webs of significance he himself has spun”. This is very important for a cogni-
tive linguist. This should be a very familiar kind of idea because after all, all 
Cognitive Linguistics is about is meaning. So Cognitive Linguistics, in my mind 
at least, is mostly about how people make meaning, whether by metaphor or 
non-metaphorical language, or constructions, or whatever.

Now according to this kind of definition, this would be a slightly different 
formulation of the same idea, culture is making sense together with other peo-
ple. Notice that when we find examples, when we find situations that we can-
not make sense of together with other people of the world, then we have cases 
of what are commonly referred to as “culture shock”. In culture shock, what 
happens is that you interpret the role one way and someone else interprets the 
role in a completely different way. In this situation, you can’t really understand 
each other and you cannot make meaning together.

So this is my basic approach to the notion of the relationship between lan-
guage and culture, and this is what I am going to elaborate on today by way of 
some examples, and tomorrow, somewhat more theoretically by making use of 
all kinds of philosophical ideas about the nature of culture.

Now what is the most important organ that we have that has to do with 
meaning-making? Well it is the brain, and all the cognitive operations that 
run in the brain. We have this amazingly complex and valuable organ—the 
brain—and we have all kinds of cognitive operations running on it, cognitive 
operations like figure-ground alignment, metaphor, metonymy, conceptual 
integration, and many other things. The interesting thing about these, both 
the brain and cognitive operations, is that they are universal. However, the 
cognitive operations are not necessarily applied universally. We will see some 
instances when we have the same cognitive operations that we use to under-
stand the world around us. It happens to be the case that members of differ-
ent cultures do not use the same cognitive operations for conceptualizing the 
same areas of experience.

Now I don’t like to suggest that this kind of approach is something that I in-
vented. A very obvious predecessor is Geertz, as I mentioned. Also, in Cognitive 
Linguistics, several people have done similar things, although they did not nec-
essarily conceive of this project in the same way and in the same terms as I do. 
The first person who did this was George Lakoff, in his discussion of American 
politics. He talked about American politics in terms of metaphorical concep-
tualization and in terms of framing and prototype categorization. Mark Turner 
also does something very similar in his 2002 book where he looks at a variety 
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of cognitive sciences from the perspective of conceptual integration. I also do 
something very similar in my book Metaphor and Culture (2005), where I look 
at aspects of everyday culture. An anthropologist who very much adopts many 
of these Cognitive Linguistic ideas is Palmer, who actually invented a term  
that is commonly used for the same kind of enterprise that I am involved with 
here, and that is “cultural linguistics”. So he is using the term cultural linguis-
tics for discussing issues related to the relationship between language, culture,  
and cognition.

I want to look at some cases of non-metaphorical meaning-making. That 
will give us a nice contrast and will also highlight the point that we are mak-
ing use of a variety of cognitive operations, not only metaphor and metonymy, 
and conceptual integration to understand both language and issues in culture.

The first example is spatial orientation. That is how people conceive of how 
things are related to each other and to the speaker in the world. The work that  
I want to say a little bit about is Levinson’s idea, where he distinguishes  
between ego-centered spatial orientation systems and absolute systems. The 
important thing about this is that it shows that for a long time, linguists and 
anthropologists believed that spatial relations were conceptualized univer
sally in the same way in all cultures, and the way they go about this is called 
ego-centered, the ego-centered way where you relate objects, spatially in the 
world in relation to your own body.

And so in English, for example, we talk about this thing to my right, to my 
left, and in front of me. You are in front of me, and the curtain is behind me, 
and so on and so forth. So here everything is related to the ego. This is why it’s 
called ego-centered orientation.

Now, let’s read the following passage about a completely different spatial 
orientation system as is described by Levinson. And these are his words. “Take, 
for example, the case of the Guugu Yimithirr speakers of North Queensland, 
who utilize a system of spatial conception and description which is fundamen-
tally different from that of English-speakers. Instead of concepts of relativistic 
space, wherein one object is located by reference to demarcated regions pro-
jected out from other reference objects (ego, or some landmark) according to 
its orientation, Guugu Yimithirr speakers use a system of absolute orientation 
(similar to cardinal directions) which fixes absolute angles regardless of the ori-
entation of the reference object. Instead of notions like ‘in front of,’ ‘behind,’ ‘to 
the left of,’ ‘opposite,’ etc., which concepts are encoded in the language, Guugu 
Yimithirr speakers must specify locations as (in rough English gloss) ‘to the 
North of,’ ‘to the South of,’ ‘to the East of,’ etc. The system is used at every level 
of scale, from millimeters to miles, for there is (effectively) no other system 
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available in the language; there is simply no analogue of the Indo-European 
prepositional concepts.”

So amazingly enough, when there is a fly buzzing in front of your nose, they 
do not say that “the fly is buzzing in front of my nose”, they say “there is a 
fly buzzing to the north of me or the nose”. I am not sure about the details. 
So this is a remarkably different system and it shows that what we take to be 
universally conceptualized are conceptualized as a matter-of-fact in a com-
pletely different way in this language. That is just a very powerful first example 
to show that different peoples, different cultures can go about conceptualizing 
the same thing in radically different ways.

Now here’s a second example. Consider social debates. So here I would like 
to suggest that very often, social debates have to do with the structure of our 
categories. Now at this point it is important to give you a brief reminder of 
categorization in Cognitive Linguistics as opposed to the traditional view. As 
we all know, in the traditional view, categories are defined by necessary and 
sufficient conditions. There must be certain essential properties that hold 
categories together. As opposed to this, cognitive linguists and cognitive psy-
chologists came up with the idea of prototype and claim that categorization is 
based on prototypes, so we have central members, non-central members, and 
so on and so forth.

My claim here is that in many cases, it is the nature of our categories that 
actually invites some social debates. When this is the case, we usually have that  
when debates are invited by the structure of our categories concerns what are 
called “contested categories”. I could tautologically say that contested catego-
ries are categories that are debated in a particular culture. That is, categories 
people fight over—where they disagree about the definition of a particular 
category. Now, obviously “lamp” is not a contested category, although it can 
be contested. But typical contested categories are categories like “life”. What 
is “life”?

Now philosophers and also everyday people can spend their entire lifetime 
trying to figure out what life is. The category of “love” is another contested cat-
egory. The category of “freedom” is another one. What is “freedom”? George 
Lakoff wrote an entire book about this. I wrote a book on “love”. I still don’t 
know what “love” is. Many people have a completely different idea of it, like 
my wife that I divorced, unfortunately—apparently she must have had a very 
different idea about what love is. We disagreed.

My proposal here is that it is the very nature of our categories, namely that 
we have a prototype and we have non-prototypical cases that invite much of 
this kind of debate, and the particular example that I want to focus on is the 
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category of “art”, so like painting and music and literature and so on. The tradi-
tional conception of art, especially in the 19th and 20th centuries, we have art 
when there is some kind of symbolic representation of objective reality, like in 
a painting or a statue. We have a work of art when we have this symbolic repre-
sentation, and it is representational, that is, there are figures like trees, people, 
landscapes, and so on, where we can identify all kinds of objects. So a work of 
art is typically representational in the traditional conception.

Thirdly, a work of art is some kind of physical object, some kind of physical 
object, like a painting, like a statue, and so on and so forth. Now I did a little 
study of 19th and early 20th century conceptions of art and the question is: 
are these necessary and sufficient conditions of art? Must they be present in 
order for us to be able to call something a piece of art, an object of art or not? 
Or we can ask the same question in terms of the prototype? Can we negate any 
of these features? Can we cancel any of these features of art? If you look at the 
history of art in the 19th century, it turns out that all of these three assumed or 
apparent criteria of art can be cancelled as a matter of fact.

So if you take that a work of art represents objective reality, this is not the 
case in several different forms of art. For example this is not the case in impres-
sionism. As a matter of fact, impressionism denies that a work of art should 
be about reality as it is. It is your subjective impressions of reality that are im-
portant. So you know that it can be easily cancelled, and they said that our 
definition changes with this cancellation of an assumed criteria. A work of art 
is representational. That is, they must represent something. Now, in, for ex-
ample, cubism and surrealism, that is not the case at all. Or abstract art where 
you have squares, and you don’t really know what they are. There is a feature 
that was characteristic of the traditional conception and that is cancelled and 
successfully negated.

People who work or artists who work in, along the lines of either symbolism 
or cubism or surrealism said that, we don’t believe that the traditional form of 
art is the way traditional-minded people define it. Interestingly enough, the 
third feature that a work of art is a physical object was also effectively can-
celled by certain art movements in the early 20th century. There is something 
called conceptual art. In conceptual art, the main point is that a work of art is 
in your head. What you actually create in your head is what really matters, and 
there are all kinds of bizarre examples of this. My favorite is in the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York. I saw a chair standing against a wall. By the dic-
tionary definition, this is a chair, and there is a picture behind it on the wall 
behind the chair. You know this is a very nice indication that a chair is a work 
of art, somewhere in the head, not simply in the physical object that we can  
see there.
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My point is that you have a traditional conception and the features that 
make up the traditional conception are successfully cancelled, and new defini-
tions arise and these new definitions can arise because we have our contested 
categories structured the way they are, that is, they are structured by a particu-
lar prototype. The features of the prototype can be cancelled, and new defi-
nitions can emerge out of those cancellations. Now if we had categories that 
are defined by certain criteria, this would not be possible, then you could not 
cancel them successfully. You could try, but successfully you could not cancel 
any of these features. You can redefine art as we have seen in these examples, 
I would suggest that this is possible because of the structure, the prototype 
structure of our category of art.

The third example has to do with categorization and framing. And here 
what I want to say is that different individuals can interpret the same kind of 
reality in different ways. This is again well-known to cognitive linguists. We call 
this “alternative construal”. We can apply different kinds of frames to the same 
piece of reality. Now, as a matter of fact, since frames represent categories, this 
whole issue is not only one of framing but also of categorization.

I want to give you an example where it becomes very clear that we are not 
forced to categorize things in exactly the same way but alternative construal is 
possible and we can use different kinds of categories and frames for the same 
aspect of reality.

Now consider a very everyday kind of example. Consider a hardware store. 
In a hardware store, you can buy nails. And what you find most often is that 
there are certain shelves where certain kinds of nails are kept. You will find, on 
shelves close to each other, long nails and short nails, and thin nails and thick 
nails, and nails with certain kinds of heads, nails without heads, wooden nails, 
and so on and so forth. So the point is that in the hardware store, and notice 
that this is not a linguistic example, this is an example in conceptual catego-
ries, the owner of the store or whoever arranged the nails, set up the shelves in 
such a way that the nails come together on the basis of some kind of similarity. 
This is a nice case of a non-linguistic form of “similarity-based categorization”, 
or similarity-based categorization. The nails are kept together in this store 
very closely together because they bear some kind of “family resemblance” to  
each other.

Now, however, in the same store, let’s assume they sell implements for hang-
ing pictures on the wall. These may be in a completely different corner of this 
hardware store. You may find a wooden frame and maybe a ring, and maybe 
a hook on the frame and maybe a piece of string attached to the frame, and 
maybe a nail that you need to drive into the wall and then hang the frame with 
a picture in it.
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Now the question is, how come this nail goes together with the wooden 
frame and the ring and the hook and so on? Why doesn’t it go with the other 
nails? The reason why it doesn’t go with the other nails in the other end of 
the store is that we have a different kind of categorization here. We have what 
we can call “frame-based categorization”. So we can have both similarity-based 
categorization where items like the nails are together in one corner of the store 
because they resemble each other based on family resemblance. You can also 
have other kinds of nails in other parts of the store completely legitimately,  
I should say, because they belong to other groups—what they call “functional 
domains” or “frames”, and we can make a basic distinction between frame-
based and similarity-based categorization.

This is a non-metaphorical case of making sense of the world, but I like this 
example. I often send my students who are looking for a good topic for a term 
paper to go to all kinds of stores like hardware stores and supermarkets and do 
a report on why things are kept on shelves the way they are in particular stores. 
What lies behind all these is this kind of distinction.

Let me turn now to some examples of metaphorical meaning-making. The 
first thing I want to do is take the critics that I talked about in the morning 
seriously—those who suggest that cognitive conceptual metaphor theory  
researchers must use real discourse and base their analysis of metaphor on 
real discourse. I want to accept this kind of advice and look at certain cases  
of real discourse and metaphors in them and ask the question: what is the  
role of metaphor in real discourse. The most conspicuous role of metaphor in 
real discourse is to provide coherence to the discourse itself. I am not saying 
that this is the only role of metaphor, but a big role of metaphor in discourse 
is precisely this: to make discourse coherent. Let’s address two kinds of coher-
ence. I’m going to talk about what is called in post-modernist thinking “inter-
textuality” and “intratextuality”.

I believe that intratextuality is closer to the heart of Cognitive Linguists but 
intertextuality is just as interesting and just as important because it raises the 
same issue of how we make sense of the world.

Two years ago I was in Durham, England, at what they call the Institute of 
Advanced Studies, and I had a very good time. Basically I had to do metaphor 
analysis, whatever I pleased to do. Durham is most famous for it’s gothic cathe-
dral from the 11th century. On my first excursion, I went to visit that church. 
This huge church is close to the institute. Now I went there and I got a book 
mark. The book mark had a prayer on it. I don’t how many Christians there 
are in this room, or how much you know about Christianity. If you are not 
Christians or if you know nothing about Christianity, you will still understand 
what Christianity is all about based on this prayer. Ok, the prayer goes like this:
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Almighty God
Who called your servant Cuthbert
from keeping sheep to follow your son
and to be shepherd of your people.
Mercifully grant that we, following his
example and caring for those who are lost,
may bring them home to your fold.
Through your son.
Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.

Now this is the prayer, and in order to understand the full significance of this, 
you need to understand a basic biblical story. This basic biblical story can be 
given in the set of mappings under the prayer where you have a shepherd 
corresponding to Jesus, the lost sheep corresponding to people who do not 
follow God, the fold of the sheep corresponds to the state of people follow-
ing God, and the shepherd bringing back the sheep corresponding to Jesus  
saving people.

I’m not saying that this is all that Christianity is about, but this is one of the 
basic ideas. Now what does this have to do with intertextuality? Notice that 
this is a metaphor that is used in the Bible itself, in the New Testament. So we 
have that.

Now given that part of the Bible, this was used in the 6th and 7th century 
in England to ask Cuthbert who is mentioned here, “Almighty God who called 
your servant Cuthbert from keeping sheep to follow your son and to be the 
shepherd of your people”, Cuthbert was a shepherd, importantly, and Cuthbert 
was asked to do the same thing that Jesus was supposed to do. That is, bring-
ing people back to the fold. And in the 21st century, the priests in the Anglican 
Church in the cathedral are asked to do the same thing: bringing the people 
back to the fold.

Now what is nice about this, and this is where the intertextuality is, that in 
three very different historical periods, the same metaphor is used. But the val-
ues of the metaphor constantly change. First it is Jesus, then Cuthbert and then 
the priests in the Anglican Church today. So one metaphor is used throughout 
the ages with changing values to make sense of what we are, what human life 
is all about, at least in the Christian view.

Ok, now as I said maybe in intratextual coherence, not inter-textual 
coherence—that is, coherence within the same piece of discourse is perhaps 
closer to the heart of cognitive linguists who like to look at real discourse and 
analyze real discourse. So my second duty at the institute was to read the 
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London Times and analyze some of the metaphors that I found in it. And in 
one of the articles, this is what I found:

Performance targets are identical to the puissance of the Horse of the 
Year Show. You know the one—the high-jump competition, where the 
poor, dumb horse is brought into the ring, asked to clear a massive red 
wall, and as a reward for its heroic effort is promptly brought back and 
asked to do it all over again, only higher.

I’ve never felt anything but admiration for those puissance horses 
which, not so dumb at all, swiftly realize that the game is a bogey. Why on 
earth should they bother straining heart, sinew and bone to leap higher 
than their own heads, only to be required to jump even higher? And then 
possibly higher still.

Hard work and willingness, ponders the clever horse as he chomps in 
the stable that night, clearly bring only punishment. And so next time 
he’s asked to canter up to the big red wall, he plants his front feet in the 
ground and shakes his head, and says, what do you take me for—an idiot?

Melanie Reid, The Times, Monday, February 4, 2008

This is a funny metaphor here and we can understand the metaphor if we look 
at the metaphorical mappings. Don’t worry about the word “puissance”, “puis-
sance horse”. I didn’t know what that word meant either until I looked it up in 
a dictionary when I found the article. The puissance horse is the horse that is 
asked to jump obstacles in a Horse Show.

The whole article is about big companies and the relationship between 
workers in offices and their bosses. So what are the mappings? The puissance 
horses are the people who work for the big companies; riders are the manag-
ers; red walls corresponds to obstacles to the targets people have to achieve; 
having to jump over the obstacles—being subject to assessment; clearing the 
obstacles—achieving the targets; raising the obstacles—giving more difficult 
targets; the Horse Show corresponding to life.

So we have an article here that is about companies and how they function. 
More generally, it is about life and there is a symbol, a metaphorical analogy 
that we can call a conceptual metaphor that is set up between the Horse Show 
and the way large companies work. By understanding these mappings, we can 
make sense of the story in the newspaper article. This is what I mean by pro-
viding intratextual coherence.

Ok, now let me turn to another large issue of metaphorical meaning-making 
that has to do with universality and variation in metaphor. This is a large and 
complex issue. So let us just take a very small and simple example and ask 
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the question of where do we find universality and where do we find non-
universality in the use of metaphors? I talked about this a little bit in the morn-
ing, and now I want to suggest that when we look at metaphorical linguistic 
expressions, the chances are that we find a huge amount of non-universality. 
When we look at conceptual metaphors, the chances are that we find univer-
sality, but we also find non-universality.

Now consider one of the examples that Lakoff and Johnson very early on 
pointed out, and that is spending your time, which comes from the time is 
money metaphor, spending your time. Now “spending your time” in English 
has no [literal] equivalent in Hungarian. I don’t know about Chinese. In 
Hungarian you cannot say that you are spending your time. What you can 
say is that you can fill your time. And that’s quite different. That is based on 
a completely different metaphor. So when we look at metaphorical linguistic 
expressions, what we find is a huge amount of non-universality in addition 
to some universality. We can raise the question of whether non-universality 
is predominant or universality is predominant at the level of metaphorical 
linguistic expressions. This is a completely empirical question. I don’t want 
to answer it—this is one of the things that corpus linguistic studies of meta-
phor could perhaps answer. So, my hunch is that when we look at metaphori-
cal linguistic expressions in different languages, we will find a huge amount  
of variation.

However, as I said before, when we look at conceptual metaphors, the 
chances are much higher to find universal ones, and indeed these are the 
metaphors that cognitive linguists like to find. So let’s look at the time is 
space metaphor—one of the favorite conceptual metaphors studied by cog-
nitive linguists and anthropologists, because it is universal. There is evidence 
that it’s found in English, Mandarin Chinese, Hindi, Sesotho. The anger 
person is a pressurized container can be found in perhaps dozens of 
completely unrelated languages. Happiness is up is another universal meta-
phor that according to studies can be found in at least English, Chinese, and  
Hungarian.

The Event Structure Metaphor is a complex set of metaphors. So perhaps 
you would be somewhat hesitant to say that this is universal, but as Ning 
Yu shows, and as my studies indicate for Hungarian, English, Chinese, and 
Hungarian all have it. The knowing is seeing and the mind is the body 
metaphor was pointed out to be almost universal, instead of entirely universal, 
but almost universal. This was pointed out by Eve Sweetser.

Now when we look at metaphors for our inner life, for example, in Lakoff 
and Johnson’s Philosophy in the Flesh, what we found is self control is ob-
ject possession, subject and self are adversaries, and the self is 
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a child. This set of amazing metaphors for our inner life is shared by English, 
Japanese, and Hungarian. Maybe also Chinese could be shown to have it.

So the really significant question—and this is a question that was asked 
about 20 years ago by cognitive linguists and I think it was answered success-
fully by cognitive linguists—was that how is it possible that such complex sets 
of metaphors as the Event Structure Metaphor, which are extremely abstract, 
extremely hidden, extremely personal, and subjective would be universal for 
culture after culture? I should say that these are not absolute universals be-
cause there are about 5,000 different languages in the world, so I don’t think 
we will ever find absolute universals as far as conceptual metaphors are con-
cerned. But we can call them “near universal” if we find them in very distant 
languages.

So the question that was asked is how is it possible that there are so many at 
least near universal metaphors around the world? Essentially there are three 
possibilities to answer this question. You can say that by some miracle, by some 
lucky coincidence, it happens that you know dozens of unrelated languages 
have a particular conceptual metaphor. Another way to answer the question 
is to say that maybe you know one language borrowed it from another and 
another language borrowed it from the second and so on and so forth and it 
went around and it somehow became universal. I don’t want to deny the pos-
sibility of this, but again the chances are that this is unlikely. It is especially 
unlikely if you go back several hundred years or if you go back thousands of 
years where you could find the same conceptual metaphors being universal. 
We could probably exclude the possibility that you know the Greeks borrowed 
something from the Chinese at the time or the Chinese from a non-existent 
English 2,000 years ago or 3,000 years ago.

There is the third possibility which is the most accepted for an answer to 
this question, and that is that these metaphors are universal because they are 
based on some universal bodily experience. This is the answer that is the fa-
vorite one in Cognitive Linguistic circles and I pointed it out in the morning 
that you know a refined version of this may be valid, but we need some refine-
ments. Now, however, without any refinements, I just want to point out that, 
for example, the happy is up metaphor can be found not only in English, but 
also in Chinese. These are examples taken from Ning Yu and also in Hungarian. 
The reason is that in most cultures when people are happy, they tend to be 
upward-oriented in many ways rather than downward-oriented, and so this is a 
pretty good universal bodily experience on which you can base this particular 
metaphor.

However we can move beyond this idea a little further. In my studies of 
emotion metaphors, I point out that the metonymies on which particular 
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conceptual metaphors are based, can also be universal. As a matter of fact,  
the conceptual metonymies that seem to reflect some of the bodily responses 
can more readily be taken to be universal than the conceptual metaphors that  
are based on them. So the increase in body heat for anger kind of  
metonymy seems to be present in many cultures or languages. As a matter 
of fact, it seems to be present in languages that do not have the pressur-
ized container metaphor. So it looks like there is some kind of hierarchy 
here where you can have a metaphor, you can have a universally bodily base, 
and then you can have a metonymy based on it, and you can have a metaphor 
based on the metonymies. This is an interesting hypothesis that could perhaps 
be studied further.

Now another idea in the same direction was Joe Grady’s notion of “primary  
metaphors” where he says that, for example, the theories are buildings 
complex metaphor can be broken down into primary metaphors like logi-
cal organization is physical structure. Happy is up is another 
primary metaphor, more is up, purposes are destinations, intimacy  
is closeness, and so on and so forth. These are well-known. However, 
these are very local kind of metaphors. You have certain subjective experi-
ence and you have a correlation with some kind of physical experience in  
the body.

However, there seems to be a more global kind of universal metaphors, such 
as animals are humans, humans are animals, human are objects, 
objects are humans, and so on. These are some of the metaphors that an-
thropologists like to study. One interesting study is by Keith Basso who points 
out in connection with the objects are humans metaphor, that the Apache 
Indians, for example, conceptualize the car in terms of the human body. So 
the headlights are the eyes and so on and so forth. So this is a global kind of 
universal metaphor.

Now, however, given such global universal metaphors, there is the issue  
that although some of these global metaphors are universal, some others also 
have interesting non-universal variations to them. let’s take the metaphor that 
spatial relations are parts of the human body. Now this is a metaphor that was 
worked on by Bernd Heine, a German cognitive linguist and anthropologist. 
He points out that although there is a universal tendency to see spatial rela-
tions in terms of the human body, it has interesting cultural variants.

One of them is that in some cultures, it is not the human body but the ani-
mal body that is important. Spatial relations can be structured by the animal 
body. The important question is, and this raises a new issue for us is why is it 
that a particular culture, or we can say perhaps particular tribes in the world, 
instead of using the human body as a source domain, use the animal body as 
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a source for spatial relations. He suggests that this is the case where tribes and 
these people are close to nature and their major mode of subsistence is animal 
husbandry. They raise animals and they probably migrate with their animals, 
and live very close to them. They have a tendency to use the animal body for 
spatial relations.

Now that raises the following issue: given these universal tendencies 
that I was talking about before, when do we have cases where those univer-
sal tendencies don’t seem to apply? What are the causes of metaphor varia-
tion? Cognitive linguists have found a very good answer to the question of 
what makes certain conceptual metaphors universal but they paid much less  
attention to the issue of what it is that produces conceptual metaphors.  
I want to suggest that there are essentially two causes involved in this. One 
is what I call “differential experience”, and the other is “differential cognitive 
preferences”.

Ok, let’s start with differential experience. The most obvious way to talk 
about this is to observe that you get differential experiences when your social 
cultural context is different or very different from another group of people. 
Another one is when your social personal history is different from that of other 
people, or when you have different social or personal concerns from that of 
other people. Let me give you an example for each of these. So I mentioned 
that at the generic level—and I mentioned this example several times—you 
have the metaphor: the angry person is a pressurized container. 
This is at a very high level of generality. If you look at this metaphor in differ-
ent languages and cultures at a more specific level, what you find is that there 
are certain “key concepts” in the different cultures that seem to play a role and 
influence how you fill out this highly schematic metaphor.

So for example, in medieval Europe, the angry person is a pressur-
ized container was largely based on the theory of the four humors. We still 
have remnants of the theory of the four humors even today. However it has 
also changed a lot and we have the pressure cooker metaphor, the kettle boil-
ing, and so on and so forth. However, in medieval times in Europe this was the 
main metaphor to use the theory of the four humors.

Now in contrast, in China, in Chinese culture, as you know much better than 
I do, there is the central concept of qi which I consider to be a key concept in 
Chinese civilization. The concept of qi plays a role in how you interpret or con-
ceptualize the angry person is a pressurized container metaphor. 
The pressurized container will be a human body that has qi running through it. 
When qi rises, you become angry and you can explode as a result, and you can 
spread the qi all over your body, and you can have a headache and a stomach-
ache and all kinds of things. This is a fascinating topic also. The Chinese notion 
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of qi provides an explanation for the Chinese way of conceptualizing anger. It 
also provides an explanation for all kinds of psychological and medical issues 
in this culture. My point is that if in medieval Europe, it was the theory of the 
four humors that kind of regulated the conception of anger, then in China,  
I don’t know for how long, maybe for 5,000 years, it is the notion of qi that plays 
a key role in how the concept of anger is conceptualized.

Now there is this idea what I call “human concern”. Human concern, what 
this is is that particular cultures and different individuals have different con-
cerns, have different interests about the world. Some cultures are extremely 
dynamic and active; some other cultures can be said to be a lot more passive. 
Americans are said to be very dynamic and active. This is why they like sports 
and so on. Indians, on the other hand, are supposed to be passive. This seems 
to play a role in what their philosophies of life are and what their attitude to 
life is. If you pursue this idea, you can get some interesting non-universality in 
metaphor.

Antonio Barcelona, a Spanish cognitive linguist, came up with several ways 
in which sadness is conceptualized in all kinds of languages, including Spanish 
and English and Hungarian, sadness is down, sadness is burden, sad-
ness is dark. All these make sense. They likely make sense to you as well. 
Maybe you conceptualize it in the same way. Now an extreme form of sadness 
is depression. So we would expect depression to be conceptualized in the same 
way as sadness is, and as a matter of fact, judging by some studies that were 
done by American psychologists, this is indeed the case with one very impor-
tant exception. People with depression also conceptualize depression as being 
down, as being a burden, and being dark. However, they also conceptualize 
depression as being a captor, a captor that doesn’t let you get free, doesn’t let 
you get away, that keeps you in, that somehow puts a wall around you from 
which you cannot escape. The question is why did this particular metaphor 
emerge for depression? The simple answer is that it emerges because the most 
important concern of people who are depressed is how they can get rid of this 
condition, which is a terrible condition. For them, it’s like experiencing being 
captured and being kept in and not being able to move freely in the world. This 
is why they developed this new way of understanding this extreme form of 
sadness that we call depression.

Ok, let me give you an example of how cognitive operations that are uni-
versal can be applied differentially in different cultures. So I mentioned in the 
morning that experiential focus explains why the Chinese take the pressure 
component in connection with anger as the basis of their metaphorical con-
ceptualization of anger and that speakers of English take mostly body heat or 
a combination of body heat and pressure as their basis for conceptualizing 
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anger. There is a difference in what they focus on. So this is what it means to 
have a different experiential focus. A more interesting case where you have, 
you apply differential cognitive operations to the same domain of experience 
is a case where in one culture you use a metaphor to conceptualize some‑ 
thing and in another culture you use primarily metonymy to conceptualize  
the same thing.

A British cognitive linguist named Charteris Black looked at the concepts 
of mouth, tongue, and lip. Notice that these are speech organs. He looked at 
the metaphorical uses of these concepts in English and what he found was 
that there are many expressions in English that are used figuratively, either 
metaphorically or metonymically to understand and evaluate communica-
tion in general with these metaphors like “to be honey-tongued”, and “to be 
tight-lipped”.

Now he also looked at the figurative ways of understanding, figurative uses 
of mouth, tongue, and lips in Malay. What he found was something very inter-
esting. He found that in Malay, these concepts of mouth, tongue, and lips are  
primarily used in metaphors as opposed to English where the expressions  
are primarily used as metonymies. He draws a very interesting conclusion from 
this. He says that this is because English as a culture is a more direct kind of 
culture, and metonymy is a more direct way of evaluating their communica-
tion than the more indirect metaphor would be.

And in Malay culture, it is very important not to hurt the ego of the person. 
It is very important to let your conversational partner keep their face. Face is 
very important and it is a terrible thing to hurt, to damage somebody’s ego, 
reputation, face in that culture. And for this reason, although the same expres-
sions can be used, there are a lot more metaphors based on these concepts in 
Malay than in English where it is predominantly the metonymies that are used. 
So here the point is that we can have universal cognitive operations. Both the 
Malay and English of course use metaphors and metonymy as cognitive opera-
tions. Certain social norms and social values can make one of these cognitive 
operations more important than the other, and this is why we find this fasci-
nating difference between Malay and English in this respect.

Thank you!
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Lecture 3

Metaphor, Culture, and Embodiment

Yesterday I pretended to function as an anthropologist. Today I will pretend to 
function both as an anthropologist and as a philosopher. In the second half of 
my talk, we will have to get more serious about the exact nature of the relation-
ship between metaphor, culture, and embodiment—this is the main issue for 
today. What is the exact nature of the relationship between metaphor, culture, 
and embodiment? In order to answer this question, I have to function again a 
little bit as an anthropologist and mostly as a philosopher, in addition to being 
a cognitive linguist.

Now yesterday when I was talking about the concept of culture, I mentioned 
that culture is essentially making meaning about the world and jointly making 
meaning with other people about the world and making meaning with them 
in more or less the same ways. Now I want to propose that we can take that 
kind of definition even further. Yesterday I was talking about everyday cases of 
how that kind of joint meaning making in the same way is happening when we 
understand what other people say, when we can make sense of other people’s 
behavior, moreover, when we can identify objects and events in the world in 
the same way as other people.

However, we can take this definition of culture even further and say that this 
conception of meaning making can be found in the humanities. So not only 
on the level of everyday life but we can say that humanity is all about meaning 
making. I am assuming that most of you come from the English, or from the 
department of American studies. In general, I think that what people like us in 
the humanities are involved in is joint meaning making. Let me give you some 
examples of this joint meaning making in the humanities.

When literature scholars try to figure out what is going on in a novel or a 
poem, what their work is all about is making sense of the novel or the poem—
they are looking for meaning. When many of us are engaged in, for example, the 
teaching of a foreign language, we are also engaged in the process of meaning 
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making, we are trying to enable students to make meaning with others in  
a foreign language. When we study translation theory or when we actively  
function as translators, from one language to another, we are also engaged 
in meaning making. We are trying to make meaning available for speakers of 
other languages, other than the one that we are translating from. To a large ex-
tent, the work that we do in the humanities is all about meaning making. This 
notion of joint meaning making is crucial for the enterprise that I’m interested 
in, and this is why I have selected the definition of culture by Geertz as my 
leading idea into all of these issues. Because Geertz is the anthropologist who 
proposes—and you can find that his definition on the handout again—“Man 
is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun. I take cul-
ture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental 
science in search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning.”

I chose this because this is an explicit formulation of culture as meaning 
making. However, the fact that I chose this as my starting point doesn’t mean 
that I stop here and it doesn’t mean that we do not have to go beyond this kind 
of definition. We as cognitive linguists are in a fortunate position to be able to 
go beyond this definition no matter how appealing this definition is.

There are two problems with this kind of definition by Geertz. One prob-
lem is that at the time when Geertz formulated his definition in the 1970s, we 
did not have sophisticated accounts of meaning making at that time. In the 
1970s, Cognitive Linguistics, as we know it today, did not really exist. I propose 
that it is Cognitive Linguistics that can actually fulfill the Geertzian definition’s 
promise. That is, when he talks about webs of significance, culture as webs of 
significance, and culture as being joint meaning making and culture as being 
an interpretive kind of enterprise. I think this kind of definition of culture can 
only be fulfilled with the means of Cognitive Linguistics. At the time when  
it was offered as a definition, when he actually defined culture this way, there 
was no available refined and sophisticated account of what meaning making 
was all about. We are in a fortunate position to provide that kind of account 
for how meaning making actually happens now. So that’s one of the things that 
I would like to do throughout these lectures to talk about this more sophisti-
cated kind of meaning making that we as cognitive linguists can perform.

The other problem, if you can call this a problem, with the Geertzian defi-
nition is that what he says in the second sentence, “I take culture to be those 
webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science”. 
Now, I think this is another formulation, another aspect of the Geertzian 
formulation that we as cognitive linguists and cognitive scientists should 
not accept. We should say that the science of meaning making and the ac-
count of how meaning making is happening is very much an experimental 
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science. Over the course of today’s talk, I will give you one very clear and spe-
cific instance of why we need an account of meaning making along experi-
mental lines when I talk about the particular set of experiments that relates 
very much to the issue of the relationship between metaphor, culture, and  
embodiment.

However, the main appeal to me of the Geertzian definition is that it allows 
us to think of culture as something non-monolithic—something that is kind of 
constructed, as webs of significance as he puts it, or constructed from society 
to society.

Now, so let me take up the first problem and let me elaborate on the issue 
of what would be a more refined kind of account of what meaning making is 
and how it is happening. In order to do that, we need to go back in time and we 
need to go back at least 50 or 60 years now and say that after the Second World 
War, there was a major cognitive revolution that is commonly referred to as 
the first cognitive revolution and the first cognitive revolution more or less co-
incides with a major discovery, with the discovery of the computer. And the 
main premise of the first cognitive revolution was that the mind is somehow 
like a computer and that is an analogy that was used at the time very much. 
Many of the people who participated in that revolution, like Chomsky, thought 
of the mind along those lines, and it is something that we still have today in a 
particular version of cognitive science.

In the late 1960s and in the 1970s there was a new revolution that we call 
the second cognitive revolution, which broke away from the premise that the 
mind should be imagined on the analogy of a computer. Instead, the new idea 
was that the mind, our main meaning making organ together with the brain, 
and its functioning is based on the human body—this is what we call “em-
bodiment” today. Some of the people who explicitly recognize this include, for 
example, Eleanor Rosch in Berkeley, the cognitive psychologist whose work 
probably you know very well—especially her work on prototype categoriza-
tion and basic level categorization.

Now given these two cognitive revolutions, there are two major camps that 
we can distinguish. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson make this distinction 
very clear and they talk about two ways of approaching how the mind works, 
two ways of approaching how we make sense of the world. The two camps  
are the “objectivist philosophy” or an “objectivist approach” to how we under-
stand the world, and how we conceptualize the world, and the “experientialist” 
way of understanding the world.

I’ll attempt to explain and characterize what these two ways of trying to 
understand the world are all about and how they differ in some major ways 
from each other. There are some major questions that these two approaches 
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answer in very different ways. So when we ask what “thought” is, for example, 
we raise a number of issues: Is thought, thinking independent of the body? Is 
the mind transcendent? Is the mind abstract? Does it consist of the manipula-
tion of abstract symbols, and is the mind like an abstract machine that is based 
on the computer analogy that I mentioned before where the mind is the soft-
ware and the brain is the hardware. This would be one way of characterizing 
the objectivist approach to what the mind is and what thought is all about. In 
the experientialist mode of trying to understand the world, we would of course 
give a very different kind of answer to these questions and very different kind 
of characterization.

What about language and grammar? How should we think about language 
in the objectivist mode of philosophy, the objectivist mode of understanding 
the world? Should we think of language and grammar as a primarily form, 
as primarily highly structured form in the way for example Chomsky seems 
to think about language and grammar? Or instead should we think of lan-
guage more in terms of meaning and conceptualization, as most cognitive  
linguists do?

There is a big question of what is meaning, and the two approaches to  
the conceptualization of the world, the nature of the conceptualization of the 
world give very different answers and raise very different issues. In the objec-
tivist mode, meaning is a set of truth conditions, a set of necessary and suf-
ficient conditions that have to be met as opposed to the experientialist way 
of thinking where meaning is a concept and you have an inner conceptual 
system.

There is another major question that addresses the nature of meaning in 
very different ways from the two approaches and that is: How do forms that we 
use become meaningful? When we use linguistic signs for purposes of com-
munication, the question is: How do the forms that are a part of this acquire 
meaning, and how do they become meaningful? Do they become meaningful 
because there is simply some established kind of conventionalized relation-
ships between the forms and an aspect of reality like objects and events? Or 
maybe the human body plays a role in imbuing those forms with meaning. 
These are some of the major questions that objectivist philosophy and experi-
entialist philosophy answer in very different ways.

Meaning, of course, is the key term here and, that’s why I am focusing on 
it, given the definition by Geertz and given the definition of culture as joint 
meaning making. In objectivist philosophy, for example, as I said meaning is 
defined by a set of necessary and sufficient conditions. If you take, for example, 
the concept, or the word square and you ask what is a square, you can define it 
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as a geometric form that has four equal sides and four equal angles. This is the 
definition in terms of the necessary and sufficient conditions.

This is possible in some cases, but in most cases this is not possible. As we 
know in Cognitive Linguistics we would say that meanings are conceptual  
categories that are defined by a central member that we call the prototype, 
and all kinds of extensions from the prototype. And the symbols that we use, 
the forms that we use become meaningful as a result of our embodied experi-
ences. Take, for example, the concept of a tree. Can we define the concept of  
a tree in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions? It doesn’t make too 
much sense. However, if we ask what makes the concept of a tree meaning-
ful, we can say that one of the things that makes a tree meaningful is a certain 
kind of embodied experience which is, for example, that a tree is tall. A tree is 
tall only compared to human beings. If we had very different kinds of bodies,  
we would probably not say that. If we were giants, let’s say, then we would 
probably not characterize trees as being tall. But given the norms that we as 
human beings share, we understand trees as being tall. We also understand 
trees as being vertical probably because we also conceptualize ourselves as 
being vertical. So these are very clear embodied experiences of human beings 
that we project onto other things in the world. And because of this, we can say 
that the forms that we use become meaningful as a result of our embodied 
experiences.

Now given this way of talking about meaning, we can again provide the defi-
nition of culture and say that the culture is a large set of meanings shared by 
a group of people. This is a simple definition with all the things that I’ve men-
tioned so far included in it. Now this definition requires all kinds of things. It 
requires, for example, for people to have the organ of meaning making, the 
brain, the cognitive processes of meaning making, the body that makes lin-
guistic and non-linguistic signs meaningful, and that imbues with meaning all 
objects and events that are not signs themselves like trees, for example, and 
the physical and social environment in which the brain and the body jointly 
evolve. So these are some of the requirements that have to be met in order for 
us to be able to talk about culture as meaning making.

In the experimentalist mode in Cognitive Linguistics, language is a set of 
linguistic signs, that is, pairings of form and meaning, and this is something 
that Bill Croft is talking about in his lectures. These are essentially construc-
tions. It is very important to emphasize here that we have a shared set of such 
constructions, a shared set of linguistic signs, and because we have a shared 
set in a given culture, for a given linguistic community, this repository of 
meaning is extremely useful, is very useful for cultural purposes, because this 
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conventionalized shared set of meanings provides us with a huge amount of 
stability over space and time.

Now, for this reason, if we think of culture this way, and we think of culture 
as a shared set of linguistic signs, we can understand the extreme importance 
of language in preserving particular cultures. This is why minority languages 
or dying languages, and speakers of these languages are so keen on maintain-
ing their shared sets of linguistic signs. They want to, by keeping the language, 
keep their culture. This kind of definition of language is important for under-
standing what discourse is. We can think of discourse as particular assemblies 
of meanings concerning a particular subject matter. A special case of this is 
when we talk about ideologies. When we have ideologies, we put together  
certain meanings in a particular way that is important topics in a particular 
society at a particular time. So for example, the feminists have set up such a 
group of meanings and most of the debates about feminist issues are framed in 
terms of those meanings and this is what we can call an ideology.

Now, if we move on to the mind and if we move on to the issue of how we 
should think of human reason in this enterprise of trying to figure out the rela-
tionship between metaphor, culture, and embodiment, then maybe the most 
outstanding characteristic of human reason that stands out is that human 
reason is imaginative. Imaginative is understood in Cognitive Linguistics in a 
special way. It doesn’t simply mean that it is poetic or creative. No, imaginative 
is used in a somewhat different sense in Cognitive Linguistics. It is used in the 
sense that whenever we can think of the world in alternative ways, we have 
to do with the imaginative character of human reason. Alternative construal 
basically comes about as a result of framing and metaphor.

Let me give you a nice example of how we get framing, or how we get alter-
native construal of the same aspect of experience by means of framing. There 
was an interesting study made by a psychologist among the Kpelle tribe in 
Africa. The experiment was about categorization and framing and there were 
four different things participating in the experiment. Hoe—and you know 
what a hoe is; you do that with the hoe—and knife, and orange, and potato. 
Now speakers of Kpelle, were asked to pair these concepts, and interestingly 
enough, the Kpelle, unlike the English, for example, set up the following two 
pairs, hoe with potato, and knife with orange. When Europeans did the same 
kind of experiment, they mostly paired orange with potato, because it’s food, 
let’s say, and knife with hoe because it’s some kind of a tool they can use.

This kind of difference in framing between Europeans and the Kpelle is 
exactly the same kind of difference or is based on the same kind of differ-
ence that I talked about yesterday. I talked about similarity-based categori-
zation and similarity-based framing as opposed to frame-based. Framing or 
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categorization where you have a certain functional domain and you bring 
things together because they belong together functionally, so you use a knife 
to peel the orange but you use a hoe to hoe potatoes. So the funny part of the 
experiment was that the psychologist Joseph Glick who did the experiment 
asked the Kpelle, ‘ok, how do you think a fool would pair these objects?’ and 
the Kpelle said, ok, they would do it in the same way as the English do, that is, 
they would pair orange with potato and hoe with knife—that doesn’t make 
any sense to us. So this is a nice example of how different cultures can go about 
framing in differential ways and obviously the Kpelle and most Europeans do 
it rather differently. That is an interesting instance of cross-cultural framing 
where different cultures solve the problem in different ways.

Metaphor is another major imaginative device of human reason that we can 
use to achieve alternative construal. I mentioned that in one view of metaphor, 
image schemas are extremely important. They provide the motivation for par-
ticular metaphors, so the container schema, source-path-goal schema, 
the force schema and so on, are all well known. source-path-goal seems 
to be the basis of the life is a journey metaphor; the emotions are  
opponents metaphor that I will be talking about this evening is based on the 
force schema, and so on and so forth.

Grady’s work on primary metaphor, where he points out that the level of 
something rising and adding more stuff to it, and the level rises. Primary meta-
phors are another instance where embodiment of some kind plays a role in 
and lies at the basis of particular conceptual metaphors. Now, I am mentioning 
this because it seems to me that there are essentially two strands of research in 
Cognitive Linguistics right now. In one there is a great deal of emphasis on em-
bodiment and universality in metaphorical conceptualization. And in another 
there is more emphasis on context and variation. I am a representative of the 
second group. In most of my research, I am focusing on, in addition to issues 
of embodiment, the role of contexts in metaphor creation and on variation in 
metaphors.

Now, let me turn now to some further philosophical issues that are impor-
tant for us in order to figure out the nature of the relationship between meta-
phor, culture, and embodiment. So I have emphasized alternative construal 
very much so far, and I have emphasized that because it is obviously a very 
important notion in, and characteristic of, Cognitive Linguistics.

However, it is not simply cognitive linguists who think of this relativistic, 
alternative mode of conceptualizing the world. There is a philosophical trend, 
a philosophical movement that very much thinks of our mode of understand-
ing the world along similar lines and that is post-modernism. Post-modernist 
philosophers lay great stress on this relativistic conception of the world. So 
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we find alternativity in understanding the world in Cognitive Linguistics, but 
we find alternativity as a highly emphasized notion in post-modernism phi-
losophy, especially in one branch of it called social constructionism. Social 
constructionism is all about the unlimited, unbounded creation of different 
alternative ways of understanding the world. This alternativity fits very nicely 
with the Geertzian definition. To take this argument one step further, if there 
is all this alternativity that the cognitive linguists and post-modernist thinkers 
and philosophers emphasize, and if this is true that the human mind works in 
this way, the notion of embodiment that brings in issues of universality seems 
to be in conflict with this line of thinking.

If you emphasize social constructionism, the unbounded alternativity in 
ways of conceptualizing the world on the one hand, and embodiment that is 
universal leading to universality on the other hand, there are some conflicts. 
There are some conflicts here that need to be resolved, and I would like to 
talk about a way of resolving this issue. I would like to say that the notion of 
embodiment as a universalizing tendency should apparently be damaging to 
both the cognitive linguistic view of alternative construal, and it should be 
also damaging to social constructionism or post-modernist ideas of extreme 
relativity in conceptualizing the world. It turns out that it is more damaging 
to the post-modernist enterprise and in fact we will see that it is completely  
in line with the way cognitive linguists think about embodiment and alterna-
tive construal.

In order to find the resolution to this apparent conflict, I want to go back 
to the Geertzian definition again where Geertz says that this kind of interpre-
tive science is not an experimental science. Now, I said at the beginning that 
I disagree with that part of the Geertzian definition and now I would like to 
show why I disagree with that definition. I would like to show that by giving 
you a fascinating experiment by an American cognitive psychologist Deniel 
Casasanto.

Deniel Casasanto takes the embodiment hypothesis very seriously and he 
says if the particular bodies we have play a role in how we normally repre-
sent abstract concepts—notice this is what we are proposing in Cognitive 
Linguistics—and results in particular abstract concepts, that is, the particular 
bodies result in particular abstract concepts, then different bodies should re-
sult in different abstract concepts. In other words, let me get ahead of myself a 
little bit and say what this means. If you have a particular body where you use 
your right hand, you are a right-handed, then this will have a certain impact 
on the way you represent certain categories related to this. You will represent 
them mentally, but if you are left-handed, you have a different kind of body in 
that sense, and that will result in a different mental representation of some of 
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the categories related with this. We should find an example where this kind of 
embodiment has to do with a particular abstract concept. We do have one such 
concept—the notion of good and the notion of bad, these moral concepts. So 
he examined the good is right and the bad is left metaphors. Of course 
bad is left is just a hypothetical metaphor, however, good is right can  
be seen in several examples, in English and probably also in Chinese, for ex-
ample when you say “he is my right hand man”. You can say that in English.

Now he set up the following experiment. On the computer screen he had 
a cartoon figure and there were two boxes on the left and the right side of 
the cartoon figure. There were some good animals and bad animals that peo-
ple had to sort in the following way. He gave them the instruction. He gave  
the subjects the instruction. Ok, the cartoon figure in the middle between 
the two boxes on his right and on his left likes the good animals but does not  
like the bad animals. Put the good animals in one box and put the bad animals 
in the other box.

Now what happened was that—and this is amazingly interesting—what 
happened was that the right-handed people obviously put the good animals 
in the right hand box, but the left-handed people put the good animals in the 
left hand box. Now notice why this is extremely important for us at this point. 
It is extremely important because of body specificity, that is what kind of body 
do I have in this sense plays a huge role in how you conceptualize moral con-
cepts like good and bad. And left-handed people went along with their body 
specificity, right handed, and the results were around 70% in both groups. So 
the majority of people in the two groups went along with their handedness in 
assigning the animals to the two boxes.

Now this kind of result is presenting a challenge both to the possibility 
of unlimited alternativity in conceptualization and to the idea of unlimited 
constructionism. Now when I talked about this, when I talked about this to 
some post-modernism philosophers, they raised the following objection. Well, 
one of the things that you need to know about post-modernist philosophers 
is that they are completely relativistic, which means in our terms that they 
do not believe in anything like embodiment. Everything is social construction. 
Whether you are a man or a woman, it’s a social construction. I would like to 
say that, there are certain signs of embodiment that make a difference, but not 
for them. So the objection that they raise was that, when you do this kind of 
experiment that Casasanto did, there is a huge amount of what they call cul-
tural and historical baggage. There is a huge amount of cultural and historical 
baggage—that is, there are a lot more people who are right-handed than who 
are left-handed. This has become a cultural and historical convention. For that 
reason, it’s very difficult to accept the results of this kind of experiment.
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However, notice that two very different predictions are made in the experi-
ment, cultural experiences should lead to good being associated with right, 
because conventionally the idioms of English, in the English language and cul-
ture made this manifest. So if you only base the thing on cultural experience, 
this is what should happen, and this should happen for both right-handers and 
left-handers, there are no idioms in English where good is left. So, there 
is no conventional idiom in English or in any languages where good or moral 
is conceptualized as left. While physical experience should lead to good as-
sociated with rightwardness in the case of right-handers and left in the case 
of left-handers. So body specificity leads to specificity in conceptualization, 
so you can separate these two parts of the experiment very clearly and the 
results indicate that body specificity overrules or overrides or predominates 
over this assumed cultural baggage, cultural or historical baggage. If you are a 
left-hander, you will think of good as being left.

This is a beautiful example and this is a fantastic confirmation of the em-
bodiment hypothesis in linguistics, and I use this experiment by Casasanto in 
many of my writings. Now, some of the work in Cognitive Linguistics that deals 
with the issue of embodiment is in need of repair, I think. One of the possible 
misconceptions about the issue of embodiment in Cognitive Linguistics is that 
it is conceived of in somewhat mechanical ways. To give you an example of 
why you cannot conceive of embodiment in a mechanical way, I’d like to tell 
you about another interesting study that was done on the history of English, 
and that was done on the anger is heat metaphor.

One of the good things about corpus linguistics is that there are all kinds 
of collections now, not only of contemporary English and other languages but 
also we have historical documents turned into very usable databases in cor-
pus linguistics, and you can study a particular concept given those historical 
databases for English and possibly for other languages as well. Now in one of 
these databases that is a collection of all the recent documents, for the English  
language beginning with the early middle ages, all the way up to the recent 
times, you can do searches on how anger was conceptualized in particular his-
torical periods.

Now a Belgian scholar Caroline Gevaert did an interesting study of this that 
resulted in some very important pieces of information. She wanted to see the 
anger is heat conceptual metaphor and in this historical database. What 
she found was that up until 850, the anger is heat conceptualization for 
anger was very marginal. However, between 850 and 950, the conceptualiza-
tion of anger in terms of heat became extremely productive. It went over 10% 
in the corpus. For some reason, after 950, it began to decrease. It went down 
to 6% and by the 13th century it was around 2% only. So what I mean by 2% is 
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that of all the expressions used for the conceptualization of ANGER, only 2% 
of them had to do with HEAT. Ok, and then, beginning with the 14th century, 
and this was about the same time when the four humors view that I mentioned 
yesterday came into being in Europe. The heat metaphors began to increase 
again, and we know the end result of that process, we have the hot fluid in 
the container metaphor. Now, the same thing happened with the notion of 
PRESSURE, it also fluctuated.

Now this raises a very important issue concerning embodiment. If embodi-
ment is conceived in a naturalistic and mechanical way, as it is done in most of 
the work in Cognitive Linguistics, then we are running into a major problem. 
The problem is this: if, for example, body heat is a universal and also histori-
cally valid property of heat and it should be because the human body didn’t 
change through the ages; possibly people also produced body heat a thousand 
years ago in the same way they produce heat now, there is no change in that. If 
that is the case, then how is it possible that the percentages for heat through-
out historical periods in English fluctuated. It should not happen. How is it 
possible that the idea of pressure also fluctuated in the different historical pe-
riods? It should not be happening.

Do you follow the argument? The human body didn’t change, we basically 
have the same bodies we did a thousand years ago, five hundred years ago, and 
today. So if embodiment is taken in a mechanical way, if it is taken in a natural-
istic way, then there is a conflict with this kind of fluctuation. Now this was an-
other reason why I came up with the notion of experiential focus that I talked 
about yesterday, because if you think of anger as heat in terms of differential 
experiential focus, then you can say the following. Well, the concept of anger is 
conceptualized on the basis of a number of multiple physiological responses 
that are universal and that are preserved historically. It is not the case that in 
each and every historical period the exact same physiological response needs 
to be in focus. This is what experiential focus allows you to do, to shift focus on 
a particular physiological response rather than on another, or to another.

This is exactly what seems to be happening as a result of certain contex-
tual factors. The experiential focus is shifted from heat to pressure, back to 
heat, and then a combination of heat with pressure resulting in what we have 
today—where we have in English at least, not in Chinese as I mentioned—
where we have a combination of pressure and heat that leads to the kettle  
exploding. So we need a more refined version of embodiment.

Given all these things, let me turn to the major issue of the relationship be-
tween embodiment, metaphor, and culture. I mentioned yesterday that when 
we conceptualize something metaphorically, we are under two kinds of pres-
sure, the pressure of the body and the pressure of the context. If we take, for 
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example, the angry person is a pressurized container metaphor that  
I talked about yesterday, what we find is that this is a metaphor that is motivated 
both by the body and context. So the pressure of coherence must have worked 
when it was first used and it also works for us today. This is the idea that you 
have a conceptual metaphor that is based on both the pressure of the body and 
the pressure of context that I called body-based social constructionism. This is 
how we bring together post-modernist thinking with cognitive linguistic ideas.

This was the main conclusion of my book Metaphor and Emotion, where  
I introduced this notion of body-based social constructionism, primarily using 
the example of the angry person is a pressurized container. So that 
is a metaphor where we have an extremely strong motivation. Both the body 
and the context motivated the existence of that metaphor. So we saw this in 
the case of Chinese where it is the notion of “qi” that is the cultural input to 
otherwise universal bodily experience. Or we can take the notion of “hara” in 
Japanese, which is a key concept in Japanese culture that also fits into the met-
aphor and which makes it not only body-based but also culturally constructed.

These are perhaps the lucky the fortunate cases where we have this kind 
of double motivation for metaphors, both embodiment and context. In many 
other cases, however, it seems to be the case that the body predominates. One 
of the best examples of this is knowing is seeing.

We all know this metaphor; we know that there is a correlation between 
knowing something and seeing something. In this particular case we have the 
body predominating, we are under the pressure of the body, which predomi-
nates the motivation of the metaphor.

A very well known example of a conceptual metaphor that is predominant-
ly motivated by a cultural basis is time is money. Lakoff and Johnson often 
use this metaphor to explain how certain cultural social conventions enter into 
setting up particular conceptual metaphors and this is a good example of that. 
The capitalist mode of production that correlates profit with time needed to 
make the profit is the case in point here. In another mode of production this 
metaphor is simply not known. But of course there is the process of globaliza-
tion, especially today, so probably time is money is becoming a globalized 
metaphor and its way out the sphere of countries with a capitalist mode of 
production.

So in other words, I would like to conclude by saying that we have a gradi-
ent of motivation. We have a gradient where, at one end you have cases of 
conceptual metaphors that are predominantly bodily motivated, that’s on the 
left-hand side. Right next to them, there are those cases where you have joint 
motivations that are motivated by both the body and some cultural factors, 
and that’s what I call body-based social constructionism where cultures set up 
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metaphors but also there is a combination with bodily motivation. Finally, on 
the right-hand side, there are metaphors that are predominantly based on cul-
tural factors. This doesn’t mean that when we talk about predominantly bodily 
motivation, there is nothing cultural. You shouldn’t think that when we talk 
about predominantly cultural motivation, there is no bodily basis at all. My 
proposal instead is that we have a tinge of cultural motivation in the case of 
predominantly bodily-based metaphors, and we have a tinge of bodily motiva-
tion in the case of predominantly cultural metaphors. This is more faithful to 
the facts.

Now what about good is left, the metaphor that was set up by left-
handed people as an exceptional case. It is an exceptional case in the sense 
that it is a metaphor where body and culture are completely separated from 
each other. However, this is an exception that only reinforces the rule; in the 
majority of cases we have these two factors working jointly only in different de-
grees. There are no pure cases. And body and culture work jointly at all stages 
of the gradient.
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Lecture 4

Emotions I: A Cognitive Linguistic Theory

So as some of you may know, the major area of study that I have dealt with as 
a cognitive linguist is that of emotions. This evening and tomorrow morning 
I’m going to talk about my research on emotion concepts and especially on the 
role of metaphor in the conceptualization of emotions.

In my view, emotion concepts are composed of 4 different conceptual 
ingredients. The first one is metaphor, the second is metonymy, the third is  
what I call “related concept”, and the fourth is cognitive models. These are the 
4 ingredients that make up emotion concepts.

Now when I talk about emotions at conferences, and I tell people that I do 
not have a theory of emotions, everyone is surprised and disappointed. I have 
to repeat that claim here—I do not have a theory of emotions. What I have, 
what I do have, however, is a view of emotions that is based on the language 
of emotions. So I often refer to my own project as the “language of emotion” 
project, whose major result is the structure and content of emotion concepts.

I do not work like a psychologist who studies emotions. I do not work like 
an anthropologist who studies emotions. I do not work like a philosopher who 
studies emotions. I do not want to give you a new theory of emotions. I want to 
give a theory that is built into and based on language, and that is going to be a 
“folk theory” as opposed to an “expert theory” of emotions. It is not an expert 
theory in the way in which Darwin, for example, had a theory of emotion or 
in the way psychologists have particular theories of emotions. This is a folk 
theory which is based on the language we use to talk about emotions. I study 
the way we talk about the emotions, then on the basis of that discourse, I try to 
find out what the major ingredients are.

I’ll start with metaphors. I will give you two sets of examples just to indi-
cate some of the similarities and some of the differences between metaphors 
for anger and metaphors for love. So probably, the anger metaphors are 
well known to you. We have the hot fluid metaphor, the fire metaphor,  
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the insanity metaphor, the opponent metaphor, the captive animal 
metaphor, the burden metaphor, the natural force metaphor, social 
superior metaphor, and so on and so forth.

Now if we look at the concept of love, what we find is that love is con-
ceptualized as a nutrient. It is journey. Maybe the most common meta-
phor is the unity metaphor, love is a unity of two parts, “we’re as one”, 
or “they’re breaking up”, or “we’re inseparable” or “we fused together.” Love is 
a bond. Love is a fluid in a container; love is fire; love is an 
economic exchange—that one is very important, “I’m putting more into 
this relationship than you are”, a very commonly heard complaint. Love is a 
natural force, “she swept me of my feet”. Love is a physical force. You 
can be drawn to someone. Love is an opponent interestingly. You some-
times, for all kinds of reasons, have to try to fight your feelings of love. Love 
is a captive animal; love is war; love is insanity; love is a social 
superior. She’s completely governed—ruled by love. Love is a rapture 
or a high. You can be high on love or drunk on love. The object of love is 
conceptualized in all kinds of ways.

Now as you can see, some of the metaphors for love, and some of the meta-
phors for anger are the same. They are the same in the sense that the source 
domains are the same. So we find in anger, the fire metaphor, we find that 
for love. We find the opponent metaphor, and we also find that for love.  
We find the natural force metaphor for anger; we also find that for  
love. These are very interesting similarities and you’ll see in a minute why  
I find them very interesting and very important as an observation of the struc-
ture of emotion concepts in the field of emotions in general.

Now the second main ingredient of emotion concepts is metonymy. Let me 
take love, and let me look at some of the metonymies in connection with 
love. You have probably experienced many of these, and maybe some of them 
are culture specific, but I think all of them make sense to you, and you will prob-
ably not be terribly surprised that these are metonymies for love. increase 
in body heat stands for love, “I felt hot all over when I saw her” is very 
common experience. Or increase in heart rate stands for love, “he is 
a heart-throb”. So this is an expression that is commonly mentioned, for exam-
ple, in connection with Brad Pitt. Because he is so good looking, and women  
go crazy about him, and he makes their hearts throb. “He is a heart-throb”. 
blushing stands for love, dizziness stands for love. You can be in 
a daze; you can feel dizzy every time you see someone. sweaty palms, very 
common. inability to breathe stands for love, “you take my breath 
away”. There is a very famous popular song, “you take my breath away”—
some of you may know it. interference with accurate perception 
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stands for love, “he saw nothing but her”. You have this kind of tunnel  
vision. Physical closeness, inability to think stands for love,  
“he can’t think straight when around her”. physical closeness stands for  
love, “they are always together”. intimate sexual behavior stands  
for love: “she showered him with kisses”, “he caressed her gently”. sex stands 
for love, “they made love”. A short comment on this, notice that I am not  
saying the word love is used metonymically here. What I say is that “make love” 
is a euphemism for sex, and sex is used metonymically for love. I am not saying 
this is a logical inference that you can make, that when two people have sex 
they are in love, but this is a possibility.

It is a possibility for you to make the inference, when you hear that two 
people made love/engaged in sex that they maybe love each other, but it is 
not necessarily the case all the time, of course. loving visual behavior 
stands for love, “he can’t take his eyes off her”, “she is starry-eyed”, and so on 
and so forth. So this is a rich set of metonymies that indicates the most impor-
tant physiological behavioral and expressive reactions that people produce, 
conventionally, when they are in love with each other.

There is also related concepts ingredient. By related concepts, I mean those 
emotional attitudes or emotions that are involved in another emotion, that is 
you have emotion A, and emotion A assumes that presence of emotions B, C, 
D, E, and so on and so forth. So if we relativize these to romantic love, romantic 
love, not every kind of love, but romantic love, then you can legitimately as-
sume that if two people say that they are romantically in love with each other, 
then you can make the inference that they like each other; they feel sexual de-
sire for each other; they are intimate with each other; they long for each other, 
they feel affection for each other; they care for each other; they respect each 
other; and they consider themselves to be friends with each other.

Note that this gives a pretty natural explanation for why in English, two peo-
ple who are in love are called ‘boyfriend’ and ‘girlfriend’. This is the explanation 
and we can say that related concepts more or less function like metonymies. 
Another minor note that I want to add here is that we will see that the structure 
of emotion concepts is extremely complicated. For centuries and certainly in 
the 20th century, philosophers have loved to study love for some reason. The 
way they tried to find love was in terms of such necessary and sufficient con-
ditions as these related concepts here, “liking”, “desire”, “intimacy”, “longing”,  
“affection”, and so on and so forth. Then, they fought with each other about 
what the criterial features are, and which are the ones that can be left out, and 
so on and so forth. This is a much bigger topic that I cannot go into here.

Now, given these three, I will get to the fourth major element a little bit later. 
But at this stage of the analysis, we can ask a major question: Is there what 
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we can call a “master metaphor” for emotions? That is, is there a generic level 
metaphor that somehow subsumes most of the metaphors that we have seen 
so far? As you will see in a minute, my answer to this is ‘yes’—there is such a ge-
neric level master metaphor. I identified this master metaphor with the help of 
Len Talmy’s “force-dynamics”. When I read his paper called “force-dynamics”, 
which is a paper written in 1988, that’s when I started to work on the idea that 
maybe there is a more general metaphor here, which can be captured and de-
scribed with the help of “force-dynamics”. We have a ‘force-dynamics’ situation 
when there are two entities in interaction with each other, and they affect each 
other. Now there are force entities: there is an “agonist” and “antagonist”. There 
are intrinsic force tendencies that characterize the agonist and antagonist, 
there are two of them, either “toward action”, or “toward rest”. There is what he 
calls “resultant of the force interaction” and it can be either “action” or “rest”, 
or “inaction” and there can also be a “balance of strengths”—the stronger and 
weaker entities can balance each other.

Now the most skeletal structure of emotions is the following. There is a 
cause that leads to an emotion. Then in the second step, the emotion leads 
to some response. My claim is that this kind of skeletal structure is based on 
two applications of what we call the causes are forces metaphor. And the 
causes are forces metaphor is the metaphor that comes from the Event 
Structure Metaphor, and it is well known.

So what I would like to do now is take particular generic level emotion  
metaphors like emotions are opponents and analyze them in terms of 
“force-dynamics” in the way Talmy describes it.

Let’s take the opponent metaphor, and here are some examples: you can 
be seized by emotion; you can struggle with your emotions; you can be gripped; 
you can be overcome by emotion, and so on. Let’s consider emotion is an 
opponent and try to lay it out according to Talmy’s “force-dynamics” pattern. 
In the source domain you have Opponent 1 and Opponent 2, and then you have 
a resultant action at the source domain level. Opponent 1 corresponds to the 
agonist; Opponent 2 corresponds to the antagonist. We can ask, what is the 
force tendency of Opponent 1? Well, in this particular metaphor, Opponent 1’s 
force tendency is to attempt to resist Opponent 2. Opponent 1 and Opponent 
2 are in interaction such that Opponent 1 is kind of gripped, overcome, seized, 
and so on. As a result, either Opponent 2 or Opponent 1 wins. Opponent 1 wins 
when there is no effect—they do not change.

Now at the target level what we find is that the agonist or the entity that cor-
responds to Opponent 1 in the source domain is the “rational self”. Rational self 
attempts to try to maintain control. The rational self doesn’t want to lose con-
trol. The emotion, however, which functions as the force here, causes the self 
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to lose control. In the case of most emotions and many real world emotional 
situations, what happens is that the self loses control. It can also happen, of 
course, not prototypically that the self maintains control.

Now notice that this particular table and this particular configuration of 
entities in interaction is based on the second part of the skeletal scenario. We 
already have emotion in existence. The emotion is affecting a more or less pas-
sive Opponent 1 be able to maintain control over emotion or give in to the force 
emotion? The same applies to the natural force metaphor.

So what happens in the case of natural forces—like floods, winds, and 
so on? You have a physical object, and the physical object is just standing there, 
staying the same. There is a natural force affecting it, causing an effect in the 
physical object, or, metaphorically speaking, attempting to cause an effect in 
the physical object. Similarly, what you find is that the rational self tries to 
continue to behave as before the emotion. The emotion is causing the self to 
respond to the emotion, and the self responds to the emotion in a passive way.

Notice that the phrase “in a passive way” is very important, because that’s 
the main meaning’s focus, as I would say, of the natural force metaphor 
when we apply the natural force metaphor in general, not only in the case 
of emotions, but especially in the case of emotions. What is suggested is that 
anything that is affected by an extremely strong powerful natural force will 
passively undergo certain changes.

Now the first part of the previous emotion scenario or skeletal scenario is 
captured by the emotion is a physical force metaphor. Physical force 
can be a mechanical force—perhaps physical contact. So, for example, “when 
I found out, it hit me hard”; “this was a terrible blow”; “she knocked me off 
my feet”. I imagine the situation that you are just standing there, and all of 
a sudden, you see this beautiful woman, and you say “she knocked me off my 
feet”. This is a situation in which the beautiful woman would be the cause of 
your emotion. We can analyze the situation using terminology borrowed by  
Talmy. The physical object remains unaffected by the force—that’s the force 
tendency of the physical object. However, the force tendency of the antagonist 
is to produce an effect on the object. The force tendency before I see this beau-
tiful woman, is to remain unemotional, but then there is an effect that comes 
from the cause of emotion, and it causes the self to become emotional. So as 
the result: self becomes emotional—angry, happy, sad, in love, and so on and  
so forth.

Now all of these things lead us to a much richer model of what emotions 
are like, what emotion concepts are like, what the cognitive model of emo-
tions is, and of what emotions in general may be like. What we find is that 
there are four steps here. This is both a temporal and causal kind of order. This 
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characterizes the typical emotional situation. I repeat the typical, the proto-
typical, the paradigmatic, and the central case of this emotion. It doesn’t mean 
that in each and every emotional situation this is what happens.

Step one is the cause of emotion. The cause of emotion has a certain force 
tendency. There is the rational self, and the rational self has a certain force 
tendency, and force tendency of the cause and the force tendency of the  
rational self are in conflict. In a typical emotional situation the force tendency 
of the cause tends to be stronger—the cause overcomes the defenses of the 
rational self, and as a result the self now has emotion. The self has a certain 
force tendency now, and there is another force tendency of the emotion and 
the two are in conflict. The force tendency of emotion is to make the self elicit 
certain effects, and produce certain responses. Eventually the self does pro-
duce the appropriate emotional responses. I say “appropriate” because each 
and every emotion requires different emotional responses, or sets of emotion-
al responses.

This is a general characterization of emotion concepts in terms of a generic 
level schematic cognitive model that I have laid out here. Now we can go on to 
the next question, which is: Are emotion metaphors unique to the emotions? 
In a way, at the beginning I suggested that they are not, at least some of the 
major ones are not. The question is which ones are unique to emotions, and 
which ones are not unique to emotions. If you look at the very general emo-
tion is a force metaphor—this is very schematic metaphor—it assumes 
all kinds of metaphorical source domains for emotions like the pressurized 
container, opponent, natural force, burden, and so on. These are 
all specific level instances of the schematic emotion is a force metaphor. 
And so we can ask: Are these metaphors unique to emotions or not? If you look 
at language, what we find is that these particular specific level emotion source 
domains are not unique at all to the emotions.

For example, the pressurized container metaphor can be used in the 
following instances, you can talk about trouble brewing somewhere, or you 
can talk about the situation being explosive. These are not necessarily emo-
tion situations. So the application of these specific emotion source domains 
is not really limited to the emotion domain, but goes beyond it. If we similarly 
look at the opponent metaphor, you can struggle with your emotions, but you  
can also struggle with differential equations; you can struggle with mathemat-
ics; and you can struggle with many other things. So the opponent source 
domain is not limited in any way to the concept of emotion.

As a matter of fact, if we take this argument further, what we find is that in 
the case of morality, we find the same metaphors. What is morality? Morality is 
a situation where there is some kind of temptation like a cause, and the cause 
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is making an effect on you, and the cause is influencing you, but you success-
fully resist the force of that cause, of that temptation. For example, let’s say  
I am the last person to leave this room this evening, and I find a bag with one 
million US dollars in it. I would be tempted to keep it. It would put a certain 
force on me to go along with the cause, and keep the one million dollars. But if 
I am moral, I will successfully overcome the force. That is, my rational self will 
turn out to be stronger than the desire to keep the money. So what happens 
in this case is that morality and emotion are very similar events at this very 
generic level structure with one exception. The exception is in the case of emo-
tion you give in to the cause, you give in to the force and cause overcomes you. 
In the case of successful cases of morality, the cause doesn’t overcome you. You 
manage to resist this.

Now let’s see some of the conceptual metaphors that seem to be unique 
to the emotions. Well, there is trespassing and physical annoyance for 
anger. There is a very famous American metaphor “to bug someone”, to ir-
ritate someone. That is a physical annoyance, and so a generalization of 
that is physical annoyance when someone is bugging you. That is some 
kind of physical annoyance. So anger is physical annoyance, and anger 
is trespassing—“I draw the line here.”

There is a hidden enemy, supernatural being metaphor for  
fear—you can be haunted by something in English. Your fear can haunt you, 
or a particular object or idea can haunt you—that’s characteristic of fear. 
Being off the ground, an animal that lives well, pleasurable 
physical sensation for happiness. When you are walking on air, for ex-
ample, I don’t know whether you can say that in Chinese for happiness. 
That is an example that I have in mind. And having no clothes on and 
decreasing size and blocking out the world for shame. Ok, in 
American English, people often say things like “I felt completely naked”, mean-
ing I felt extremely ashamed or embarrassed. And for decreasing size,  
I have noticed that some Americans like to gesture that and they say “I felt this 
small”, and “I wanted to disappear from the surface of the earth”, and so on and  
so forth.

So, now, the question that I would like to raise here is what makes these par-
ticular metaphors, conceptual metaphors, unique to the emotions as opposed 
to the previous sets of cases that seem to be very general and extend over the 
domain of emotions, and also characterizing all of the emotions, or most of 
the emotions, not just some of them. These ones seem to be unique to particu-
lar emotions. Decreasing size or having no clothes on for shame are 
unique to shame. They don’t apply to fear, they don’t apply to happiness 
or anger. I would like to suggest that these are unique to particular emotions, 
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because they are based on either the cause of that particular emotion, or the 
effect of a particular emotion.

So if you look at anger is trespassing, anger is A physical annoy-
ance, fear is a hidden enemy, fear is a supernatural being, a 
happy person is an animal that lives well, happiness is a plea-
surable physical sensation. These are all metaphors whose source do-
main is based on the cause of the respective emotions. So trespassing, for 
example, or physical annoyance, these can be actual causes of anger, but 
they are, so to speak, elevated to the status of a source domain for anger as 
well, and become conceptual metaphors. So we have anger conceptualized 
in terms of one of these causes.

The same applies to happiness, pleasurable physical sensation.  
“I was tickled pink”, tickling is a pleasurable physical sensation. We can take it 
to be one of the causes of happiness, and given that, it can be generalized and 
turned into a source domain of happiness, and happiness, as a result, can 
be conceptualized.

shame is having no clothes on is one of the major causes of feeling 
ashamed. When you are caught having no clothes on, you are ashamed, but 
this can also be generalized. The cause of shame can be turned into one of the 
source domains of shame. We also find the same thing in connection with the 
effect of emotions. For example, shame is a decrease in size is based on 
one of the potential behavioral effects of shame. When you are ashamed, we 
often would like to disappear, and it is turned into a source domain. My predic-
tion would be that those metaphors for particular emotions that are based on 
unique responses, either causes or effects, can become metaphors or source 
domains to conceptualize those emotions.

How do emotion metaphors differ from metaphors for relationships? By 
relationships, I simply mean human relationships—perhaps friendship, mar-
riage, or love. We can ask whether we have the same kind of structure for re-
lationship concepts that we have for emotion concepts. We can ask whether 
something is similar to the emotion is force metaphor, which is a high 
level schematic metaphor subsuming several specific level metaphors—do we 
have a situation like that for personal relationships like friendship, marriage, 
and love? In order to answer this question, I looked at the concept of friend-
ship in English on the basis of some questionnaires, and self-descriptions of 
instances of examples of friendship by native speakers of American English. It 
turned out to be the case that friendship in English, at least for my American 
subjects, seems to be based on 6 very different metaphor systems.

The six metaphor systems on which the American understanding of friend-
ship is based, include what I call the communication system. So I found 
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metaphors like communication in friendship is sharing objects.  
So people often talk about how wonderful it is to share their experiences with 
their friends. So this is what it meant by this one. Also the metaphor system  
for emotions was involved to some extent, I should say, to a very small extent, 
especially in the form of two metaphors, emotional intensity is temper-
ature and emotional closeness is physical closeness. emotional 
intensity is temperature, either warm or cold.

So “our friendship is getting colder these days” or something like that.  
emotional closeness is physical closeness, “we are close friends”. 
States and Relationships, states are objects, as we know from the Event 
Structure Metaphor. Relationships are bonds, so “there is a strong bond 
between my friend and I”. interactive relationships are econom-
ic exchanges. This is very common, especially for love and marriage, not  
so common for friendship. An example of this would be the one that I men-
tioned at the beginning of the lecture, which is “I am putting more into  
our friendship than you are”. This can be used for romantic love, and also for 
marriage. What I call the “metaphor system for complex systems” is also in-
volved. abstract complex systems are buildings and machines and 
so on. So people often say that they would like to “build a good friendship”,  
and “their friendship is somehow not functioning, or not working with a par-
ticular person”.

The Event Structure Metaphor characterizes, I mean the metaphor system 
for events characterizes friendship just a little bit, because friendship is taking 
place in the context of life. So I find certain instances of the life is a jour-
ney metaphor. The last one is the metaphor system for positive and negative 
evaluation. So people often talk about how valuable their friendship is for 
them. This is what I call the desirable entities are valuable things 
metaphor.

Romantic love is a special case—everyone notices that love is extremely 
metaphorically conceptualized, and now we know why it is so highly meta-
phorical. Well, it is highly metaphorical, because it assumes all the metaphors 
of emotions and all the metaphors of relationships. The nature of love is 
such that it is at the same time an emotion and a relationship. It takes the 
metaphorical source domains from both of these, so sharing objects, dis-
tance, warmth, bond, economic exchange, building, implement, 
machine, plant, journey, valuable commodity, and so on.

So do we find a master metaphor for relationships in the same way as we 
found the master metaphor for emotions? I would say no. The only thing that 
we can find is certain statistical evidence that seems to indicate that there are 
two groups of metaphor that are statistically more productive than the others 
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that stand out in their productivity. These are the metaphors that we can  
take to characterize interactive relationships. By interaction I do not simply 
mean the economic exchange metaphor, but also sharing experiences 
where there is some interaction going on in terms of what two people expe-
rience. So that’s one set of metaphors that is characteristic of relationships. 
Another set of metaphors is what I call the complex abstract systems. 
As I pointed out in the first lecture, the complex abstract systems meta-
phor consists of the building metaphor, the implement metaphor, the ma-
chine metaphor, and the plant metaphor. All of these have specific meaning 
foci that may be used of and taken advantage of by friendship, which is 
some kind of complex abstract system, and also marriage and love.

So there is a big difference between the structure of human relationships, the 
metaphorical structure of human relationships, and the metaphorical struc-
ture of emotions. The most important difference, it seems to me, is that in the 
case of emotions, we have a single hierarchical structure where you have emo-
tion is force, a very schematic metaphor, and underneath it, you have more  
specific source domains, and underneath that still more specific ones, and so 
on and so forth. We do not seem to find this in the case of friendship. In the 
case of friendship what we find is that there are at least 6 different metaphor 
systems that show a hierarchical arrangement. So that is a very interesting kind 
of difference in my mind, because it tells us that when we try to envisage what 
the conceptual system might look like—you have relationships and you have 
emotions, you will think that they have to be structured more or less the same 
way, but they seem to be very differently structured.

Let’s turn back to the emotions and let’s ask the next question which is: what 
is the role of metaphors in the cognitive construction of particular emotion 
concepts? I will go through this very briefly because this is well known stuff 
from my work with George Lakoff where we describe the concept of anger 
and our major point is that all the conceptual metaphors and metonymies that 
we have for anger contribute to a particular cognitive model of anger. We 
make use of those conceptual metaphors and the mappings of those concep-
tual metaphors to construct a particular cognitive model of anger—anger 
coming into existence, the attempt to control it, loss of control, retribution and 
anger’s intensity.

What is more interesting, however, is when we try to compare this cogni-
tive model of anger that is based on the metaphors and metonymies that we 
found for English with cognitive models that are based on other languages. 
Bryan King proposed that in Chinese, when I say in Chinese, if you have an 
offending event, anger comes into existence, attempt at control, release of 
anger, release of anger, and restoration of equilibrium. Now you can see that 
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the difference—sometimes slightly different or very different conceptual 
metaphors—that you find in Chinese like the “qi” metaphor and the way the 
“qi” metaphor, excess “qi” in the body and what it does and how it functions 
does make its contribution to the cognitive model. It changes the cognitive 
model in comparison to English. As a matter of fact, King goes further and he 
suggests that in Chinese there is an additional cognitive model that is different 
from the first in the last two stages of the model, there is diversion and there is 
a compensating event.

So I think this is how far a cognitive linguist can go. When you look at the 
language and you look at all the metaphors that you find in a particular lan-
guage, you put together the cognitive model on the basis of the mappings that 
you find in those conceptual metaphors that are available. From there, your job 
ceases as a cognitive linguist, and you have to ask people whose job it should 
be to decide to what extent the models that are based on emotion language 
in English, emotion language in Chinese, Hungarian, and so on, are actually 
working in those particular languages. So I don’t know what your intuitions 
are, but we probably would need experimental psychologists who would do 
large scale surveys among native speakers of Chinese and native speakers of 
English to see whether these models actually exist in the heads of speakers of 
these languages.

If you try to generalize again on the basis of such detailed, specific emotion 
scenarios, or models, you can come up with a slightly different skeletal mod-
els than the one I showed you previously. We can observe that there are three 
parts that must be there and that are likely to be there in any model based 
on, more than likely, any language—that is these models have an ontologi-
cal component, a causal component, and an expressive component. Now the 
expressive component may or may not include a control element. Notice that 
this is purely a case of social conventions—how much a particular emotion 
is controlled or regulated in a particular society is an issue that can be built 
into the cognitive models and this is why you can have this kind of schematic 
model: 1. cause, existence of anger, or 2. its counterpart in the form of force,  
3. attempt at control; 4. loss of control, and expression.

The question is how metaphors can create such a model, and, well, this is 
a tricky issue—and there are two major camps here. There are people who 
claim that these metaphors don’t actually create the models, they simply re-
flect preexisting models, but of course then the question would be: How did 
those preexisting models come into existence? I don’t want to go into this, this 
is a huge topic, and this is still an unsettled debate. In my view, most of the 
emotions—at least the basic emotions—are characterized by one or several of 
what I would call “major emotion metaphors”.
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By “major emotion metaphors”, I mean the ones that are capable of creating 
such structures as we have seen here. They create at least the skeleton of these 
structures that we have seen here and the pressurized container meta-
phor for anger is one such model for English. That metaphor can be laid out, 
the mappings of that metaphor that can be laid out in the container with the 
substance corresponds to the person who is angry, the heat and the pressure 
of the substance corresponds to intensity, forceful substance in the container 
to anger, and so on and so forth—this is very important in the case of English.

However I am not suggesting that this is universally the case. For example, 
in Zulu, according to work by Taylor, it seems to be the case that the natu-
ral force metaphor and the hunger metaphor for anger are much more 
important for the construction of the Zulu model of anger than the angry 
person is a pressurized container metaphor is.

Now again just a side note, it is not accidental that Sigmund Freud in the 
early 20th century set up a model of emotions that we call a “hydraulic model” 
of emotions. The hydraulic model of emotions is very similar to what the 
angry person is a pressurized container metaphor describes. You 
have a force inside a person or the repressed things and those repressed things 
want to come out of you, you try to control them but there is an explosion 
and so on and so forth. So Freud’s version of psychoanalysis can be derived, or 
traced back at least, to this language-based folk conception of how the emo-
tions work and especially the way anger works.
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Lecture 5

Emotions II: Life and Happiness

We have seen that many examples are based on the conceptualization of emo-
tions are based on universal bodily experiences, so then can we expect any 
non-universality in emotion concepts? So, you understand what the issue is. 
The issue is that, if when we are emotional, we are producing the same kind of 
physiological behavioral expressive responses all over the world, then there is 
the inevitable question of whether we can have non-universality, whether we 
can have variation and a large amount of variation at that concerning emotion 
concepts. So this is the theoretical background to the topic of sexuality that  
I briefly want to discuss here.

I want to look at a particular metaphor that was discovered in several com-
pletely unrelated languages. In English, it is very common to talk about sexu-
ality, especially sexual desire or lust, in terms of heat and you will find some 
of the examples of this, in your handout: “she’s burning with desire”; “I’ve got 
the hots for her”; “he’s on fire for her”, and so on and so forth—there are many 
such metaphors. In a completely unrelated language, such as Hungarian, you 
find the same kind of metaphor, and when you look at this metaphor, sexual 
desire is heat or sexuality is heat, and given these examples that I have 
just given you, we can have the following set of mappings between the source 
and the target. The thing that is hot from the fire corresponds to the lustful 
person. The heat corresponds to lust, that is to the sexual desire itself. The de-
gree of the heat corresponds to the intensity of the lustful feeling. So when you  
are hot, it may not be as intense, your sexual desire may not be as intense as 
when you are on fire. When you are blazing, for example, that’s a very high  
degree of intensity.

Now, in an African language, a completely unrelated third language, Chagga, 
which was studied by Michelle Emanatian, the lust is heat metaphor is in-
terestingly different. Notice that we have lust, or sexual desire, we have heat in 
the source domain, so on the surface this conceptual metaphor looks exactly 
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the same as earlier mentioned metaphors. But as we will see, there are subtle 
variations in the Chagga application of this metaphor in comparison to the 
English and the Hungarian version.

So these are some of the examples that I take from Emanatian’s work. 
Unfortunately I can’t reproduce the Chagga version of this, but you can say 
“she burns” or when you say “she has a heaven of fire” in the literal transla-
tion, that in fact means she has desirable sexual qualities. When you say “she 
is cold”, what that means is that she lacks desirable sexual attributes. So the 
Chagga heat metaphor for sexuality works in a somewhat different way from 
English and Hungarian. If we take these examples as representative examples 
in Chagga, and that’s all we can do, we get a somewhat different set of map-
pings to characterize this metaphor.

So the thing or the substance burning corresponds to the woman with  
desirable sexual qualities. The warmth or heat of the thing or substance cor-
responds to desirable sexual qualities of a person. The person who observes  
the burning thing corresponds to the man who finds a woman sexually desir-
able and attractive.

So notice what is happening here, what is remarkable about the Chagga way 
of conceptualizing sexuality is that first of all, the metaphor is used from the 
perspective of men only. These are all examples that are used by men. Notice 
that these are examples from the perspective of a man who finds a woman 
desirable and it is the sexual desirability of the woman that is conceptualized 
in terms of heat.

So this is very different from the English version where it is either the man 
or the woman. The intensity of the sexual feelings are conceptualized as heat. 
Here it is the desirability or the sexual attractiveness of the woman from the 
perspective of a man. So the way I think about this is to say that there is a re-
conceptualization—there is a re-framing here of both the source domain and 
the target domain in comparison to English. But of course, there are certain 
indications that English can do the same thing. For example, if you say of a 
woman, “oh, she is hot’, that would be very close to the Chagga application of 
the metaphor from the perspective of a man talking about the desirable sexual 
qualities of the woman. But you cannot say, unlike Chagga, that “she is on fire” 
or “she is burning” and mean she has very desirable sexual qualities.

However, the adjective hot seems to have the same kind of duality in terms 
of the two frames that we see as the difference between Chagga and English. 
Maybe I would talk with Bill about this whether he agrees or not about hot 
being used in both of these ways.

We can draw a very important conclusion from this. We can have basically 
the same conceptual metaphor that is motivated by the same physiological 
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responses. Sexual desire produces an increase in body heat, and that is charac-
teristic of both Chagga and English, and possibly also Chinese and Hungarian. 
Unlike English, Chagga reframes both the source domain and the target do-
main when they apply this particular metaphor. That indicates what we mean 
when we say that, we can explain conceptual metaphors, the universality of 
some conceptual metaphors because they have the same bodily motivation. 
This is not quite a sophisticated or subtle way of putting the issue because 
there can be further interesting re-framings or re-conceptualizations between 
the conceptual metaphor and the bodily motivation.

At this point, I want to talk about happiness in particular. So in this particu-
lar lecture, instead of talking about emotion concepts in general, and talking 
about all kinds of theoretical issues in connection with the emotions, I want 
to focus my attention on the concept of happiness. I also want to look at 
the concept of life and eventually I want to show that the conceptualiza-
tion of the concept of life is intimately tied with our conceptualization of 
happiness.

Let’s look at the conceptual structure of the concept of happiness in 
English. As I mentioned yesterday, all emotion concepts, at least the basic 
ones, have four major conceptual ingredients: conceptual metaphors, concep-
tual metonymies, related concepts, and particular cognitive models, as repre-
sentations of these particular emotions.

So let’s first see the conceptual metaphors of happiness as they can be 
recovered from the language that is used about happiness in English. However, 
instead of talking about happiness metaphors globally I think we should 
distinguish three different types of happiness metaphors. There are certain 
happiness metaphors that we can call “general emotion metaphors”. These 
are metaphors that we saw for the characterization of emotion concepts  
in general.

So happiness takes its own share of most of those metaphors that we saw 
yesterday. So for example, we have happiness is a fluid in a container, 
“she was bursting with joy”; happiness is heat/fire, “fires of joy were kin-
dled by the birth of her son”. Most of these examples come either from inter-
net searches or from dictionaries. happiness is a natural force, “I was 
overwhelmed by joy.” Or you can even be “hit by happiness” if happiness comes 
unexpectedly and suddenly, you can say that. You can even be “seized by joy” 
as in the opponent metaphor. Even the captive animal metaphor can be 
used, and I found this on the internet: “all joy broke loose as the kids opened 
their presents.” happiness is insanity, “the crowd went crazy with joy”; 
happiness is a force dislocating the self, “he was beside himself with 
joy”. Here, a normal person is inside a container but when you have intense 



57Emotions II: Life and Happiness

feelings of joy you can be beside yourself. happiness is a disease, “her good  
mood was contagious”. These are very general happiness metaphors and 
these are shared, or at least most of them are shared with most other basic 
emotion concepts.

Now, the next set of happiness metaphors can be characterized as those 
metaphors that provide some kind of evaluation for the concept of happi-
ness. As we could expect, the major way to evaluate happiness is that it is a 
very positive kind of state. So we have happiness is light, “he was beam-
ing with joy”; happiness is feeling light (not heavy), “I was floating”;  
happiness is up, “I’m feeling up”; happiness is being in heaven, “I was 
in seventh heaven”.

The third group of happiness metaphors is different. These are metaphors 
that provide what we can call a phenomenological character for the concept 
of happiness. What this means is that they provide a feeling tone, kind of, 
for what happiness is like. happiness is an animal that lives well,  
“I was purring with delight”, you can say that. happiness is a pleasurable 
physical sensation, “I was tickled pink”. happiness is being drunk, 
“it was an intoxicating experience”; happiness is vitality, “he was full of 
pep”—pep is an informal, slangish term meaning full of life or vitality. happi-
ness is warmth, “what she said made me feel warm all over”. So these are all 
metaphors that seem to describe the way you feel when you are happy. This is 
why I call them phenomenological metaphors for happiness.

Let’s look at the conceptual metonymies of happiness. The conceptual 
metonymies of happiness indicate the major responses that people produce 
when they are intensely happy. The responses that people produce when they 
are happy can be classified into three groups: we can have behavioral reactions 
or responses, physiological responses, and expressive responses. The behav-
ioral responses are well known: jumping up and down for happiness. 
When I say jumping up and down for happiness, I want to indicate with 
the word for that there is a “stand for” kind of relationship, a metonymic rela-
tionship. So you can “jump up and down with joy”. You can have something like 
“dance with joy”, dancing, singing, and so on. Other behaviors can also stand 
for happiness. So if you see people doing this, you can probably make the infer-
ence that those people are happy. 

Physiological responses: flushing for happiness, you can “flush or 
beam with joy”; increased heart rate for happiness, your heart beats 
faster and faster, something like that with joy; body warmth for happi-
ness, “be warm with joy”. agitation/excitement for happiness, “be 
excited with joy”. There are also expressive responses that can be displayed 
on the human face. These are primarily the responses that people like Paul 
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Ekman study when they look at basic emotions on the human face. There is 
also bright eyes for happiness—you can “shine with happiness or joy”; 
and smiling for happiness, this is of course a major kind of conceptual 
metonymy for happiness. This doesn’t mean that every time that people smile, 
they are happy, but again it is a completely legitimate inference that when you 
see someone smile, the chances are that they are happy. That may not apply 
when you are in China or Japan, and it also doesn’t mean that every time you 
see a person smile, the person must be happy—but the prototypical kind of 
association is that when you are happy, you smile.

I talked about this yesterday in connection with love and now we can see 
how they characterize happiness. There is the issue of satisfaction. If you 
are happy, it can be assumed that you are satisfied with something. There is 
a goal you want to achieve, you achieve it, you are satisfied, and then you are 
happy. Pleasure, not in the sense of sexual pleasure, of course, but this minor 
feeling of pleasure—you can do something with pleasure. You do something 
happily, or with joy. Feeling harmony, and when we are happy, we as if we 
are in harmony with the world. So these are general characteristics of hap-
piness, as regards related concepts, conceptual metonymies, and conceptual 
metaphors.

Now, given all these conceptual ingredients of metaphors that we took 
one by one, it is possible to build a cognitive model for happiness. As a mat-
ter of fact, it is possible to build three distinct cognitive models for happi-
ness that we can take to be the central cases of happiness—the prototypes 
of happiness. The first one, I call “happiness is an immediate response”. This 
is a very intense form of happiness. It is an intense form of happiness when 
you achieve something that is difficult to achieve; when you achieve it, it 
makes you extremely happy. Given the metaphors, the metonymies, and the 
related concepts, we can characterize this form of happiness with the fol-
lowing cognitive model. “Happiness is an immediate response” is usually 
expressed in English interestingly not with the word happiness but with the  
word joy.

This is the “joy prototype of happiness”. So there is “the cause of joy”. You 
want to achieve something; you achieve it. There is an immediate emotional 
response to this on your part. “The existence of joy”—you are satisfied, you 
display a variety of expressive and behavioral responses including bright-
ness of the eyes, smiling, laughing, jumping up and down, and so on. You feel 
energized—this comes from the vitality metaphor. You also experience 
physiological responses, including body warmth and agitation/excitement.

The context for this state is commonly a social one involving celebrations. 
This is a form of happiness that you don’t get inside your own room. This is 
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something you experience when you go out to celebrate a major achievement. 
You feel a need to communicate your feelings to others. The feeling you have 
may “spread” to others. This is the “contagious part”. You experience your state 
as a pleasurable one—you feel that you are in harmony with the world. You 
can’t help what you feel. You are passive in relation to it. The intensity of your 
feelings and experiences is like a high. Beyond a certain limit, an increase in 
intensity implies a social danger for you to become dysfunctional, that is, to 
lose control. It is not entirely acceptable for you to communicate and give free 
expression to what you feel (i.e. to lose control).

Now this is extremely culture-dependent. Some cultures make it more dif-
ficult. Some other cultures make it easier for people to express the way they 
experience happiness. So depending on your social contexts and depending on 
your society or culture, because it is not entirely acceptable to communicate 
and/or give free expression of what you feel in some cultures, you try to keep 
the emotion under control. We have all these opponent metaphors even in 
happiness. You attempt not to engage in the behavioral responses and not 
to display the expressive responses or not to communicate what you feel. Of 
course, in the prototypical scenario, you lose control, and you engage in be-
havioral responses and display expressive responses or communicate what 
you feel. You may, in addition, exhibit wild, uncontrolled behavior, often in the 
form of dancing, singing, and energetic behavior with a lot of movement. As  
I said at the beginning, this is a very intense form of, this is a very salient form 
of happiness. As we will see, this is not the only form of happiness. There are 
other forms of happiness.

Again, there is the issue of how we get this particular cognitive model. How 
do we get them on the basis of the metaphors, metonymies, and related con-
cepts? A large part of the way we get this model comes from the mappings 
that characterize the particular metaphors and metonymies of that we have 
seen. So for example, there are certain metaphors like the natural force 
metaphor, the opponent metaphor, the captive animal metaphor, and 
the insanity metaphor. In connection with happiness, all seem to indicate 
that there is some kind of loss of control in, as the final stage of the experience 
of happiness. Again this is only possible and only happens when you have a 
very intense form of happiness—an extremely salient kinds of happiness.

The other much more subdued form of happiness is what I would call “hap-
piness is a value”. “Happiness is a value” is characterized by a number of con-
ceptual metaphors like happiness is light, happiness is feeling light 
(not heavy), happiness is up, happiness is being in heaven, and very 
importantly, happiness is a hidden desired object. Ok, you can say “at 
long last I have found happiness”.
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The first four of these metaphors are especially about providing an evalu-
ation for the concept and experience of happiness. Obviously all these met-
aphors provide very positive evaluations for it. We can perhaps characterize 
“happiness is a value”—this form of happiness is actually referred to with the 
word happiness and not with the word joy. What we find in this case is that  
we can assume that there are some major purposes or goals in life like (free-
dom), (health), (wealth), (love), and so on that serve as the causes. I put them 
in parenthesis because these are not particular goals and purposes that you 
actually set yourself. This is not like “I want to be an Olympic champion” and 
then you become an Olympic champion. These are just assumed desires in 
most societies by people. We all want to be free, we all want to be healthy, we 
all want to be wealthy, and we all want to find love.

Now there are certain actions that we perform and the actions that we per-
form are encapsulated, so to speak, in the happiness is a desired object 
metaphor. The action is that of searching. The action is that of trying to find 
the major values and eventually be satisfied and living in harmony with the 
world. Now this searching action is difficult, this is why one of the features in 
this part of the model is “it is difficult to obtain”. You have to look for it. You 
have to pursue it. It requires effort to obtain it. It takes a long time to obtain it. 
Once people obtain it, however, it lasts a long time. The “desired result” part of 
the model is when you achieve your goal and you are free, you are wealthy, you 
find your love, and so on and so forth. In that case, happiness is associated with 
very positive values—happiness is pleasurable, happiness gives you a feeling 
of harmony with the world.

This cognitive model of happiness is very, very different from the first one.  
As a matter of fact, there’s also a third one that I call “happiness is being glad”, 
but I do not talk about it here. I have a fairly old paper from 1991 where I de-
scribed the three cognitive models for happiness based on English: “hap-
piness is an immediate response”, that’s what we talked about a minute ago; 
“happiness is a value”; and “happiness is being glad”.

Now, I mentioned that the “happiness is an immediate response” kind of 
model is usually not referred to by the word happiness. It is referred to by the 
word joy. It is the second “happiness is a value” model that it commonly re-
ferred to as happiness. We can ask whether this is just, a subjective judgment 
on my part or we can find some evidence for this and it turns out that several 
years after I wrote that paper in 1991 and I made that claim on the basis of 
my own intuitions and intuitive judgment. There were two studies from two 
completely different fields of study that seem to confirm this notion that the 
first one is “joy”, the second one is “happiness”. One of these was a study by 
Stefanowitsch based on his work in corpus linguistics. He looked at all the 
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metaphorical and metonymic expressions and he found that the distinction 
that I draw between “happiness is an immediate response” and “happiness is a 
value” is also reflected in the use of particular words in English, happiness and 
joy, referring to the two kinds of models that I mention. So corpus linguistic 
studies seem to confirm that kind of claim. Also, there was a study by Tseng, 
Hu, Han, and Burgen who are cognitive psychologists and linguists, and they 
also seem to have come to the same conclusion.

Let me turn to the concept of life. The concept of life is one of the most 
celebrated concepts in metaphor studies for very good reasons. There are at 
least two reasons. It is a prototypical abstract concept and also it is, as I men-
tioned yesterday or the day before yesterday, a contested concept. There are 
many different ways of understanding what life is and I try to collect most of 
the metaphors that provide a particular way of looking at what life is.

Life is a journey is a stock example in cognitive metaphor theory. Life 
is a building; Life is a machine; Life is a play. I am taking all of these 
conceptual metaphors for life partly from my work and partly from Lakoff and 
Turner’s work More Than Cool Reason. Life is a play; Life is a precious 
possession; Life is a story was made famous by Shakespeare, for exam-
ple, “life is a story told by an idiot signifying nothing”. Life is fire; Life is 
light; A lifetime is a day; A lifetime is a year; Life is a substance 
in a container; Life is being present here; Life is bondage; Life 
is a burden; Human life is the life-cycle of a plant.

The metaphor that is going to be especially useful and important for us in 
relation to happiness is the journey metaphor, life is a journey meta-
phor. So let’s spell out the major mappings of the journey metaphor. In the 
life is a journey metaphor, we find the following correspondences. The 
traveler of course corresponds to the person leading a life. The journey cor-
responds to living a life. The destination corresponds to the purpose or goal 
of life. The stages of the journey correspond to stages in life. The distance cov-
ered along the journey corresponds to the progress made in life. Path of the 
journey corresponds to ways of living. Obstacles along the way correspond to 
difficulties in life. As you very well know, a lot of this has to do with the Events 
Structure Metaphor, and so that’s a well-known story.

Given this very brief characterization of major life metaphors and the life 
is a journey metaphor and its mappings, let’s take a look at, perhaps, the  
best known application or the best known use of the concept of happi-
ness which can be found in the American Declaration of Independence,  
the Declaration of Independence, 1776. So let’s read the first two passages  
of the Declaration of Independence. As the historical background, although this 
is well-known, North America was colonized by the British and there were the 
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13 colonies and the colonies by the 1770s wanted to become independent from 
Britain. This Declaration of Independence refers to the efforts of the colonies to 
become independent from Britain. So this is what it says:

When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people 
to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another 
and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal 
station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, 
a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should 
declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

This is the important part for us.
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, and 
this is the crucial part, “that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness”. We will concentrate on “pursuit of happiness”.

That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,  
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That 
whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, 
it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing 
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their 
Safety and Happiness.

The important part for us is the clause “that among these are Life, Liberty  
and the pursuit of Happiness”. Let’s concentrate on this phrase “pursuit of hap-
piness” and how we can possibly interpret this in the context of the Declaration 
of Independence. Well first of all, notice that the phrase “pursuit of happiness” 
obviously is derived from the word “pursue”, the verb “pursue”. When you 
pursue something, you pursue an object. You can pursue an animal, but let’s 
just say it is an object. Now, happiness, however, is a state. Notice that we im-
mediately get a very high level what is called “ontological metaphor” which is 
states are objects. Happiness is a state. It is conceptualized as a moving 
object that we pursue. So what we get is states are objects, more specifi-
cally, happiness is an object. This is an ontological metaphor.

There is some inherent desire if you pursue something. So the phrase “pur-
suit of happiness” goes together with the idea that you pursue the thing be-
cause you want to get it. So we can say that happiness, more specifically, is not 
simply an object, but happiness is a desired object. In this particular 
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phrase, the “pursuit of happiness”, there is this animal-like object that is try-
ing to move away from you and you are trying to catch it. You are trying to get 
closer and closer to it and eventually get to it and catch it.

However, if we just say that happiness is a desired object, then this 
metaphor at this particular level comes in two versions. One is where you have 
the object as an animal that is trying to move away from you and you desire it 
and that is why you pursue it. But it also comes in another version where the 
object is hidden and you are trying to find it and you are trying to move close 
to it and eventually get it.

These are two versions of the same higher-level metaphor which is happi-
ness is a desired object. It comes in two versions, so version one is that we 
can call more specifically the moving desired object. Given the moving 
desired object metaphor, we find the following mappings and the follow-
ing correspondences. The desired object is happiness. The movement of the 
object away from you is the difficulty of obtaining the object. The pursuer of 
the object is the person trying to obtain the happiness. The pursuit itself cor-
responds to trying to obtain or attain happiness. The desire to catch the object 
corresponds to the desire for happiness, and catching the object corresponds 
to obtaining happiness.

We find a slightly different set of mappings for the hidden desired 
object version of the desired object metaphor. In that version we find 
the following mappings: The desired object corresponds to happiness. The 
“hidden-ness” of the object from us corresponds to the difficulty of obtaining 
the object. The seeker of the object corresponds to the person trying to ob-
tain happiness. The search, you are trying to find it, corresponds to trying to  
obtain happiness. The desire to find the object corresponds to the desire, and 
eventually finding the object corresponds to obtaining happiness. So what  
we see here, however, is that in the Declaration of Independence it is not the 
second version of the metaphor but the first version of the metaphor that we 
find. It is the pursuit of happiness in which both the pursuer and the pursuant 
are moving. The pursuer is trying to get closer and closer to it.

The happiness is a desired object metaphor seems to overlap with the 
metaphor that I mentioned previously, life is a journey metaphor, more 
specifically a purposeful life is a journey metaphor. Notice what hap-
pens in the a purposeful life is a journey metaphor. In that metaphor, 
what we get is that there we have some destinations in the source domain cor-
responding to some purposes and we want to get to the destinations in the 
source domain and we want to achieve our purposes in life. When we do get 
to our destination in the source domain, what corresponds to that in the tar-
get domain is that we actually obtain the thing or we do not obtain it. Now, 
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this clearly overlaps with the happiness is a desired object metaphor 
because when you find the object or when you pursue the object, and you ac-
tually catch it, you achieve your purpose and the purpose happens to be “hap-
piness”. So in both cases there is a goal that you achieve successfully. However 
the particular goal that you achieve in life is that happiness as a goal. There is a 
close connection between the life is a journey metaphor and happiness 
is a desired object.

There is a second metaphor that is crucially important to understand the 
phrase in the Declaration of Independence which has to do with the notion of 
freedom. freedom to act is freedom to move. Notice that this comes 
from the Event Structure Metaphor where the more general level version of 
this is action is motion. What does this have to do with “pursuit of hap-
piness” in the Declaration of Independence? Well, you can only achieve your 
happiness, you can only catch the pursued object if you are not obstructed in 
your motion toward it. If you are obstructed in your motion toward the object, 
it is very difficult to catch it. I suggest that in order to achieve your happiness, 
you must be unobstructed metaphorically in your movement towards it. What 
we find here is something remarkable.

Notice that the Declaration of Independence says “among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”. There are two ways of thinking about 
this set of concepts: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. You can say that 
these are simply three independent rights. The Declaration of Independence 
happens to name these three independent right concepts. This is not the way 
I think this was intended. I think the way it was intended by the authors of the 
Declaration of independence was that these are connected right concepts—this 
is what my metaphor analysis seems to indicate. Happiness is a desired 
object is tightly connected with the life is a journey metaphor, and this 
is based on or functions against the background of the freedom to act is 
freedom to move conceptual metaphor. In other words, the three meta-
phors seem to be correlated with the three right concepts here: life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness. “Life” comes from “life is a journey”, “Liberty” 
comes from “freedom to act is freedom to move”, and “the pursuit of 
happiness” is related to “happiness is a desired object”.

It is a better reading of the Declaration of Independence to see these three 
right concepts not as an independent sequence of concepts but as a meaning-
ful sequence of concepts. So given this interpretation of the phrase “the pursuit 
of happiness” in the Declaration of Independence, I think it makes sense to sug-
gest the following model for happiness in the Declaration of Independence. 
We have certain goals in life. Happiness is, this is in your handout. Happiness 
is one of people’s main life goals. It is a desired state. It is an inalienable right 
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of all people. And then we have the actions or characteristics of actions in ac-
cordance with the goals. It is the responsibility of government to make sure 
that people can obtain it. People devote their lives to trying to obtain it. It is 
difficult to obtain. It requires effort to obtain it. It takes a long time to obtain it. 
Once people have obtained it, it lasts a long time. The desired result is that you 
achieve your goal in life, which is, of course, happiness.

According to my reading of the Declaration of Independence, it suggests that 
our major life goal is happiness. Furthermore, it is the responsibility of the 
government to make sure that people can obtain it. So governments according 
to the Declaration of Independence are set up in order to make it possible for 
people to pursue happiness as a major life goal and to achieve it.

So what conclusions can we draw from all this? Well, one conclusion is that 
as in the case of many other concepts, especially abstract concepts and contested 
concepts, we find at least two prototypical cognitive models for happiness 
and the two models of happiness can be given as “happiness is an immediate 
response” and “happiness is a value”. “Happiness is an immediate response” 
is characterized by a set of distinctive metonymies indicating physiologically  
expressive behavioral reactions as well as some inherent concepts. “Happiness 
is a value” can be given as set of distinctive metaphors, but notice that it is not 
characterized by any kind of metonymies. It is not characterized by any behav-
ioral, expressive or physiological responses. As a matter of fact, the notion of 
happiness in the Declaration seems to do with “happiness is a value” model 
much more than the “happiness is an immediate response” model.

And finally, what we find in the Declaration of Independence is that the 
Declaration of Independence doesn’t fully spell out the details of what happi-
ness is. It simply assumes that it is a major life goal and tells us what govern-
ments should do in order to allow people to achieve that major life goal.
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Lecture 6

Metonymy: A New Look

First I am going over some well-known examples as a kind of warm-up exer-
cise. These examples will be familiar because they are at least thirty years old. 
They come from Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By. Then, on the basis 
of those examples, I’ll try to offer a definition of metonymy that I personally 
now regard as an old definition, and it comes essentially from a paper that I did 
with Günter Radden in 1998. So that’s the kind of definition that I would like 
to improve on.

Some well-known examples are “I’m reading Shakespeare”; “America doesn’t 
want another Pearl Harbor”; “Washington is negotiating with Moscow”; “Nixon 
bombed Hanoi”; “We need a better glove at third base”. We need a better glove 
at third base. If these examples sound familiar, it is because these are examples 
taken from Metaphors We Live By.

Now if we go over these examples, well, we can see that the literal mean-
ing of the examples would be entirely different from the intended metonymic 
ones. The literal meaning would be something like “Shakespeare was a liter-
ary genius” or something like that; “We traveled to Pearl Harbor last year”; 
“Washington is the capital of the United States”; “Nixon is a former American 
president”, “The glove is too tight for me”.

All of these examples that I just gave you are examples of specific cases of 
what we call “conceptual metonymies”. On the analogy of conceptual meta-
phor, we can also talk about conceptual metonymy.

Let’s take a look at some conceptual metonymies and see what other exam-
ples we can list underneath them. The producer for the product, that 
is the author for the work, more specifically, “I’m reading Shakespeare”; “She 
loves Picasso”; “Does he own any Hemingway?” The place for the event: 
“America doesn’t want another Pearl Harbor”; “Let’s not let El Salvador become 
another Vietnam”; “Watergate changed our politics”. The place for the 
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institution: “Washington is negotiating with Moscow”; “The White House 
isn’t saying anything”; “Wall Street is in a panic”; “Hollywood is putting out ter-
rible movies”. The controller for the controlled: “Nixon bombed 
Hanoi”; “Ozawa gave a terrible concert last night”. An object used for the 
user: “We need a better glove at third base”; “The sax has the flu today”. These 
are the original formulations of these metonymies in that early work in 1980.

In addition to such conceptual metonymies, a large number of others have 
been discovered by all kinds of scholars in the field. So we have obviously part 
for a whole: “We need some good heads on the project.” Whole for the 
part: “America is a powerful county” where obviously by America what you 
mean is the United States is a powerful country. Instrument for action: 
“She shampooed her hair.” Effect for cause: “It’s a slow road.” Place for 
action: actually we have seen this—“America doesn’t want another Pearl 
Harbor”. Destination for motion: “He porched the newspaper”. Place 
for product: “Give me my java or mocha.” I don’t know coffee, it’s about cof-
fee. Time for an object: “The 8:40 just arrived.” This is about the train that 
is supposed to arrive at 8:40.

Now what we can say about these examples is that in all of them, we have 
a vehicle entity and we also have what we can call a target entity. Notice that 
this is comparable to the source domain/target domain distinction in meta-
phor theory. At the same time, it is different, it is mostly different because the 
vehicle entity and the target entity in metonymy are supposed to be within  
the same domain. Now the traditional definition of metonymy, I mean the re-
ally traditional definition of metonymy is that it is a relationship of proximity 
or a relationship of contiguity. When there are two entities close to each other 
and one is used to refer to the other, that’s when you get metonymy. This was 
the classical way of approaching metonymy.

In Cognitive Linguistics, one of the first improved versions of metonymy 
comes from the article that I mentioned before. In that article, and in my book, 
Metaphor: A Practical Introduction, I provided the following, that new defini-
tion of metonymy that is supposed to be more compatible with certain cog-
nitive linguistic ideas. In that definition, metonymy is a cognitive process in 
which one conceptual entity, the vehicle, provides mental access to another 
conceptual entity, the target, within the same domain or idealized cognitive 
model. So this is more in line with cognitive linguistic notions such as meton-
ymy being a mental process, a cognitive operation, or a conceptual operation.

This is far from being a perfect definition. I want to give you one reason 
why it is not, and that leads us to a major problem with it, which is that in 
many cases on the basis of this definition. It will be very difficult to say whether 
we have metaphor or metonymy. In order to show some difficult cases where 
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this discrepancy can happen, let’s look at some examples. “He is in low spir-
its”, which means someone is sad. “She is feeling up”, which means someone is 
happy. “He is a hothead”, which means someone is angry.

Now the question is: Are these metaphoric or metonymic expressions? 
The definition said that we have metonymy where one entity—the vehicle 
entity—is used to provide mental access to the target entity within the same 
frame; what Lakoff would call the idealized cognitive model. However, this is 
a big issue when the vehicle entity and the target entity are within the same 
frame, and when is the case that we can legitimately say that they are outside 
or one of them is outside that frame.

Now if we look at these examples and take the first one—“he is in low spir-
its”, this is what everybody has been saying since Lakoff and Johnson, that 
sad is down is one of the prime examples of conceptual metaphor; happy  
is up, one of the prime examples of another conceptual metaphor; anger is  
heat—these are what I call prime examples of conceptual metaphors.  
I would say that there is a problem, because we can interpret all of these cases 
as not simply metaphoric, but also as metonymic. I want to take you through a 
possible interpretation where it would make, to my mind at least, perfect sense 
to say that these are metonymic rather than metaphoric expressions.

One of what I called the behavioral responses associated with sadness 
is drooping posture, the mouth being turned off. These are some of the be-
havioral responses that we produce when we are intensely sad. In all these 
cases, there is some kind of downward bodily orientation. The same would 
go for happiness, where we can say associated moods have an upward bodi-
ly orientation. Now if sadness goes together with a downward bodily orien-
tation like mouth being turned off and drooping body posture, then we can 
say in a perfectly legitimate sense that the downward bodily orientation is 
inside the sadness frame—we are talking about sadness. This is obviously in 
the domain of sadness. Now if that is the case, there is no way that I want 
to call this expression “he is in low spirits” a metaphoric expression. For ex-
ample, “she is feeling up”, is a metaphoric expression, and “he is a hothead” 
is a metaphoric one. I can equally well say that, these are metonymies. These 
are metonymies because what they describe is a particular bodily orientation 
in this case, and downward bodily orientation is inside the sadness frame. So 
there is no problem with taking this particular expression as a metonymic 
one. However these are major examples of metaphor. We don’t want to not 
believe the founding fathers, but I think we can make a good case here to not  
believe them.

How can we build a metaphoric interpretation for the same thing? We can 
say that downward bodily orientation is at a very specific level of generalization. 
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At a higher level of generalization, we would have DOWN, or DOWNWARD, 
or something like that. Notice that what I left out is some of the features of 
DOWNWARD BODILY orientation. This is exactly the concept of down that 
I assume Lakoff and Johnson first had in mind when they set up the sad is 
down and the happy is up metaphors.

So what seems to be going on to my mind is that downward bodily orien-
tation as a very specific level response is generalized into down or down-
ward as a concept. This is divorced and distinct from the actual response or 
responses that we see in sadness or happiness. This would be way outside the 
sadness frame if you think about it this way. So you generalize it into the con-
cept of down, you go outside the sadness frame and you are, let’s say, in the  
SPACE frame.

So if you think of all this in terms of hierarchical structures in the con-
ceptual system, then you can say that sadness is somewhere in the emotion 
system, but the concept of down and the concept of up and the concept of 
heat are in entirely different vertical hierarchies of the conceptual system. In 
the case of heat, you would have a temperature hierarchy. Obviously because 
we are talking about entirely different vertical taxonomies or hierarchies here,  
we could say that the source domain and the target domain are entirely dif-
ferent from each other. They are distinct from each other in conceptual space. 
As a result, we can legitimately call them metaphors. However, if you think of 
downward bodily orientation in more specific terms, then it is equally legiti-
mate to call them metonymies. I think this makes a lot of sense to think about 
it this way.

Let’s take another example, intimacy is closeness, another well-known 
conceptual metaphor. However, I want to suggest that we can also conceptu-
alize it differently and we can conceptualize it as a metonymy. When we do 
that, what we get is something like physical closeness between two 
people for intimacy and that is intended to indicate a metonymic, not a 
metaphoric relationship. But we can make the same kind of argument here 
that we made in the previous case of sadness. We can say that when we talk 
about intimacy, and we think of for example children who are usually in very 
intimate relation let’s say with their mothers and they are very close to each 
other most of the time, especially the first few years of life. We can say that 
this is a physical closeness between two people, and this is also a very specific 
level of generalization, and it is inside what we would call the intimacy frame. 
Because this is inside the intimacy frame, and it is a reflection of how people 
are intimate, we can call it a metonymy.

However, the same argument applies here that applied before in the case 
of sadness. We can say that the physical intimacy between two people can be 
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generalized into something higher level in another part of the conceptual sys-
tem, which would be CLOSENESS.

Notice that we are talking about closeness here, not necessarily between 
two people, but between any two objects. This is a more abstract understand-
ing or conceptualization of physical closeness between two people. This would 
be a very general kind of relationship between any two objects. If you do  
that, that concept of CLOSENESS would not be inside the domain or inside 
the frame of INTIMACY. It would be in an entirely different part of the con-
ceptual system.

It would be again somewhere in the space HIERARCHY, where we talk 
about particular relationships—spatial relationships between objects, such 
that they can be close, they can be distant, and so on so forth. When that is the 
case, intimacy is conceptualized in terms of an entirely different concept from 
another part of the conceptual system. It would be appropriate to call this a 
metaphor. This is indeed what has been going on in the cognitive literature.  
I would like to suggest that we can also think of it as a metonymy.

Now as a matter of fact, Lakoff and Johnson, especially inspired by the 
work of Grady, in 1999’s Philosophy of the Flesh say that metaphor is not based 
on any kind of similarity. Certain types of metaphor, mainly primary meta-
phors are not based on any kind of similarity. So what my argument would 
imply is that everything that they call primary metaphor is in reality meton-
ymy. I’m inclined to accept that. If they are in the same domain, or if they 
can be shown to be in the same domain, and I think in the case of intima-
cy and physical closeness between two people, you can argue that it is the 
case. This is primarily a metonymy, not a metaphor. Because the same argu-
ment would go for all the cases that Grady calls primary metaphor, I would 
suggest that all primary metaphors are, at least initially, can be regarded as  
metonymies.

Interestingly, this kind of duality in the way we look at the relationship 
between the source entity and the target entity has been noticed before. Eve 
Sweetser noticed it, for example. In her 1990 book, for example, Sweetser char-
acterizes the relationship between visual monitoring and control in the fol-
lowing way. “The basis for this metaphor is probably the fact that guarding or 
keeping control often involves visual monitoring of the controlled entity; and 
the limited domain of physical vision is further analogous to the domain of 
personal influence of control.”

In other words, what she is saying, is that the relationship between visual 
monitoring and control which is called the control is seeing, control is 
vision conceptual metaphor can essentially be thought about in two ways. It 
can be thought about as a metaphor where you would have control and seeing 
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coming from completely different parts of the conceptual system, as opposed 
to visual monitoring for guarding, which are much more specific level 
instances of vision and control, while however, they are within the same do-
main. When we guard something, we track where the object goes, and as a part 
of guarding, we perform this kind of visual activity. So we have to do with the 
same domain.

The same argument would go for the well-known metaphor, knowing 
or knowledge is seeing. In the case of metonymy, or in the case of some  
examples we can interpret at a very specific level—certain connected enti-
ties within the same domain are being linked as metonymies because the  
two entities, like the ones we have seen so far, are or can be said to be in the 
same domain.

However, this is happening at a fairly specific level. In the case of metaphor, 
you generalize these specific level instances to higher levels, and when you do 
that, in the case of control and in the case of vision, let’s say, you will end up 
with a concept, a very abstract concept like “control” and a much less abstract 
concept like “vision”, which are obviously in different parts of the conceptual 
system. These are cases that we can call metaphor. It seems to me that the 
original Lakoff and Johnson idea misses the more specific interpretation of 
particular frames, where we can legitimately see the source entity and the tar-
get entity as belonging together in the same frame.

This is the problem for my old definition, but at the same time, I think it 
takes us further and it at least gives us a chance to think more about the nature 
of the distinction between metaphor and metonymy. This would be my way of 
characterizing one of the differences between metaphor and metonymy.

Ok, now let me very briefly turn to what is called the neural theory of meta-
phor and metonymy today. This was more or less initiated by George Lakoff 
and Jerome Feldman in Berkeley. I will take up this issue only because there is 
going to be some similarity between the new view of metonymy and this neu-
ral theory of metaphor and metonymy that George Lakoff has been proposing 
recently. I especially have in mind his article in the Cambridge Handbook of 
Metaphor published in 2008.

If we look at the history of the study of metaphor and metonymy, what we 
find is that originally metaphor and metonymy were issues dealt with in lan-
guage. This is something that Lakoff and Johnson keep pointing out that they 
want to break away from that tradition. And then they proposed that in ad-
dition to being an issue in language, metaphor and metonymy are also major 
issues in conceptual structure. Metaphor and metonymy are conceptual in  
nature, not only linguistic. This extension of the ontology of metaphor and  
metonymy was taken further into the human body. What that means is that 
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when you look for motivation for metaphors especially, what we find is that 
there are certain bodily experiences that seem to provide the motivation for 
metaphors and also for metonymies as we saw in the case of emotions.

So we have these three very different realms where we can detect metaphor 
and metonymy. I don’t know whether this is the final extension, but this exten-
sion takes us into the neural system. It takes us to the brain. The discussion 
now is at the level of the brain, and we are trying to connect what we know 
about metaphor and metonymy linguistically, conceptually and experientially 
with what we know or what we are trying to find out about metaphor and me-
tonymy in the brain. Of course there is a fifth level. Actually the fifth level came 
earlier than the fourth level, and that’s the level of course, the context. That’s 
where I try to work. For example, in Metaphor in Culture, I try to work out the 
implications of the influence of culture on metaphorical conceptualization. So 
these are more or less the five important, ontological levels where we have to 
deal with the issue of metaphor and metonymy.

Now Lakoff and Johnson say that there are neurons in the brain, well of 
course they are not neural scientists, and this is more or less a computational 
model of metaphor and metonymy that they are proposing. We will have to 
see whether this will be actually found experimentally by real neural scientists 
who are doing actual research on the brain.

So there are neural bindings between neurons or groups of neurons. Two or 
more conceptual entities are taken to be a single entity in the neural binding. 
For example, the way we understand a blue square, comes from the neural 
binding of the domain of color and the domain of space.

Now what is immediately important for us in the study of metonymy and 
metaphor is the following. Lakoff suggests that there are different types of 
neural circuits—what he calls the linking circuits are what is responsible for 
metonymy. A linking circuit is simply based on the definition that I gave you 
previously—a vehicle entity provides mental access to another entity, the  
target. What Lakoff is saying here is basically a neural scientific version of that 
idea. There are two-way linking circuits. These are responsible for words and 
grammatical constructions where you have a form and meaning pairing and  
two-way linking circuits, because you can go from the form to the meaning  
and from the meaning to the form. Finally, we have what he calls mapping 
circuits. This is what’s responsible for metaphor.

Now let me try to go on to what I take to be a new definition, an improved 
definition, of the one that I gave you at the beginning. So it seems to me 
that in general in the conceptual system, we can distinguish between three 
types of connections. One is what I call a through-connection. This is simply 
a generalization of the part of the definition that I mentioned before, that 
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the source entity provides mental access to the target entity. And I call this a 
through-connection.

So if you imagine the conceptual system, however the conceptual system  
is structured, there are conceptual entities in that structure and when it is 
the case that one entity in that structure is used to provide access to another 
entity in the structure, then you have a through-connection. And through-
connections I assume are metonymies. In the case of metaphor, however,  
I would say that there are as-if-connections. That is, you take a conceptual 
entity as if it was or as if it were another conceptual entity. That’s what hap-
pens in a metaphor. We also have is-connections that we often find in between 
mental spaces. This is the kind of work that Fauconnier works on. We use is-
connections to make identifications between conceptual entities in different 
mental spaces. An entity in one mental space is identified with another entity 
in another mental space. And that’s what I call an is-connection.

Now what I call through-connections in my view can be of two kinds. 
They can be, metaphorically speaking, outward-looking or inward-looking. 
Outward-looking mappings activate an entity that is outside the prima-
ry domain. I am using primary domain in Langacker’s sense, or our central 
knowledge.

So when, for example, you have “I bought another Hemingway”. It points 
to a secondary domain for Hemingway, which is his books. So this would be 
an outside-looking kind of mapping. Inward-looking mappings activate some-
thing inside the primary domain. “This book is large.” The word book provides 
a difficult case of course what counts as a primary domain and what counts as 
a secondary domain.

Langacker says that “physical object” is certainly a primary domain for a 
book, because books are physical objects. It’s another question whether the 
semantic content of a book would also count as a primary domain or would be 
a secondary domain.

Now because books are characterized by such domains as physical ob-
jects, shape, size, color, and so on, and when we say the book is large, obvi-
ously this has to do with book as a physical object, we would say this is an 
inward-looking mapping. I would say that this is an inward-looking mapping, 
as opposed to the previous example, when you have something like “I bought 
another Hemingway”.

Now, as I said, it is sometimes difficult to say what is primary and what is 
secondary, maybe we have a gradient of primariness and you know this com-
plicates issues a little bit. So we can ask whether “this book is complicated” 
is an inward or an outward looking mapping. The answer depends on how 
you decide on, or what you decide on the issue of whether the content of a 
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book, because “complicated” refers to the content of the book, not the book 
as a physical object, how you answer that question. Is it a primary domain or 
a secondary domain? Now outward-looking mappings either refer to an entity  
or highlight an aspect of a concept. An outward-looking mapping referring 
to an entity would be, for example, “I bought another Hemingway”, as I men-
tioned previously. However, an outward-looking mapping can also highlight an 
aspect of a concept as in “This book is complicated”, if you decide that this is a 
secondary domain. Inward-looking metonymic mappings only highlight an as-
pect of a concept or an entity. So when you say “This book is large”, to my mind 
at least, this is an inward-looking mapping that highlights an aspect of the  
entity BOOK.

Now well of course we are running into a major problem with all this, and 
the major problem that is obviously here, I am talking about what is known as 
“active zone” as proposed by Langacker. Now the question is, are all cases of 
active zone phenomena metonymies or not? What can we do about this par-
ticular issue? Some people suggest that we can delimit active zone phenomena 
and suggest that not all active zone cases are metonymies, if we assume that 
one of the criteria features of metonymy is a shift in meaning.

If you take, for example, “I admire Hemingway”, and what you mean is that 
you have Hemingway as an author in mind with his authorial qualities, when 
you say “I admire Hemingway”, and you mean his authorial qualities, this 
would not be a metonymy. Why? Because the authorial qualities of an author 
are not conventionalized new senses of the author.

So, and the argument would be that because you don’t have a shift in mean-
ing, you have no metonymy in such cases as “I admire Hemingway”. So what 
can we do now? When you say “I bought another Hemingway”, we have to do 
with a metonymy. Why? Because there is a conventionalized new sense for 
Hemingway, with all authors as a matter of fact, namely, that an author is not 
simply an author, you can in a conventionalized way make reference to the au-
thor’s products or the author’s books. And because there is a recognized con-
ventionalized shift in, you would have metonymy here.

Now I do not really agree with this kind of argument, however. I would 
imagine that even if we don’t have conventionalized shift, what we have is a 
momentary act of highlighting a particular aspect of an entity. I think this is 
what is happening in all active zone cases. So I am taking a very radical view 
and I would assume that all active zone cases are instances of metonymy.  
I do not think that the shifts in a conventionalized sense really invalidate this 
kind of assumption on my part, because even though there is no shift in con-
ventionalized sense, there is a brief momentary highlighting of an aspect of a 
particular domain or entity.
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Given this way of talking about metonymy, this is my hopefully new and 
improved version of metonymy. In metonymy, we access entity 2 through en-
tity 1 by means of a “through-connection”. Entity 1 and 2 are concepts and—by 
concepts and also entity, I mean also subdomain, or, in the case of entity 2, 
aspects of concepts—the two are in the same ICM, or frame. The mapping can 
be either inward-looking or outward-looking. If it is outward-looking, it can 
result either in entity 1 referring to entity 2 or entity 1 highlighting an aspect 
of entity 2. This was “the book is complicated” example. If it is inward-looking, 
entity 1 highlights an aspect of the same entity. This was “this book is large”. 
So this would be a new definition of metonymy, hopefully an improved one, 
and on the basis of this, we can obviously discover a large number of different 
interpretations of what metonymy is or ways of conceptualizing metonymy.

I would suggest this definition also implies a particular prototype for  
metonymy. And the prototype of metonymy could be given as follows. There 
is a through-connection between entity 1 and entity 2. Entity 1 and entity 2  
are concepts or subdomains within a larger domain. There is a pragmatic func-
tion mapping between entity 1 and entity 2. We need this to ensure that the 
two entities are within the same domain. The mappings between entity 1 and 
entity 2, the mapping between entity 1 and entity 2 is outward-looking. And 
entity 1 refers to entity 2.

However, as I said, this is only the characterization of the prototype. An  
obvious non-prototypical definition would be the one in which entity 1 high-
lights an aspect of entity 2. But in the prototypical case, I think metonymy is 
used to refer. This is what Lakoff and Johnson had in mind thirty years ago, but 
they disregarded all the other potential cases of metonymy.
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Lecture 7

A New View of Metaphorical Creativity I

Good morning, everyone. Let’s going to talk about metaphorical creativity, 
which is a relatively neglected field in the study of metaphor in Cognitive 
Linguistics. The major question that I’m going to ask is: Where do we recruit 
novel and unconventional conceptual materials from when we speak and 
think metaphorically—and why? I made an attempt to come up with some 
kind of an answer in my Metaphor in Culture in 2005 where I distinguished 
two essential types of metaphorical creativity: “source-related” creativity and 
“target-related” creativity. “Source-related” creativity can come in two kinds: 
it can be “source-internal” and “source-external”. It was primarily Lakoff and 
Turner who worked on the issue of “source-internal” creativity where, when 
they in their More Than Cool Reason came up with the idea that given a partic-
ular source domain, what often happens, for example, in poetry, is that poets 
either elaborate, expand, question, or combine what they find in the source 
domain. So one of the nice examples that Lakoff and Turner discuss in More 
Than Cool Reason is from Hamlet—the great soliloquy by Hamlet where he 
says “to die, to sleep, no more, perchance to dream …” and so on and so forth. 
Notice that this is based on the death is sleep metaphor. However, when 
Hamlet says “to die, to sleep”, what happens is that he elaborates or extends 
the notion of sleep, with “perchance” to dream he is extending the notion of 
sleep to dreaming.

This is one way in which Lakoff and Turner try to capture the idea that it 
is not simply highly conventionalized sets of mappings that characterize par-
ticular conceptual metaphors. The “source-external” kind of creativity is a very 
simple idea. What it simply means is that you have a particular set of source 
domains for a particular target domain, and then you add newer and newer 
source domains to capture the target domain.

http://www.figshare.com
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Now the “target-related” kind of creativity is more interesting, and I also dis-
cussed that in the book that I mentioned. This happens when a particular target 
that is conventionally associated with a source “connects back” to the source 
taking further knowledge structures from it. One example of this was found 
at the time of the unification of European in 1990s, Gorbachev, the Russian 
president, introduced the metaphor of the European house, so European unity 
is a house. Now given that metaphor there are some obvious and conventional 
mappings that constitute it.

So for example the structure of the house corresponds to the structure  
of the political unity of the European Union. However, given the target do-
main, there are certain issues that emerge. One of the issues that can emerge 
from the target domain is that we join the European Union but what happens 
if you want to leave it. This was part of the debate that was going on about the 
unification of Europe in the 1990s. Given this idea is in the target domain, you 
can connect back to the source domain and you can try to find a particular 
element in the source domain that you could use to express that element in 
the target domain. The particular item that was used was a fire-exit. Houses 
have fire-exits, and so if you want to leave the European Union, will there be a 
fire-exit to leave it? So this is however not part of the conventionalized set of 
mappings in the European union is a building metaphor, it is derived 
from the target—you look for some materials in the source and then apply that 
to the target again.

So these are the two general kinds of creativity that have been discussed so 
far in the literature and what I would like to do is to go beyond these kinds of 
metaphorical creativity and introduce a new one that was not really discussed 
by conceptual metaphor theory scholars. This is what I would call “context-
induced creativity”. Analogously I will talk about “context-induced metaphors”.

I will be talking about five different contexts, what I call immediate con-
texts, the immediate physical setting, what we know about the major entities 
participating in the discourse, the immediate cultural context, the immediate 
social context, and the immediate linguistic context itself.

I propose that a large number of metaphors that we find in everyday dis-
course can be characterized by thinking of creativity this way. However, I also 
want to propose that somewhat surprisingly poetic creativity in metaphor also, 
can also be explained quite often on the basis of what I call “context-induced 
creativity”. As I mentioned, the only explanation for metaphorical creativity in 
poetry was Lakoff and Turner’s explanation in terms of elaboration, extend-
ing, questioning and combining metaphors in the source domain. However,  
I would like to offer this new view of context-induced creativity. This is not to 
deny that others have not thought about this issue. For example, Fauconnier 
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and Turner do so in their 2002 book, where they discussed the concept of blend-
ing or conceptual integration, they proposed that what very often happens in 
metaphorical creativity in poetry can be explained by what they call blend-
ing or conceptual integration. Now my particular approach to metaphorical 
creativity as you will see will differ considerably from all of these approaches.  
I hope I will be in a position to convince you that this is a very appropriate and 
legitimate kind of approach to the issue of metaphorical creativity.

This whole issue of creativity is of course connected with the very general 
issue of universality and variation in metaphor. When we talk about creativity 
we are talking about variation. In Cognitive Linguistics, it seems to me that 
the predominant trend of research has been focusing on universality in meta-
phorical conceptualization. The theory of primary metaphor only reinforces 
that focus on universality—there are probably very good reasons for focusing 
on universality in conceptual metaphor theory.

However, I would like to propose another line of research and that started 
with my Metaphor in Culture book in 2005 where I proposed that we have to 
take into account context, because it is context that can explain variation and 
more specifically creativity.

Now I distinguish between two kinds of context—global context and local 
context. By global context I don’t mean universal. By global context I mean  
the context that is somehow assumed by a particular language community.  
I will go through some examples in a minute. By local context I mean the imme-
diate contextual factors that apply to a particular conceptualizer in a particular  
communicative situation. However, I have to make it very clear that the notion 
of global context and the notion of immediate context form a gradient, and it 
is not a yes or no kind of distinction. They don’t have very clear boundaries. 
Very often they overlap with each other, as some of the examples will indicate.

Now let me first give you some examples of what I mean by global context. 
Many languages or many dialects of languages assume a particular physical  
environment. So up until, let’s say, the 17th or 18th century, English was pri-
marily used on the British isles and a certain kind of metaphorical conceptual 
system emerged that may use that physical environment including the gen-
eral landscape, the fauna, the flora, the kinds of houses, the people, and so on 
and so forth. These are all parts of the physical environment. Given this physi-
cal environment that was used sometimes conventionally, sometimes very 
creatively, for example, by Shakespeare, was changed considerably when the 
English language was transported, so to speak, to the North American conti-
nent. On the North American continent, many aspects of the physical environ-
ment changed, and with that the metaphors changed.
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In several publications I have tried to describe some of the changes that 
have occurred in that process. If you look at them in other languages, for ex-
ample, Dutch, the way it was spoken in the 18th century, and then taken to to 
South Africa, with completely different fauna and flora and geography change, 
the underlying system of metaphors in Dutch also changed, as Rene Dirven 
describes very nicely.

Social factors are extremely complex and they have many aspects. What  
I mean by social factors includes the distinction between women and men. To 
take an interesting example where women seem to be using metaphors that 
are consistently different from the metaphors that men use, let me take again 
the history of the United States. One literary scholar in the United States wrote 
two very interesting books. The books are not explicitly devoted to these issues. 
It’s primarily a literary kind of approach. But some of the examples that she 
uses or some of the conclusions that she arrives at provide us with a very nice 
idea of how social factors such as the distinction between men and women can 
provide very different metaphorical use of the same thing.

Annette Kolodny is the name of the author, and in her studies she looks at 
300 years of literary documents about the United States concerning the early 
settlers in 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. She looks at American literature. She 
looks at personal documents like letters and biography and so on and so forth. 
She concludes that, on the basis of this huge amount of material, American 
women conceptualized North America as a garden. As opposed to women, 
men conceptualized North America as virgin land to be taken. This is a striking 
difference. After all, both the men and the women live in the same place, but it 
seems that the overall image that they produce for themselves, given the same 
subject matter, produce very, very different metaphors.

Let’s consider the cultural context. By the cultural context, by the broad, by 
the global cultural context, I mean some of the major principles that govern 
the functioning of a particular culture, some of the key ideas that can be found 
in a culture. A very nice example of this is provided by Chinese culture where, 
to the best of my knowledge, the concept of qi is a crucially important idea and 
it is not surprising for that reason that the notion of qi shows up in all kinds 
of metaphors, like metaphors for anger. However, in Europe where qi does not 
really exist, there was an entirely different principle, which we call the “four 
humors” that provided a very different outlook on emotions.

What differential memory simply means is history. I refer to it as differential 
memory because each and every society has a different kind of history and 
somehow we can think of history as memory. Now it seems that there can be 
major differences given a particular global context. We can take for an example 
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that of the United States and Hungary—one of my students did an interest-
ing study on these two countries. She interviewed Americans and Hungarians 
about their conceptions of life. She was of course interested in the major met-
aphors that organize their concept of LIFE and their understanding of the 
meaning of life.

It turned out that Americans, life was conceptualized as a precious object 
and as a game, whereas for Hungarians, life was conceptualized as struggle, and  
it was conceptualized as compromise. I think it immediately makes sense to 
understand this difference. The major reason probably lies in the difference 
between Hungarian history and American history. Hungary, as you may know, 
for 1000 years, has been a small country that lies between very powerful Slavik 
nations like Russia and very powerful Germanic nations like Germany and 
Austria. They constantly have had to fight for survival. Because of this it makes 
a lot of sense for Hungarians to think of life as struggle and compromise, 
whereas an American life is primarily a precious object.

Ok, now the last aspect of what I mean by global context is differential con-
cerns and interests, that is, the major interests that characterize a particular 
culture as a whole. These are often based on stereotypes, but nevertheless the 
stereotypes seem to derive different metaphorical conceptions. One example 
of this could be again the United States and another could be Britain. As sev-
eral authors, such as Anna Wierzbicka, point out, there’s an interesting differ-
ence between Americans and the British and that is Americans are a lot more 
dynamic, a lot more action-oriented, purpose-goal-oriented, in comparison to 
the British.

Now this is reflected in the way Americans commonly overuse sports meta-
phors, which pervade any kind of discussion in the United States. It is also 
seen at other levels of language, which seems to be the reason why Americans, 
for example, talk about taking a shower and taking a break as opposed to the 
British who talk about having a shower. To Wierzbicka, these differences are 
indications of the very different concerns and interests of these two nations.

Now let me turn to the local context, that is, the immediate contexts and 
how they seem to have influence on metaphorical conceptualization. Many of 
the cases that I will discuss produce what we can take to be novel metaphors. 
However, in some of the other cases, the metaphors that are produced simply 
can be seen simply as motivating the choice or the selection of a particular 
metaphor rather than another out of equally valid possibilities.

Let me begin with the effect of the immediate physical setting on meta-
phor use. In 2007 an American journalist went to New Orleans to do an inter-
view with the famous American rock musician Fats Domino, you may have 
heard this name. He did the interview with him because of course everyone 
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in America and throughout the world was curious about what happened to 
New Orleans after the 2005 hurricane which devastated New Orleans, and Fats 
Domino lives in New Orleans. Now this is what the journalist expressed in his 
article. “The 2005 hurricane capsized Domino’s life, though he’s loath to con-
fess any inconvenience or misery outside of missing his social circle …” The 
particular metaphor that interests me here is “capsize”, which is of course an 
example you can say of the life is a journey metaphor. It is more specifi-
cally the life is a sea journey metaphor.

But there are many equally good options that could have been used here, 
but the journalist decided to use this one. I would like to suggest that this is 
because even at the time of the interview, there were still overturned boats and 
ships and an unbelievable amount of devastation still visible in New Orleans 
two years after the event. So in that context, this seems to be a perfectly fit-
ting kind of metaphor rather than something else. If the journalist wanted to 
stick to this metaphor, he could have used “his life ran aground”, let’s say. But 
“capsize”, the way boats overturn seems to be a much more appropriate kind 
of metaphor.

I want to extend the same argument to poetry, and explain some uses of 
poetry in the same way—that is, in terms of the global and local context or im-
mediate context. To see this, I’m going to quickly recite to you two stanzas from 
a well-known poem by Matthew Arnold called Dover Beach.

Before I do that let me just say that in poetry poets can do essentially two 
things with the immediate physical context. What they can do is that they can 
describe it more or less literally, or they may use the context as a means of talk-
ing about something else. Of course that is what we are interested in because 
when I say as a means of talking about something else that is when they speak 
metaphorically and make use of the context.

So let’s see this poem Dover Beach by Matthew Arnold, the first stanza and 
the last one.

The sea is calm to-night.
The tide is full, the moon lies fair
Upon the straits,—on the French coast, the light
Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,
Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.
Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!

Ok, so this is the first stanza, which is a more or less faithful literal transcrip-
tion or description of the physical context. He describes what he can see, what 
he can see on the beach, what he can see on the other side off the channel, the 
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French coast, and the lights and the evening air is sweet, and all these things. 
This is a more or less literary description of what is going on and he looks at all 
these from inside a little cottage where he is standing someday with his wife, 
this is why he says “come to the window, sweet is the night-air”. Now in contrast 
to this, let’s take a look at the last stanza where we find the following:

The sea of Faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating, to the breath
Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear
And naked shingles of the world.

Obviously, this is much more metaphorical. In the last stanza there are three 
crucially important metaphors that provide us with the possible interpreta-
tion of the poem that is based on the immediate physical context. Well, obvi-
ously the main metaphor is “the sea of faith” that begins the stanza. With “the 
sea of faith”, we can capture that in terms of conceptual metaphor theory as 
Christian faith, Christian faith is the sea and the people are the 
land. This is one set of connected metaphors here. There are two other im-
portant metaphors—healthy is wholeness and perfection is round-
ness, healthy is wholeness and perfection is roundness. Notice 
what is going on as he looks out of the window and sees the ebb and flow of 
the sea, the sea moves way out and you can see, the sea shore, the sea bank, 
and it is completely exposed to any dangers you can say metaphorically. So we 
can ask what is the danger. Well, what he is talking about here, literary histo-
rians say, is that we are in the 19th century, that’s when the poem was written. 
The dominance of Christianity began to almost disappear in England at the 
time. He finds this very unfortunate because now with the disappearance of 
Christianity the world is becoming a much less healthy and a much less per-
fect place. This is why we have the other two metaphors where healthy is 
wholeness. Notice that there was a time in human history when the meta-
phorical sea completely surrounded and wrapped people—the land. Now the 
sea is retreating and it is exposing people to all kinds of dangers. The other, 
perfection is roundness, the sea was all around, it protected people, that 
is, Christian faith protected people from all kinds of dangers that are now lurk-
ing around them.
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So my argument would be that Matthew Arnold, as he was looking out of  
the window of his cottage, conceptualizes a metaphorical idea inspired by 
what he actually sees in the physical environment at that moment. I am not 
suggesting of course that he wrote the poem immediately on spot. I’m suggest-
ing instead that this is the immediate physical experience that he must have 
carried home, at least at the time he wrote the poem.

So in poetry I am not saying that the immediate context immediately affects 
metaphorical conceptualization, but that it affects metaphorical conceptual-
ization in a similar way to what we saw in the case of the example of the “cap-
size” example that affects the Domino article.

Now the next type of example that I would like to look at is the effect of 
knowledge about major entities in the discourse on metaphor use. By the 
major entities, what I simply mean is the topic, the conceptualizer, and the 
other conceptualizer—the addressee or the hearer. Now to give you a sense 
of how the topic can affect and influence a particular metaphorical conceptu-
alization, let me give you a deliberately humorous example that is very often 
used and is a very common strategy in newspaper headlines. Possibly if I give 
you the following headline, you would not be able to make sense of it, but then 
I will read what this newspaper article says about it. “Foot heads arms body”, 
all body parts, this is a headline in a newspaper. How did it come about? In the 
London Times there is a particular column for letters to the editor, and some-
one writes a letter to the editor:

Sir, The letters about odd headlines … reminded me of an all-time fa-
vourite. In the early 1980s Michael Foot became the leader of the Labour 
Party. He was also a co-founder of Committee for Nuclear Disarmament 
and pushed for nuclear disarmament. Mr. Foot travelled to Brussels to 
chair a lobby group in the European Parliament to construct a plan to get 
rid of the bomb as part of the European election policy. From this came 
the headline “Foot heads arms body”.

So this is my point, you have one of the major elements in the discourse, one 
of the major elements of course is this person called Foot, Mr. Foot. Given that 
you built a whole series of metaphors and metonymies on this basis of “Foot 
heads arms body”, it makes perfect sense if you know the context.

This is a very conscious kind of example of course. The next example that  
I want to discuss is much less conscious, as you will see. We can suggest that it 
is entirely unconscious. It comes from an American magazine and this is how 
it goes:
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In the beginning, I didn’t make the connection between the subject mat-
ter and my own sero-positivity. I was asked to be part of the Day Without 
Art exhibition a few years ago and didn’t think I was worthy—other art-
ists’ work was much more HIV-specific.… But my mentor said, “Don’t you 
see the connection? You’re documenting something that was never in-
tended to live this long. You never intended to live this long.”

This passage is about an American photographer who lives in New York, and 
he has AIDS. He has a mentor. He goes to the mentor and the mentor tells him 
this. The photographer photographs mural advertisements on old New York 
City buildings. Let’s say 100 years ago, 150 years ago, there were big advertise-
ments painted on the walls of some of the old houses in New York. He was 
taking photographs of those. He is a photographic artist. And then his men-
tor says “Don’t you see the connection? You’re documenting something that 
was never intended to live this long. You never intended to live this long.” Now 
this is an amazing example because unconsciously the photographer is doing 
something that is based on a metaphor. We can say that the metaphor is some-
thing like this: surviving aids despite predictions to the contrary 
is for the old mural advertisements to survive their expected 
“life span”.

So in the same way as those New York City buildings with the old advertise-
ments were not intended to last 100 or 150 years. He was not intended to live 
this long after he was diagnosed with AIDS. He is setting up an unconscious 
metaphor to do this. This is what I mean when I say that knowledge about the 
conceptualizer can help us or can trigger or I would even say prompt or prime 
the selection of particular metaphor.

Let’s see an example about the topic and the addressee again. I gave you 
an example of topic but let me give you another one because it also pro-
vides us with an example for how knowledge about the addressee might 
have an influence on the creation of metaphors. This is a newspaper ar-
ticle about David Beckham, the well-known English football player. The 
newspaper article is about why the new Italian coach of the English foot-
ball team doesn’t want to play him at a particular game although that 
would be the 100th time he plays for the English national team. This is a ex-
cerpt from that article: “Beckham is 32. He has not played top-class football 
since November. Los Angeles Galaxy are sardines, not sharks, in the ocean  
of footy.”

Those of you who follow football should know that for a while Beckham 
played for the Los Angeles Galaxy to make money. Capello doesn’t want to  
play him on the national team because he feels that he is out of shape. The 
article says “He has not played top-class football since November. Los Angeles 
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Galaxy are sardines not sharks in the ocean of footy”, which is an interesting 
metaphor.

The question is how does the journalist arrive at this particular metaphor? 
What we can say here is that we have a certain amount of knowledge about 
Beckham. We know that he is a football player. And we know that he plays  
for the Los Angeles Galaxy. We know that Los Angeles is a big city in California 
on the ocean, on the Pacific Ocean, and we know that the associated frame 
with Los Angeles is that it is on the Pacific Ocean and that the Pacific Ocean 
has all kinds of fish including these fish. So given what we know about the 
topic, in this case Beckham, helps us understand in the same way as it helped 
create for the author of the article this particular metaphor.

Now in the same article the letter begins: “Dear Signor Capello, Beckham is 
a good footballer and a nice man”—and now you should forgive my Italian— 
“e una bella figura”, which means “and a nice figure”—something like that. This 
shows I think that even the addressee, the person to whom we’re talking can 
have a subtle influence on the way we conceptualize something in context. This 
is I’m told a very conventional Italian metaphor “e una bella figura”. Moreover 
it is very clear that the nationality of the person plays a role because it is in 
Italian. As a matter of fact even addressing “Capello” in Italian, “dear Signor 
Capello” is an indication that the language that we use on particular occasions 
can be significantly influenced by what we know about the addressee—in this 
case that he is Italian.

Now let me say what we can find about this, that is, the influence of what 
we know about the topic, the conceptualizer and the addressee in poetry. In 
order to give you a sense of this, again I have to recite to you a poem. This time 
an Emily Dickinson poem.

I reckon—when I count it all—
First—Poets—Then the Sun—
Then Summer—Then the Heaven of God—
And then—the List is done—

But, looking back—the First so seems
To Comprehend the Whole—
The Others look a needless Show—
So I write—Poets—All—

Their Summer—lasts a Solid Year—
They can afford a Sun
The East—would deem extravagant—
And if the Further Heaven—
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Be Beautiful as they prepare
For Those who worship Them—
It is too difficult a Grace—
To justify the Dream—

In my interpretation, and I am pretty sure this is not the only interpretation, 
this poem is about poetic creativity. In particular I find two conceptual meta-
phors here that Emily Dickinson creates. One is what we can call poetic cre-
ativity is a new way of seeing (as a result of the summer sun). So 
we have the following mappings and this is based on the first half of the poem: 
the summer corresponds to the productive period of the poet, the sun corre-
sponds to the inspiration of the poet, and the new way of seeing corresponds 
to being poetically creative. This already indicates that Emily Dickinson is 
highly concerned about a major problem that she has had all her life or most 
of her life which is that she has a very serious optical illness. She has to spend 
many of her summers inside the house. She was not allowed by her doctors to 
go out to the sun.

The second one is even more significant and this is what I call the poems 
are heavens metaphor where notice that in the second half of the poem it 
says “and if the Further Heaven Be Beautiful as they prepare For Those who 
worship them.” The Further Heaven here corresponds to the poem, the wor-
shippers correspond to the people reading poetry, God corresponds to the 
poet, and most importantly God’s grace corresponds to the poet’s inspiration. 
This is what she says “Be Beautiful as they prepare for those who worship them. 
It is too difficult a grace to justify the dream.” God’s grace corresponds to the 
poet’s inspiration, but her impaired vision and her major optical illness is a 
very difficult kind of grace. It is a grace, because she is very much aware that 
she can produce poetry that no one else has ever created. But at the same time 
it is a difficult grace for her to accept as it would be for all of us who are, seri-
ously physically impaired in some way, but what she does is that she knows her 
terrible condition, this optical illness and she turns it into a beautiful meta-
phor to talk about her poetry.

Let me turn to the topic and the addressee. In everyday metaphorical cre-
ativity I mentioned that there are three pieces of knowledge that we can utilize 
to talk about, to create new metaphors: either the knowledge that a conceptu-
alizer has about himself or herself or the topic, or the knowledge we have about 
the addressee. And in this particular case of the Emily Dickinson poem we saw 
that the knowledge that the conceptualizer, that is the poet, Emily Dickinson, 
has about herself can be turned into a unique metaphor in this poem.



87A New View of Metaphorical Creativity I

Now I want to show that the topic and the addressee, the knowledge that we 
have about them can also be good to use for the creation of new metaphors. In 
order to show that I want to take a look at another poem by the American poet 
Sylvia Plath called Medusa.

Off that landspit of stony mouth-plugs,
Eyes rolled by white sticks,
Ears cupping the sea’s incoherences,
You house your unnerving head—God-ball,

Well, I wouldn’t be surprised if you did not figure out what this means. The 
important metaphor is “You house your unnerving head—God-ball”. In this 
poem, called Medusa, Sylvia Plath is talking about her strained and very  
ambivalent relationship with her mother. She is using the Medusa metaphor 
here because we know that this is one of the Gorgons in Greek mythology, and 
it can kill you just by looking at you, and it has snakes for hair. So it’s a very 
creepy sight and that is a very unpleasant person—with “person” used meta-
phorically. What is going on here is that the very negative aspects of the poet’s 
relationship with her mother triggers the use of an equally negative kind of 
character, in this case from Greek mythology.

So we can say of course that a part of the story is that it is the global cultural 
context, in this case Greek mythology, that is responsible for that metaphor 
and that is true. However, the knowledge that Sylvia Plath has about her moth-
er and her relationship with her mother is more fundamental in explaining 
why this particular metaphor is created. If she had a different kind of relation-
ship with her mother, if her mother could be characterized by a different set 
of properties, if she was a different kind of mother, then she would not turn 
to such a negative character in Greek mythology to characterize the mother. 
It is in this sense that I claim that the knowledge that Sylvia Plath has about 
her mother and her relationship with her mother explains the choice for this 
particular metaphor, but of course the explanation is based both on the knowl-
edge that she has and the particular cultural context—a part of which is that 
she knows Greek mythology.

What I’ve argued her is that there are both global and local contexts that 
may trigger, or facilitate at least, the use of particular metaphors in particular 
contexts, and of these contexts of the immediate kind I looked at the physi-
cal environment, and the knowledge that the conceptualizer has about either 
himself or herself, the topic or the addressee. Furthermore I pointed out that 
this applies not only in everyday discourse but also in the case of poetry.
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Lecture 8

A New View of Metaphorical Creativity II

Allow me summarize the argument so far that I made. In the cognitive lin-
guistic literature, maybe the only theory of metaphor variation and especially 
creativity in the use of metaphor comes from a well-known book by Lakoff 
and Turner (1989) called More Than Cool Reason, where they spell out their 
own version of how we can creatively produce metaphors. They say that 
given the source and given the target, the source domain can be elaborated or  
extended—you can question it, you can combine all kinds of source domain. 
This is their basic idea.

My suggestion is that we have to go beyond these because there are many 
cases where creativity doesn’t come from these cognitive operations that they 
suggest. Also, another powerful view of metaphorical creativity comes from 
Fauconnier and Turner who say that it is not simply the case that we map 
the source on the target, but the source and the target can both contribute 
to a third space. You know the story. And this way we can account for a large 
amount of creativity.

Now I would like to take this one step further and suggest that there is a 
neglected area here. The neglected area is that of context. The context contrib-
utes a huge amount of information that we pay attention to when we concep-
tualize something metaphorically. We can take advantage of various aspects of 
context when we conceptualize something metaphorically.

Now I will distinguish global context and local context. A global context 
characterizes an entire language community. So if a culture, for example, lives 
on the slopes of the Himalayas or the Andes in South America, that will have 
an impact on their use of metaphorical language compared to another nation 
that lives on the seaside. So this is what I mean by global context.

Immediate context, however, means the particular communicative situation 
in which a specific conceptualizer produces some metaphors. It is particularly 
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this kind of context that I was talking about in the morning and I distinguish 
five different aspects of what I call the immediate context. The first one is the  
physical environment. The second is the knowledge that we have about 
the main entities in the discourse—that is, the conceptualizer, the topic of  
the discourse, and the addressee. Thirdly we have the cultural context, imme-
diate cultural context, the social context, and the immediate linguistic context. 
These last three are the ones I am going to talk about this afternoon, because  
in the morning I talked about the immediate physical context and the knowl-
edge that we have about the main entities of the discourse.

There is one more general thing that I should mention because it seems 
to be another important claim of the view that I am proposing here, which  
is that in the same way as this kind of metaphorical creativity can be found in 
everyday situations, in the same way we find this in poetic language. It is not 
the case that poetic metaphors are only created by the cognitive mechanisms 
that Lakoff and Turner suggest. It is also these immediate contexts that provide 
a great deal of the metaphorical materials that poets create. So I will discuss 
these three different types of contexts and provide examples for both everyday 
cases and poetic uses.

Let’s begin with the immediate cultural context on metaphor use, and  
I want to give you an example that comes from the San Francisco Chronicle in 
2003, and it’s a somewhat long passage.

“Arnold Schwarzenegger is not the second Jesse Ventura or the second 
Ronald Reagan, but the first Arnold Schwarzenegger,” said Bill Whalen, a 
Hoover Institution scholar who worked with Schwarzenegger on his suc-
cessful ballot initiative last year and supports the actor’s campaign for 
governor.

“He’s a unique commodity—unless there happens to be a whole sea of 
immigrant body builders who are coming here to run for office. This is 
‘Rise of the Machine,’ not ‘Attack of the Clones.’”

San Francisco Chronicle, A16, August 17, 2003

This passage is packed with all kinds of metaphors, we do not have time to 
analyze all of them. I just want to focus on the last sentence, “This is ‘Rise of 
the Machine,’ not ‘Attack of the Clones,’’’ which is a very creative metaphori-
cal usage with the meaning that Schwarzenegger is a unique individual and 
he should not be taken to be some kind of a copy or some kind of a clone. 
The question that we can ask is: how is it possible for speakers of English to 
so easily understand what the author of the article means by “this is ‘Rise of 
the Machine’”? I am not suggesting that this is something earthshaking. What 
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I am proposing is completely mundane but I hope a reasonable explanation. 
The meaning of this particular novel metaphor comes from the fact that 
there are two movies in 2003 that occupied the attention of the huge num-
ber of Americans and everyone knows what these two movies are: “Rise of the 
Machine” and “Attack of the Clones”.

As a matter of fact, “Rise of the Machine” featured Schwarzenegger. The 
“Attack of the Clones” did not feature him, but it is used for the purposes of 
contrast to show that he is not a copy or an imitator or whatever. In other 
words, what makes the understanding of the metaphor easily available is the 
immediate cultural context. Especially in California, when a new movie comes 
out millions go to see it, especially if it features Schwarzenegger. It makes im-
mediate sense to them. It is in this very simple sense that I suggest that the 
immediate cultural context helps both Bill Whalen who uses the metaphor to 
create it but also the readers of the San Francisco Chronicle to decipher what 
it means.

As you can expect, this is happening on a large scale and this is very per-
vasive in poetry as well. Earlier, I cited a poem by Sylvia Plath called Medusa. 
Medusa is a poem that is about Sylvia Plath’s relationship with her mother, 
which is well known to be strained and ambivalent. It’s not a very good re-
lationship. Sylvia Plath chooses as the title of the poem Medusa which is a 
Gorgon in Greek mythology. I just want to explain why the use of the word 
Medusa or the symbol Medusa is used for the mother. It comes from the cul-
tural context. I wouldn’t say that this is the immediate cultural context. This is 
broader cultural context in western civilization where Greek mythology plays a 
part and there are many people who know what a Medusa is and what it means 
to call your mother a Medusa.

However, this is not the example that I want to focus on. Let’s read a few 
lines from the same poem:

My mind winds to you
Old barnacled umbilicus, Atlantic cable,
Keeping itself, it seems, in a state of miraculous repair.

I want to focus on “old barnacled umbilicus”. The umbilicus is the cord that 
connects the mother with the child when the child is born. It has to be cut. It 
is important to see that this metaphor is in immediate vicinity with one using 
Atlantic cable. The use of the word umbilicus here is pretty straightforward. We 
can explain it in a very straightforward manner. We can say that there is an ex-
tremely general conceptual metaphor for human relationships, which is “per-
sonal relationships are conceptualized as physical connections”. Obviously, 
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umbilicus is one of the major physical connections that we have with people, 
with our mothers and you can also conceive of it as the most important piece 
of embodiment that underlies the particular metaphor personal relation-
ships are physical connections.

The more interesting case is “Atlantic cable”. One thing that we know about 
the relationship between Sylvia Plath and her mother is that they keep calling 
each other. This is happening in the 60s. Sylvia Plath is living in Britain. Her 
mother is living in the United States, and we are in the sixties. One important 
thing we should know about the sixties in relation to Great Britain and the 
United States is that this is the decade when the Atlantic telephone cables are 
laid down and people start calling each other on the two sides of the Atlantic. 
Now I call this the physical cultural context. The telephone cable that connects 
the United States with Britain is a physical cultural context.

Given this kind of connection, Sylvia Plath can easily make use of this cable 
to talk about her relationship with the mother. Again we can suggest that the 
physical cultural context kind of triggers the use of the appropriate metaphor 
right next to umbilicus. You can say that umbilicus is bodily motivation and 
probably universal. However, Atlantic cable is very culture-specific and it is 
limited in time and space.

Now let’s take another example for what I call the cultural context. Let’s take 
another poem by another equally famous American poet Carl Sandburg. This 
is a poem called Prayers of Steel. It has two stanzas and the first stanza is this:

LAY me on an anvil, O God.
Beat me and hammer me into a crowbar.
Let me pry loose old walls.
Let me lift and loosen old foundations.

This is packed with metaphors. I want to call your attention to the metaphor 
“LAY me on an anvil, O God. Beat me and hammer me into a crowbar.” Notice 
that Sandburg is evoking God here. He uses God metaphorically in this case, 
which is interesting because it is a reversal of the usual “concrete source, ab-
stract target” domains. But what is going on here is that Sandburg makes use of 
the biblical story of man’s creation. In the Bible, God makes people from clay 
and blowing air into their nostrils and so on, and creates man that way. Here 
there is another creation, another kind of creation “LAY me on an anvil, beat 
me and hammer me into a crowbar” and so on. The basic story is the same: God 
is making people and this is a big part of the western religious system, and we 
can say that because Sandburg shares this global religious symbolic system—it 
seems to motivate his use of this particular metaphor.
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Let’s take another interesting poem by Sandburg, which is called Skyscraper. 
“BY day the skyscraper looms in the smoke and sun and has a soul.” What is 
important is that the poem is entitled the Skyscraper and we can ask what the 
Skyscraper stands for. Well, it stands for America.

Now we have an interesting case here because this is not the metaphor. This 
is a metonymy. The metonymy is skyscraper for the United States. 
More generally, however, this fits another generic metonymy, a character-
istic property for the place that it characterizes. Notice that this 
poem was written in 1916, which was in the decade when the first skyscrapers 
were built in the major American cities like Chicago and New York. Now given 
this aspect of the American landscape, there were more and more skyscrapers 
being built in the big cities, the poet Sandburg takes the skyscraper as a char-
acteristic property of the United States and lets it stand for the entire United 
States. The selection of this metonymic vehicle comes from the immediate cul-
tural context that is culture-specific and time-specific and so on.

Let’s take a look at the effect of the immediate social setting on metaphor 
use. I want to start with an everyday example. The everyday example is inter-
esting because it is not necessarily an unconventional metaphor, but it is an 
interesting and important example because it allows us to talk about the mo-
tivation of the selection of particular metaphors rather than others. I used an 
example earlier of a newspaper article in which an American journalist goes 
and does an interview with Fats Domino, a famous American rock musician 
who lives in New Orleans after the hurricane that devastated the city in 2005.

The interview was done in 2007 and this is a sentence from that article: “The 
rock ‘n’ roll pioneer rebuilds his life—and on the new album ‘Goin’ Home,’ 
he plays his timeless music.” He “rebuilds his life”. Obviously, this is the life 
is a building metaphor. However, if we take what this means and if we ask 
what this means, it turns out that the same kind of meaning could easily be 
given by several other metaphors. Yesterday I mentioned that we have more 
than a dozen conceptual metaphors for life. But the ones that would sound 
completely natural and fitting here are life is a journey and life is a 
machine. So maybe the journalist could have said “and restarts his life” or 
“he sets out on a new journey” or something like that. There are other con-
ceptual metaphors that could have been used instead of “rebuilds his life”. So 
the question is: Is there any motivation for this particular metaphor? I would 
say yes. The reason is, we find out from the article, that’s why we have to look 
at the entire discourse to see what motivates a particular metaphorical use  
and why.

It turns out that the place where they are talking about is Fats Domino’s 
house. Actually, Fats Domino has two houses, and they are rebuilding one of 
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the houses. Maybe they can even see the actual building site where the work is 
done and it seems to me that it must have influenced the journalist in selecting 
the particular metaphor. Why do I call this the social context? Because work in 
general is one of the major categories of the social context, in addition to many 
others. So we can make a generalization here.

If you want to use a particular source domain to express meaning related to  
a particular target and there is something in the immediate social context that 
fits that meaning—and in this case it is construction work on the house—then 
use that source domain rather than other source domains that are not immedi-
ately motivated by anything in the context. So the journey metaphor would 
not be as obvious a choice. They are probably sitting in their chairs, so the ma-
chine metaphor would not be applicable. There is nothing in the context that 
would suggest that. However, the building metaphor is highly motivated in 
the context and that seems to me to explain this particular choice.

Let’s address the social context in poetry. In order to look at an example, let’s 
take the second stanza of the same poem by Sandburg, Prayers of Steel. “Lay me 
on an anvil, O God.” This is still the first stanza. The second one will come in a 
moment. “Beat me and hammer me into a steel spike.”

Drive me into the girders that hold a skyscraper together.
Take red-hot rivets and fasten me into the central girders.
Let me be the great nail holding a skyscraper through blue nights into 

white stars.

Again this is packed with metaphors. Notice that “blue nights into white 
stars” evokes the American flag, so there are many interesting things here.  
I want to concentrate on the line, “Beat me and hammer me into a steel spike. 
Drive me into the girders that hold a skyscraper together. Take red-hot rivets 
and fasten me into the central girders. Let me be the great nail holding a sky-
scraper through blue nights into white stars.” I suggest that there is a particular 
conceptual metaphor here, which is the construction of new social 
structure is the physical making of new tools and building 
ingredients. It is the characteristically social situation of tool making and 
using that tool to make something else in the American context that inspires 
the analogy used by the poet.

When I say that the immediate physical context plays a role in the selec-
tion in the choice of particular metaphors both in everyday situations and in  
poetry, I do not mean to imply that what we take to be completely conven-
tional conceptual metaphors do not play a role in the picture. They often 
do, although we have seen several examples where there is no trace of any 
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conventional conceptual metaphor. If we analyze this particular metaphor  
further, then what we find is that, first of all, it starts with the metonymy  
skyscraper for America. Then we have another which we saw for the 
other poem and then the construction of new social structure is 
the physical making of new tools and building ingredients.

Both the metonymy and this specific metaphor are a special case of a  
completely entranced, well-established conventional metaphor, which is  
societies are buildings. So it is not so surprising that the metonymy 
makes use of a particular kind of building in this case, skyscraper. It is also 
not so surprising that we get this very specific metonymy that Sandburg uses 
in this Prayers of Steel. After all, societies are buildings is a well-known 
conceptual metaphor to all of us. Even more generally, what we find is an  
entire system of metaphors where complex systems are complex physi-
cal objects. So at a very highest level, we have complex systems are 
complex physical objects, like buildings. Then we have societies are 
buildings. We have the more specific metaphor in the poem and we also 
have the skyscraper for america metonymy. They all hang together some-
how and are maybe at the basis of all these is the completely conventional 
societies are buildings metaphors.

The societies are buildings metaphor is made up of the following con-
ventional mappings. The builders correspond to the persons creating the soci-
ety, the process of building to the process of creating society, the foundation 
of the building, the basic principles on which society is based—the building 
materials, the ideas used to create society, the physical structure of the build-
ing, the social organization of the ideas. The building itself corresponds to 
society. This is a complex image. We could call it a blend, which has several 
changes in the basic metaphor. The building becomes a skyscraper, the builder 
becomes God or the blacksmith, and the building materials and tools become 
the poet. Notice what he says, “Beat me and hammer me into a steel spike”.  
So he is turned into the poet. He is turned into one of the tools that you want 
to use to restructure American society—to take apart the old structure and to 
build a new one.

Finally, let’s turn to the effect of the immediate linguistic context on meta-
phor use. I take this example from the London Times. I told you that some of 
these examples come from the editions of the London Times in 2008 because 
I spent the winter there that year. This is one of the examples where I feel  
the immediate linguistic context plays a role in shaping the metaphors that we 
use in the text. Consider this:
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When the Electoral Commission came to make its choice between re-
ferring the case to the police and taking no action, it was this defence, 
described by an authoritative source as showing “contempt” for the law, 
which helped to tilt the balance—[this is what we need, to tilt the bal-
ance] and Mr. Hain—over the edge.

Notice the metaphor “tilt the balance” and notice that we have an elliptical 
metaphor immediately afterward where the article says “and [tilt] Mr. Hain 
over the edge”. Mr. Hain is a representative or a member of Parliament. He com-
mitted something and there was some debate about what to do with him—
whether to report his case to the police or do something else. This is why this 
expression came up to “tilt the balance”.

Now the expression “tilt the balance” is based on an interesting conceptual 
metaphor, uncertain is balance, uncertainty is balance and LACK 
OF uncertainty itself is lack of balance. There is an American 
English expression “to sit on the fence”. When you sit on the fence, first of all, 
it’s very unpleasant, but secondly, there is the issue of which way you fall, this 
way or the other way. This balanced situation indicates uncertainty. However, 
when you fall to one side, that indicates certainty. Now in this case, however, 
we have a more serious situation, because the falling does not involve simply 
falling on this side or that side of a fence, but falling over the edge. Now falling 
over the edge reflects an interesting conceptual metaphor, which is loss of 
rational/moral control is loss of physical control, such as the 
physical fall into a deep hole. Well, this is a very ancient metaphor, just think of 
the biblical fall, which is, loss of moral control and so on. So there is an 
interesting historical story behind it.

Let’s focus on the expression again—tilt Mr. Hain over the edge. It means 
something like “to cause someone to fall down into a hole”, when you fall over 
the edge and it tilts someone over the edge. Now there are many verbs, there 
are many verbs that could be used in the same metaphorical sense at this point 
of the discourse that could be used, but interestingly it is the verb tilt that it  
is used.

There are many more conventional verbs. I checked in several dictionaries 
and the most conventional phrase that is given by dictionaries is “push some-
one over the edge”, or “drive someone over the edge”. It’s not tilt. In addition to 
tilt, push, and drive, you could have force, jolt, nudge, poke, prod, propel, shove, 
press, butt, and so on in the same phrase.

Interestingly enough, it is tilt that is used. The question is why. My answer to 
this is that it is used because in the same discourse, immediately preceding it, 
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you have the verb tilt. The general meaning of the verb tilt, maybe it’s not per-
fect, but it fits the situation. It can be used to express the meaning that needs 
to be expressed. Because the conceptualizer keeps the verb tilt in mind, as here 
you see it creates the discourse—if it fits the linguistic context, it influences 
the conceptualizer to make tilt the choice for the metaphor where more con-
ventionally they perhaps could have said “drive him over the edge”, or “push 
him over the edge”. So this is what I mean by the effect of the linguistic context. 
The psychological mechanism behind this must be a lot more complex than  
I indicate.

Now I believe that in some cases we find the same kind of influence  
that comes from the immediate linguistic context in poetry as well. As an  
illustration, let’s stay with the Medusa poem again by Sylvia Plath. Notice  
that the Medusa poem uses the element of Greek Mythology and it is based 
on the relationship with her mother. This is the important part: Medusa is not 
only a Gorgon in Greek Mythology; there is another sense of Medusa, which  
is “jellyfish”.

We can see the “jellyfish” sense in the following quote “Did I escape, I won-
der?” and “Your stooges/Plying their wild cells in my keel’s shadow.” All this 
school of jellyfish are chasing her and she is trying to get away from the moth-
er, in this case from the “jellyfish”. Now, and the “jellyfish” can harm you, so it 
expresses the same kind of idea that the Medusa, Geek Mythology’s Medusa 
seems to indicate.

Now what makes this a case of the immediate linguistic context is that the 
association between the “jellyfish” sense of Medusa and the Gorgon sense of 
Medusa is as tight as you can get. Namely, you have sense 1 and sense 2 of the 
same word. We can say that the first use of Medusa, the first conventional sense 
of Medusa, the Greek Mythology sense evokes or activates the entire semantic 
structure of the word. It comes in handy for the author, in this case the poet, to 
continue to use the same word without shifting to another metaphor because, 
she wants something in which she is being chased and she is trying to get away. 
She finds it difficult and scary and so on. And the second sense of Medusa,  
“jellyfish” can provide exactly that.

So far I have been somewhat dogmatic about separating all the different 
kinds of context that I have talked about—the physical environment, the 
knowledge we have about the main entities of the discourse, the cultural con-
text, the social context, and the immediate linguistic context. I probably con-
veyed to you the idea that these influences come in neatly separate ways. That 
is not true of what we get in reality most of the time, and this complicates the 
analysis further. What we find in real discourse most of the time is that many of 
these contextual influences show up in the same text at the same time.
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I want to give you a Hungarian example. But don’t worry, it’s translated into 
English. I don’t want to frustrate you with the Hungarian text. I immediately go 
to an almost literal translation that I provide in English. Ok, let me give you the 
context of this particular piece of discourse.

Two years ago, in Hungarian society, there was a major political debate 
about whether Hungary should adopt the American health care system or 
should stay with the states-sponsored health care system. What the American 
system means is that you have to take out insurance with all kinds of differ-
ent private companies. There was a referendum about this, people voted about 
this. I don’t know [roughly] 80% of the people voted against making use of 
the American system. But this article that I translated came at the time of the 
debate, and a doctor published a lengthy kind of essay about the issue and his 
views on the Internet. So I found this on the Internet and this is how it goes:

This paper was born, or this essay was born in the period when people 
think about the issue. [namely the issue I mentioned] Its objective is to 
analyze the expected effects of the law. In its methods, it follows the way 
doctors think. It imagines Hungarian health care as the patient. It takes 
the government as the attending physician, and invites experts and the 
author [of the article] himself to be the consultants. It considers the cor-
rect diagnosis to be the precondition for predicting the prognosis. Finally 
it briefly examines if there is an alternative possibility for treatment.

Ok, I think you get the idea. This is a doctor writing about Hungarian health 
care and you know this is the major concern for him. So we can translate what 
is going on here in our terms in the following way. The author has a great deal 
of knowledge about the conceptualizer because it is himself and he happens 
to be a doctor.

Secondly, he must have a great deal of concern and interest in the issue that 
he is talking about. That’s why he wrote the essay to begin with. Third, notice 
what the topic of the discourse is. The topic of the discourse is health care in 
Hungary itself.

These are three of the different kinds of contexts that I have mentioned so 
far, on which this particular author relies in producing a piece of discourse 
about this particular subject matter. So it seems that it is not a single kind of 
context [contextual factor] that plays a role and influences the choice of meta-
phors, but at least these three different types of context [contextual factor] 
that play a role in it.

Now I want to suggest that we find the same thing in poetry. In order to see 
that, let’s take a look at the Prayers of Steel poem by Sandburg:



98 Lecture 8

LAY me on an anvil, O God.
Beat me and hammer me into a crowbar.
Let me pry loose old walls.
Let me lift and loosen old foundations.

Lay me on an anvil, O God.
Beat me and hammer me into a steel spike.
Drive me into the girders that hold a skyscraper together.
Take red-hot rivets and fasten me into the central girders.
Let me be the great nail holding a skyscraper through blue nights into 

white stars.

Now there are, as I mentioned, several different contexts that simultaneously 
influence the author probably at the time of writing the poem. The first one is 
the religious belief system that I mention. This was part of the cultural context 
in which the poet evokes the creation of man by God in the biblical story. The 
second one was a particular model of work, which is a part of the [social cat-
egory of] work, which is a part of what I called the social context.

Now interestingly enough what we can see is that a third kind of context 
also plays a role. The third kind of context is the knowledge that the speaker  
has about himself, namely, it turns out, if you dig deeply enough into Carl 
Sandburg’s biography, it turns out that his father was a blacksmith, and he 
spent some of his early childhood in his father’s workshop. We can say that 
there are again at least three different kinds of context that may have influ-
enced the particular choice of metaphors in this poem by Sandburg.

I’m sure that Fauconnier and Turner would give you a very different kind of 
story. They would say that this is an extremely complex blend. They would go 
through all the different spaces and then they would come up with a blend. 
You know that would be fine with me. However, one of the main questions 
that comes up in connection with such complex mental spaces is why those 
particular mental spaces?

To many people, the mental spaces that they operate with are completely 
unmotivated. They just say that this is prompted by this part of the expression; 
it’s prompted by the other part of the expression and so on and so forth. So why 
are those parts of expressions there in the poem? In other words, why do we 
have the mental spaces that we do, operating in the poem and in many other 
examples.

I would say that the kind of account that I am outlining here takes a step in 
the right direction, because we can suggest that the mental spaces are there be-
cause they are, to a large extent, motivated by the particular contexts in which 
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a particular poet or a particular conceptualizer puts together the conceptual 
materials for, in using metaphors. So in other words, we can find some non-
linguistic kind of motivation for why we have the particular mental spaces  
that we do.

So let me turn to my final large issue, which is: What are the sources of meta-
phorical creativity? The answer should be obvious on the basis of what I have 
been talking about so far, which is that in addition to the kind of creativity 
that is provided by Lakoff and Turner in the sense of particular operations on 
the source domain, that is source-related creativity. In addition to the kind 
of system that Fauconnier and Turner suggest, which is the network model, 
I think there is a third large set of sources that can produce novel metaphors 
and that in some cases can motivate the use of conventional metaphors in  
real discourse.

The immediate linguistic context is produced by a particular speaker or con-
ceptualizer about a particular topic and to a particular addressee—another 
conceptualizer. All of this is embedded in at least three contexts, three dif-
ferent contexts, what I called the cultural context, the social context, and the 
physical environment. The core idea of all this is that in addition to motiva-
tion for the use of metaphors and especially creative metaphors, in addition 
to what cognitive linguists so far have focused on, which is what we called the 
pressure of coherence and, within that, the pressure of the body, there is an-
other kind of pressure that I call the pressure of context, and the pressure of 
context seems to me to be a valuable tool to explain many of the non-universal 
uses of metaphors.

What can we say about all this by way of conclusions? First of all, I would 
like to say that we can distinguish at least largely two kinds of context: global 
context and local context. Within the local context, there is what is called im-
mediate linguistic context, knowledge that we have about the main entities, 
immediate cultural context, immediate social context, immediate physical 
setting. This is what I call context. These produce what I call context-induced 
metaphors.

Now if this idea proves to be correct—and I am aware that a lot more evi-
dence is needed—then I think we have something important to add to stan-
dard conceptual metaphor theory where two basic types [of metaphors] are 
distinguished. One is metaphors that are based on some kind of resemblance 
and metaphors based on some kind of correlation. Metaphors that are based 
on some kind of correlation are called primary metaphors. This is what the 
standard view maintains. These are the main two types of metaphor. If I am 
correct, and we can think of these examples the way I suggested, then there is 
a third kind of metaphor, and I call it context-induced metaphors.
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This kind of approach has certain implications for the analysis of poetry as 
well. And so it has implications for cognitive poetics. One implication is that 
it is common in literary circles to distinguish two basic approaches to a poem. 
One is a hermeneutical-postmodernist kind of approach, which examines a 
poem as a whole and doesn’t go beyond the poem. It tries to figure out what the 
poem means, given the role of the poem is, given the role of the poem.

Another kind of approach, which is a more traditional kind of approach, 
emphasizes the social, cultural, and personal background of a poem. In other 
words, the second approach maintains that in order to understand the poem, 
we need to understand, the various social, cultural, personal, and other issues 
in the background of the poem. I think this kind of analysis gives us a nice way 
of combining the two approaches in a natural way. We can look at the con-
text in the way I have and examine its influence and see how the metaphors 
that derive from those contexts can shape the internal interpretation of each 
and every poem. I would imagine that it would be very difficult to understand 
either the Sandburg poem Prayers of Steel or the Sylvia Plath poem, without 
looking at the cultural and contextual factors and try to figure out the meaning 
without them.

Lakoff and Turner suggest that what distinguishes a poetic metaphor from 
an everyday metaphor is that in poetic metaphors poets take particular con-
ventional conceptual metaphors like death is sleep from Hamlet, and 
Shakespeare takes this further when he says, “To die, to sleep, perchance to 
dream.” That is, the author can elaborate or extend the metaphor, go beyond 
the sleep source domain.

However, others have pointed out that in everyday uses of metaphor, we 
find the same conceptual devices to produce novel metaphors. So then the 
question arises: how can we explain what is unique about poetic metaphor? 
And on the basis of my talk at least, I think you would agree with me that 
it is not only the conceptual devices like extension, elaboration, questioning, 
and so on that are shared by forms of everyday uses of metaphor and poetic 
metaphor in poetry, but also what we find is that all the contextual factors that 
I have talked about are common to or are shared by both everyday and poetic 
uses of metaphor. So if that is the case, how can we distinguish poetic meta-
phor from everyday metaphor?

The only suggestion I can make to this effect is that the only difference that 
I find between poetic metaphor and everyday metaphor is that we find meta-
phors much more densely in poetic language than in everyday language. If you 
think about the Sandburg poem, there is an unbelievable amount of meta-
phor in that poem—and also an unbelievable amount of complexity. So the 
way I see it on the basis of this kind of research, the only difference between 
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everyday language and poetic language in terms of metaphor is that poetic 
language displays a lot more density of metaphors and a lot more complexity 
of metaphors than everyday language. Otherwise, the same contextual factors 
operate there as well.

It is interesting that the notion of embodiment in Cognitive Linguistics 
is usually discussed as something universal. Image schemas have universal 
bodily bases and so on and so forth. However, in the morning I talked about 
an interesting use of embodied metaphor. There is a poem in which Emily 
Dickinson creates a novel metaphor on the basis of her own optical illness. She 
has a major physical problem with her vision and she turns it into a beautiful 
metaphor to capture poetic creativity.

This is personal embodiment. It is not the case that all of us have that kind 
of thing. This is not something universal. This is personal embodiment. So  
I would conclude on the basis of this, and I would imagine that, this is charac-
teristic, as a matter of fact I do know, that this is characteristic of many other 
poets like Milton, for example, who also had difficulties with vision, albeit 
a different type of difficulty. There is a vast literature on this. The notion of 
embodiment should be extended in Cognitive Linguistics to include not only 
universal cases of embodiment, but personal cases of embodiment, because 
it is these personal forms of embodiment that can often explain a particular 
author’s or poet’s very unique metaphors.
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Lecture 9

Metaphor and Metonymy in Language Teaching

Let’s discuss metaphor theory and the teaching of idioms from a cognitive lin-
guistic point of view. I chose this topic for several reasons. One is that the issue 
of idioms has been with us in the Cognitive Linguistic study of metaphors ever 
since the inception of Cognitive Linguistics in the early years. Secondly my 
other major motivation for wanting to talk about this is that I was myself a 
teacher of English in Hungary and I always had this idea that it would be nice 
to be able to take advantage of what I know about conceptual metaphor theory 
and make somehow that knowledge useful to the wider community of teach-
ers of English in Hungary and possibly in other countries.

With that goal in mind, I began to think a little bit about this issue of how 
can we make the teaching of idioms, which is a huge field itself in the teach-
ing of foreign languages, more systematic than the way things stand today. 
Although there are all kinds of very important new developments here, for ex-
ample, even some dictionaries, like the MacMillan Dictionary of English, gives 
you groups of metaphors, systematizes them and so on—but I feel we have to 
go way beyond this, and our ultimate goal as teachers of English should be to 
take advantage of conceptual metaphor theory and build what we know about 
metaphors into the teaching of idioms for learners of English as a foreign lan-
guage. So there are four large issues that I will explore here today. They all have 
to do with the motivation of idioms. You will see what I mean by motivation as 
we go along, and I will try to say something about the applicability of what we 
found for foreign language teaching.

The four general issues are the following. How and to what degree are idi-
oms motivated in one language? The second one: how and to what degree are 
idioms motivated in relation to two languages? How do different languages 
express idiomatic meanings? And four: how and to what degree do the cul-
tural ideological backgrounds underlying particular languages play a role in 
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the expression of idiomatic meanings? So these are the four large issues that  
I want to explore.

However, before I go on to the four large issues, I would like to deal with two 
much more specific issues, because I do not want to suggest that it is only the 
issue of motivation and what motivates metaphor-based idioms and, the use 
of this in English language teaching that is important. There are many other 
areas of Cognitive Linguistics and also conceptual metaphor theory. I want to 
draw your attention to two such specific cases before we move on to the more 
systematic large-scale studies.

So the first one has to do with whether what we know about image schemas 
in general can help us with the teaching of idioms. One way in which I think 
image schemas can be extremely useful in the teaching of idioms is the fol-
lowing. Several applied linguists borrowed an important term from cognitive 
psychology that is called “dual coding”. Dual coding is the association of a word 
or expression with an image.

To see the usefulness of dual coding, take for example, the idiomatic expres-
sions in English “figure out”, “point out”, and “find out”. One of the leading ap-
plied linguists Frank Boers suggests that by looking at dual coding here, there 
are these verbal expressions—these idioms and there is an image schema un-
derlying these idioms and it turns out that the image schema that underlies 
the idioms is exactly the same, and the specific image schema is that of a con-
tainer with something inside it.

So notice what happens. If you have an image schema like a container with 
something inside it, then you look at the container and you do not see what 
is inside it. However, if this thing moves out of the container, then you can 
see it. So this is the image schematic kind of motivation of a well-known con-
ceptual metaphor, which is knowing is seeing. So if you take into account 
these two things on the one hand, knowing is seeing, the image schematic 
basis of this container with something inside, nothing visible first, moves out, 
becomes visible later, then we can explain systematically the meaning or the 
meanings of these particular expressions, like “figure out”, “point out”, and “find 
out”. The meaning would be something like “to get to know something”. You 
could explain why the word out occurs in all of them. This kind of small-scale 
systematicity could be extremely useful. For facilitating students understand-
ing of similar expressions. So this is just nice example of how we can make 
use of dual coding, and image schemas in the teaching of particular idioms  
in English.

Now the second example is completely unrelated to this. It has to do with 
poetic language. My suggestion here is that when we teach foreign languages 
like English in the Hungarian or Chinese context, one of the main goals is that 
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students should be able to read and understand and appreciate poetic lan-
guage. Now one of the most beautiful examples of poetic language in English 
is claimed to be the following two lines:

Now cracks a noble heart. Good night, sweet prince,
And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!

Horatio says this line at Hamlet’s deathbed in Hamlet. You want students to 
read let’s say that play and you want them to really appreciate not only the 
meaning but also the beauty of such lines as these two. The appreciation of the 
beauty of these lines is unthinkable without knowing something about con-
ceptual metaphor theory. The reason for this is that these two lines are based 
on a large number of different conceptual metaphors that you rely on when 
you understand the meaning of the sentences.

The first line “Now cracks a noble heart” is based on two interesting concep-
tual devices, a metaphor and a metonymy. The metaphor is life is a fluid in 
a container. So if the container breaks, the fluid comes out, and the person 
dies. The other is a metonymy where the heart stands for the person. And if 
the heart cracks, the person dies. The other one is “Good night, sweet prince”, 
“Good night”. This is something that we use before we go to bed, so this has 
to do with two metaphors. One is that death is night, but also death is 
sleep. You go to sleep. “Sweet prince”, sweet is based on the metaphor the 
object of love is sweet, and there are many other examples for this in 
English, like sweetie, sweetie pie, honey, and so on. There are a lot of them. 
And prince can be a small child, and so the object of love can also be concep-
tualized as a small child. There are all these metaphors that are responsible for 
the poetic beauty of this particular line.

Now the second line is also interesting, “And flights of angels sing thee to thy 
rest!” Notice that this line is also based on the sleep metaphor, sleep or rest 
metaphor, death is sleep or death is rest.

However, in addition to that, we also have an interesting use of what is 
known as the “caused motion” construction, when it says “and flights of angels 
sing thee to thy rest”, sing is obviously an intransitive verb, but it is used in 
this construction and it is used obviously in an innovative way. These are some 
of the ways that we can appreciate and understand the mechanisms behind  
the lines.

Obviously, the most beautiful lines in English poetry or in any poetry are  
extremely subjective. This is not my particular judgment. Patrick Hogan, a 
major expert of world literature, makes this claim that according to some stud-
ies people consider these the most beautiful lines in English poetry. That is not 
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the issue that I am dealing with here. The issue is what it is that might possibly 
lead some people to make such a judgment about these two lines, and my sug-
gestion would be that this is packed with these metaphors. It makes use of a 
particular grammatical construction in an innovative way and all these things 
contribute to the beauty of the lines.

After these two special cases, I want to turn to the four issues that I men-
tioned. The first one is “how and to what degree are idioms motivated in one 
language?” Notice that the traditional definition of idioms. Idioms are struc-
tures that consist of two or more words whose overall meaning cannot be pre-
dicted from the meaning of the constituent parts, and to some extent cognitive 
linguists would accept this.

However, we would also add to that to a large extent there is also motiva-
tion. It is not the case that all idioms are transparent. To a large extent we can 
provide and find motivation for them. It is ever since Lakoff ’s Women, Fire, and 
Dangerous Things, we know that idioms are motivated by at least three differ-
ent types of conceptual structures—either conceptual metaphor, or metony-
my, or conventional everyday knowledge. I will be focusing on metaphor only. 
In order to give you a large-scale example, consider the following examples 
that have to do with fire.

He was spitting fire.
The fire between them finally went out.
The painting set fire to the composer’s imagination.
The killing sparked off riots in the major cities.
He was burning the candle at both ends.
The bank robber snuffed out Sam’s life.
The speaker fanned the flames of the crowd’s enthusiasm.

And what we find here is that different stages of the fire event are in focus.  
The initial stage is in focus in “set fire to”, the final stage in “snuff it out”, 
the use of an energy source in “burn the candle at both ends”, the mainte-
nance of the intensity of fire in “fan the flames”, the danger of the high in-
tensity of fire in “spitting fire”, and so on. So what we find here is obviously a 
group of expressions that are based on different conceptual metaphors. “He 
was spitting fire” is based on anger is fire. “The fire between them finally 
went out”—love is fire. “The painting set fire to the composer’s imagina-
tion”—imagination is fire. “The killing sparked off riots”—conflict is 
fire. “He was burning the candle at both ends”—energy is fire. “Snuffed 
out Sam’s life”—life is fire. “The speaker fanned the flames of the crowd’s  
enthusiasm”—enthusiasm is fire.
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It is not only the word fire that occurs in these expressions, in addition to 
fire, there are spark and burn, and flames and so on. So it seems that it is not 
the case that it is only a single word that participates in these idiomatic expres-
sions in the different conceptual metaphors, but it looks like it is the entire sys-
tem of fire, the entire conceptual domain of fire that participates and utilizes 
the words that make up this particular semantic field. We can see this in the list 
of examples for each of these conceptual metaphors. You find the first one that 
we saw previously in each case and then some additional examples for anger 
is fire, love is fire, imagination is fire, so there are a large number 
of words participating in the conceptualization of these seven different target 
domains from the domain of fire.

We can say at this level of the analysis that one form of motivation that we 
find here is that particular idiomatic expressions are motivated by particular 
conceptual metaphors. This is admittedly a trivial form, or kind of motivation. 
I’m using motivations in this talk only in the sense that particular linguistic 
expressions are motivated by certain conceptual structures, conceptual struc-
tures, like anger is fire, love is fire, enthusiasm is fire, and so on and 
so forth. Now we can take this a little bit further and say that these conceptual 
metaphors, the structure of these conceptual metaphors helps us to explain, 
and in another sense, motivate why the idioms and the metaphorically used 
words mean what they do. This further metaphorical structuring comes from 
what we know as mappings.

So we can look at the mappings, for example, in the fire metaphor. The 
thing burning corresponds to the angry person. The heat of the fire corre-
sponds to the anger. The cause of fire corresponds to the cause of anger and 
so on. These mappings give us pretty good motivation for why the words mean 
what they do.

So “he was spitting fire” is an obviously intense kind of fire activity and so 
probably there is a large amount of heat in connection with it. We know this 
from all the dragon tales in European folklore. I would be curious to know, if 
you have the same kinds of dragon tales in other cultures, or maybe the drag-
on plays a very different kind of role. But this spitting-fire image comes from 
European folklore with the dragons spitting fire and blazing everything, de-
stroying everything, with an obviously very intense heat.

That corresponds to the intensity of anger. This is an example where a 
particular mapping provides some of the meaning—maybe not the most de-
tailed kind of meaning, but some of the meaning of a particular metaphorical 
expression, and the same would apply to many of the other cases, like fanning 
the flames of fire where if you fan the flames, then you make it more intense, 
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you produce more heat, and then the emotion or whatever state we are talking 
about would be seen as more intense.

What we notice is something more general, namely that if we look at the 
mappings that we saw for anger, we would find roughly the same kinds of 
mappings for all the other six conceptual metaphors. In other words, what we 
would find is that the thing burning corresponds to the person in a particular 
state, the fire corresponds to the state or the process, the cause of the fire to 
the cause of the state or process, the beginning of the fire to the beginning of 
the state or process, the existence of the fire to the existence of the state, the 
end of the fire to the end of the state, or the degree of the heat of the fire to the 
intensity of the state.

So what we can observe here is that we can make a generalization on the 
basis of all these fire-related conceptual metaphors. We have seen seven of 
them, and it turns out that all seven of them seem to have at least roughly or 
globally the same kind of structure spelled out by the same mappings. It is not 
the case that fire is used in one way in the anger is fire metaphor, and in a 
completely different way in the love is fire metaphor or in the life is fire 
metaphor. It looks like we have a more general kind of conceptual metaphor, 
a higher-level metaphor that we can call intensity is heat. That seems to 
motivate the particular specific-level conceptual metaphors, which in turn 
motivate the meanings of the particular expressions that are based on them.

Now I believe that this kind of systematicity would be extremely useful in 
the teaching of idioms. Unfortunately I haven’t seen any of the English lan-
guage textbooks have this kind of approach to the teaching of idioms for any 
language. I find this remarkable, possibly new, way of approaching language 
teaching, which can make a large number of idiomatic expressions highly 
motivated, and if they are highly motivated, the assumption of course is that 
higher motivation facilitates learning in general. So for that reason this could 
be a very fruitful kind of project to pursue.

Ok, now the second issue is “how and to what degree are idioms motivated 
in relation to two languages”. Well of course this is even more important than 
the previous one, because when we talk about the teaching of a foreign lan-
guage, we talk about two languages, and so here the question is, do the meta-
phors in different languages coincide—do languages use at least some of the 
same metaphors? The other question would be if they do, do they make use of 
the same conceptual structures like the same mappings for those metaphors 
that would be shared?

I did an extremely informal kind of study of this. I looked at what I call the 
“abstract complex systems” metaphor. I previously talked about the abstract 
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complex systems metaphor, which consists of the building source domain, 
the machine source domain, the plant source domain, and the human 
body source domain. Now I want to focus on the building part of it.

Alice Deignan, a very good British corpus linguist, works on the use of con-
ceptual metaphor and makes use of conceptual metaphor theory in her work. 
As a corpus linguist, she had a metaphor dictionary published about ten years 
ago and she structured her dictionary of metaphors according to source do-
mains. I looked at her dictionary and took the building source domain and 
what I found on the basis of her work was that, in English, theories are concep-
tualized as buildings, relationships are conceptualized as buildings, compa-
nies are conceptualized as buildings, economic systems are buildings, careers 
are buildings, and life is also a building.

What I did was take some of the examples from her work and I posted a 
message to the cog-ling list, asking colleagues in various parts of the world 
if these metaphors exist in the languages that they use as native speakers, 
and I got, I received some valuable feedback from speakers of all kinds of  
languages.

For example, I got feedback from a speaker of Japanese, who said, “Yes, in 
Japanese, you also construct a theory. In Japanese, relationships are built and 
ruined. Economic systems may be built. One’s life may have a foundation;” and 
so on and so forth. So it was quite amazing to find that Japanese makes use 
of most of the conceptual metaphors that English does. I also got feedback 
from Brazilian Portuguese, where the abstract complex metaphors are clearly 
present. All the target domains that I mentioned for Japanese are also pres-
ent in Brazilian Portuguese. I got some feedback from a cognitive linguist in 
Tunisia who said that the same applies to Tunisian Arabic. He mentioned that 
there might be some subtle differences in the scope of the building source 
domain. The scope means that you have a source domain, and the source do-
main may take different target domains in one language than in another. The 
basic ones that we have seen here, like theory, relationship, life, and so 
on, also exist in Tunisian Arabic. And the same applies to Hungarian, where 
we found exactly the same metaphors as in English, Portuguese, Japanese,  
and Arabic.

Now it turns out that these are completely unrelated languages in the world. 
The issue then becomes the more specific one. Do the idiomatic expressions 
themselves have the same meaning across these languages? I looked more 
closely at the mappings—the ways those particular idiomatic metaphor-based 
idiomatic expressions are used in the examples sent by these colleagues.

Let’s take the ruin/destroy part of this. All the colleagues mentioned the 
verb ruin and destroy in connection with the building metaphor. In Japanese, 
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for example, you can have “her idealism got ruined.” In Brazilian Portuguese  
“their marriage is falling into ruins.” In Tunisian Arabic “he followed poli-
tics, and destroyed his career by his own hands.” So it seems that the verbs  
destroy and ruin are used in roughly the same way and have the same meaning 
across these very different languages. That indicates that there is an underlying 
mapping—a generic-level mapping that is responsible for this and we can put 
it as for a building to be ruined or destroyed corresponds to a theory, relation-
ship, career, and so on, to end. So it looks like universally similar experiences, 
like the building process, the building itself, the destruction of the building, 
create universal sets of meanings conveyed by the generic-level metaphor  
abstract complex systems are buildings.

So what seems to be remarkable to my mind about these examples is that 
we have a relatively small number of conceptual or cognitive devices; we have 
high-level, generic-level conceptual metaphors and more specific-level con-
ceptual metaphors; we have the mappings for both the generic-level metaphor 
and the specific-level metaphor. So we have a small number of conceptual 
devices and structures that can account for a huge number of idiomatic ex-
pressions in extremely different languages across the world. That is a remark-
able conclusion I think, although I’m the first person to admit that this was an 
extremely informal kind of study—but it is a very promising one. If it is cor-
rect and if you can do it on a larger scale and you get something similar, then  
I think it would have very important implications for the teaching of foreign 
languages. Can you imagine how much we would gain if by means of a small 
number of such structures, such conceptual structures and devices, we could 
systematically account for hundreds and thousands of metaphor-based idioms 
across languages of the world. This would greatly facilitate language teaching 
and language learning, I think.

Let’s turn to the third issue: how do different languages express idiomatic 
meanings? Again I did a very simple experiment. I took the time is money 
metaphor, or the more general time is a valuable commodity metaphor 
from Lakoff and Johnson’s 1980 book. Then, with a group of Hungarian stu-
dents, I asked them to translate English metaphor-based idiomatic expressions 
into Hungarian in the most natural way that they can think of. These were MA 
level students—they all spoke advanced English, and there were about twenty 
of them. So I would think that they understood the English idiomatic expres-
sions and they had sufficient competence to translate them into Hungarian.

Now after they had done that, we looked at four things. We looked first at 
the first issue of: Are the words used for the expressions of the metaphor in the 
two languages the same or different? Notice that obviously the answer to this 
is that they are different, because we are talking about the English language 
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and the Hungarian language. However, in some cases, this might be not that 
obvious. There are many international words where you can find some pho-
nological similarity, like “sympathy” is used, or there are many international 
words that occur in several languages. But the default case is of course if you 
use two different languages, then the words that are used are obviously and 
automatically different.

The second issue that we looked at was if the literal meaning of the words 
used in the two languages the same or different? That is, there is the metaphor 
and idioms based on it. Is the word used in the idiom, does it have the same 
literal meaning in the two languages or not?

The third issue we looked at was if the figurative meaning of the words used 
in the languages the same or different? So we distinguish the literal meaning 
from the figurative, intended figurative meaning and there the question was: Is 
it the same or different? Obviously in most cases, if the translation is good, it 
should be the same, because after all that’s the semantic effect that you want 
to achieve with the translation.

And fourthly, we asked if the words used in the two languages belong to the 
same or different conceptual metaphors? That is, you use a particular expres-
sion as the translation of an idiom in another language and the question is: Do 
you use the same conceptual metaphor in your language that is used in the 
other language?

What we found here was that there were three clearly distinguishable pat-
terns. The first was, it can be exemplified by the expression “you are wasting my 
time”. These are all Lakoff and Johnson’s examples, translated into Hungarian. 
When you translate this, what it comes to is something like “waste the time-
my” where we find, we get the following pattern: the word form, obviously  
the word form of the Hungarian verb is different. The literal meaning is the 
same, the figurative meaning is the same, and the conceptual metaphor is  
the same. The Hungarian verb that is used for “waste” is the same, it has the 
same meaning as the English verb waste.

Now consider the second case: “He’s living on borrowed time”. This turns 
out to be a little bit difficult for Hungarian speakers. So we got two different 
translations for it. The first one was “every day gift for-him”, the second one 
“got one little time as-a-gift the life-from”. Now, ok, in this case what we find 
is that the word forms are obviously different. The literal meaning is differ-
ent, because borrow does not show up in the Hungarian at all. The figura-
tive meaning is the same, at least roughly, and the conceptual metaphor is  
the same.

A gift is not always money, however. At this stage we have to take into ac-
count the more general version of the metaphor, which is time is a valuable 
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commodity. You can say that yes, a gift is a kind of valuable commodity. So in 
that sense, it would be the same conceptual metaphor.

The third case that we found was time is a container. I’m giving myself 
away. “How do you spend your time these days?”, this is another example from 
Lakoff and Johnson, in Hungarian “with what/how fill-you the time-yours now-
adays”. In other words, it looks like Hungarian does not make use of the time 
is a valuable commodity metaphor to express this. Instead, they make 
use of the time is a container metaphor in which the actions that you do 
are substances that go into the time container and you fill the time container 
with the actions that you are engaged in. So we have the following pattern for 
this case: the literal meaning is different, the figurative meaning is the same, 
and the conceptual metaphor is different.

Now on the basis of this very small-scale study, we arrive at the following 
frequency of the patterns. The most common pattern that we found was “dif-
ferent, same, same, same”, that is, different words, same literal meaning, same 
figurative meaning, same conceptual metaphor. The second most common 
pattern was different, different (in other words, different literal meaning), 
same figurative meaning, same conceptual metaphor. And the least produc-
tive pattern was “different, different, same, different”. The figurative meaning 
is the same everywhere because obviously the whole purpose of the thing is to 
provide a faithful translation.

However, this does not mean that the figurative meaning never changes. 
As a matter of fact, in translations of poetry and in translations of fiction, it 
commonly happens that the figurative meaning also changes in the course of 
translation.

So my suggestion is that similar but sufficiently large-scale studies may re-
veal which patterns are favored or less favored in the expressions of figura-
tive meaning in relation to other languages and other conceptual metaphors. 
Notice that I am not suggesting that this is a general difference in the patterns 
used by speakers of Hungarian and speakers of English. This is just limited to 
one particular conceptual metaphor which is the time is money conceptual 
metaphor. You can imagine the amount of work and the enormity of a project 
in which you would want to look at perhaps the one hundred most common 
metaphors in one language, compared in terms of patterns in another, with 
the equivalence of these conceptual metaphors in another language, let alone 
several languages. It would be a gigantic task. It would require a huge amount 
of government grants, I think.

Now the fourth and final issue would be this: How and to what degree do  
the cultural-ideological backgrounds underlying particular languages play a 
role in the expression of idiomatic meanings? Notice what we have found so 
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far. What we found was that students translated particular idiomatic expres-
sions from English into Hungarian and they came up with more or less natural, 
acceptable equivalents. However, our impression in working on these transla-
tions was that this is only a part of the story, there must be more happening 
here, because we found interesting subtleties in the details of the translation, 
details that I haven’t discussed so far.

Another metaphor that we looked at was another one of the metaphors 
from Lakoff and Johnson, love is a journey. Let’s look at the finer details of 
translation. Those finer details of the translation pointed to interesting poten-
tial differences between at least American English, or English in general, and 
its cultural context, and Hungarian and its cultural context on the other hand.

So consider the following examples from Lakoff and Johnson “we’re stuck”.  
In Hungarian you can’t really use it like this, you can’t use the expression with 
some kind of first person plural subject, in subject position plus a verb. You 
cannot do that. Or you can do that, but it is somehow false or considered to be a 
poor translation. Most people translated this in the following way “relationship-
our stuck”. Or if you take “we’re, we have got off the track”, again you cannot 
do this in Hungarian. Instead you have to say something like “relationship-our 
got- off- the- track” or “relationship-our ran-aground”.

Notice what the essential difference seems to be not so much in linguis-
tic terms, but in cultural terms. It looks like we have a situation in which in 
English you have active participants in an event and in this case indicated by 
we, “we got stuck” and “we have got off the track”. There’s somehow blockage 
along the path and they cannot move on, but they are still actively participat-
ing in the thing.

For some reason, Hungarians cannot say this. We have to use relationship 
and the relationship getting stuck, the relationship getting, running aground, 
or the relationship getting off the track. That seems to indicate a fair amount 
of passive attitude to a situation like this, to a lot of situations like the one in-
dicated by these examples. I don’t know how general this is, whether it extends 
beyond this particular metaphor, or whether it extends beyond these particu-
lar examples, but it was interesting to see that most of the Hungarian students 
conceived of it in this way and they put relationship in the subject position 
instead of some active participants like in English.

Secondly, consider the following examples “we will just have to go our sepa-
rate ways”. If you want to translate this like it is in English, you cannot do it. 
What you have to say is something like “separate ways-our/our- ways separate”. 
Another example from Lakoff and Johnson is “we can’t turn back now”. Again 
you cannot do this in Hungarian, you have to say something like “from here 
already no back-way”. What seems to be going on here, at least very generally 
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speaking, is that we have more active kinds of participants in English who 
make some decisions based on some internal judgments. There are some, they 
think about it a little bit and it’s as if they draw a conclusion that we’ll just have 
to go our separate ways. There are internal decisions on the basis of which they 
make this conclusion.

Now in contrast to this, Hungarian speakers adopt a fatalistic kind of at-
titude. They cannot go on together in the journey of love based on some in-
ternal considerations. They say that external circumstances don’t allow us to 
continue on the way as we did before, and so there is some kind of difference 
here between the two cultures that can be characterized by somewhat differ-
ent values, such that Hungarian is a fatalistic kind of culture as opposed to 
American English which does not seem to display that property—or at least 
not to the same degree.

Let’s address the final group of metaphors, “look how far we have come”. 
Hungarians could translate this sentence but—and this is indicated by a ques-
tion mark in front of the sentence—they explained that, yes, we can under-
stand this and we can say it if we force things a little bit, but this would be 
something that no Hungarian would ever explicitly say. The same applies to 
“where are we?” Again they understood it; they translated it in exactly the same 
way—“where are-we now?”

However, they also make the comment that this is not natural at all for 
Hungarian. For Hungarians, the English sentences in this metaphor seem to 
suggest that the participants in the love relationship somehow are looking 
at the love relationship from the outside. They place themselves outside the  
relationship and they ask the question “well, where are we? Where are we 
going?”, and so on and so forth. That is somehow not possible to the Hungarian 
mind. I don’t know whether the introverted character of the attitude that 
Hungarians have to love in this case is a good character term to indicate the 
different values [introverted vs. extroverted], but I think you can all see that 
there is a difference here in attitude between people who can step outside  
the relationship and look at it from the outside versus another group that sim-
ply cannot do this. This is why Hungarians find these English sentences some-
what strange.

I sent this analysis to some native speakers of British English. The native 
speakers of British English told me that they cannot say it either. They do not 
use “where are we” and they said that’s typically American. We find an inter-
esting difference here, perhaps between European attitudes and American 
attitudes—some further investigation could be worthwhile. So such cul-
tural differences seem to include opposing values, like activity/passivity, op-
timistic/fatalistic, and extroverted/introverted in the worldview of the two 
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cultural-linguistic communities. Again, if you really want to teach your stu-
dents in a systematic way and in a subtly enough way how these metaphor-
based idioms work, I think this should be a large part of your project.

The first conclusion here is that the existence of many idioms and their 
meanings in particular languages derive from the presence of certain concep-
tual metaphors and that of systematic mappings in the mind of the speakers 
of these languages.

Second, the existence of the same conceptual metaphor and their metaphor-
based idiomatic expressions together with their meanings derive from the near- 
universal conceptual metaphors and systematic mappings constituting them.

Third, the linguistic expression of the same conceptual metaphor may vary 
from language to language. Speakers of different languages seem to have differ-
ent patterns in expressing the conceptual metaphors.

Fourth, the expression of the same conceptual metaphors may differ not 
only in the types of patterns speakers of different languages tend to make use 
of, but also in the cultural-ideological backgrounds underlying the languages.

So it seems to me that on the whole we need a great deal more systema-
ticity in the teaching of idioms in foreign languages than what is presently  
available. If you do successfully conduct a more systematic study, then it  
could revolutionize language curriculum structure and textbook writing—
it would probably also revolutionize the teaching of idioms occurs in actual 
classroom settings.
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Lecture 10

Theories of Metaphor: A Synthesis

Unfortunately, most of the people who have done work on metaphor are 
not here so we cannot talk face to face. Nevertheless, the ideas are here. You 
are now familiar with most of the theories of metaphor that are cognitively-
orientated. I am trying to undertake a formidable task of assessing the different 
cognitive theories of metaphor—and it’s a difficult task.

I am hoping that this assessment will help us think about some of the issues 
involved when we try to assess the merits of particular theories of metaphor. 
There are some cognitively oriented metaphor theories that I want to briefly 
discuss and recap.

The theory of metaphor as categorization is essentially the theory by 
Glucksberg. There is the standard view of conceptual metaphor theory, espe-
cially as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson. Then there is blending theory, as 
proposed by Fauconnier and Turner. There is the neural theory of metaphor, 
which is a very recent one, as proposed by George Lakoff in the Cambridge 
Handbook of Metaphor. There is my version of the standard theory of meta-
phor, which I, for lack of a better term, call “conceptual metaphor theory as 
based on the idea of main meaning focus.” I will say a lot more about this. Then 
we will very briefly touch on relevance theory—but you will see that relevance 
theory is something entirely different in its main suggestions.

How can we assess the different theories if it is very difficult? You don’t 
know where to begin, what to start with. I felt that maybe the best way to do 
this would be to find a particular metaphorical example that is discussed by 
at least most of these people who represent some of the different versions  
of metaphor theory. If we can find an example like that, then we can see how 
the different theories approach the particular example and provide explana-
tions of it.

http://www.figshare.com
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5948401
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Fortunately enough, there seems to be one metaphorical example that is 
discussed by each of the proponents that I have mentioned, and that is a rather 
unfortunate metaphor—“this surgeon is a butcher”, unfortunate not as a meta-
phor but as the meaning, as the meaning that applies to that metaphor.

I will use this particular example to assess the various approaches in order to 
see how they are related. I will be characterizing the theories as objectively as 
possible, that is, I’ll try to present them here as the authors themselves would 
present them. I’ll be assuming that the theories are all valid as they stand. 
However, toward the end of this discussion, I will ask the inevitable question 
of which one of the cognitive mechanisms that the different theories employ 
are needed to account for the construction of the meaning of this particular 
metaphorical sentence.

Now I want to begin with the Categorization View of Metaphor proposed by 
Glucksberg. In this theory of metaphor, an entity is assigned to a category that 
is exemplified by or typical of another entity also belonging to that category. 
So if you take this particular example “this surgeon is a butcher”, what happens 
there is that the surgeon as an entity is assigned to a higher-level category, in 
this case “incompetence”, that is exemplified by the concept of a butcher.

So the property that Glucksberg and others use is “bumbling, atrocious 
worker” as synonymous. This is why it’s called the Categorization View of 
Metaphor, because you assign an entity to a superordinate category that is ex-
emplified by a concept that belongs to that category—in this case, butcher.

So “the surgeon is a butcher” means what it means, because we assign sur-
geon to the category of “bumbling, atrocious workers” and that is typified 
by butchers. Glucksberg would also probably agree with this categorization.  
As a matter of fact, I take this categorization almost literally word for word 
from him.

Let’s take the next theory of metaphor, the “Standard” Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory. By “Standard” Conceptual Metaphor Theory, I mean more or less the 
original Lakoff-Johnson view. I should mention that the Standard Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory did not really look at this metaphor. However, we could easily 
do an analysis of this in terms of conceptual metaphor theory in the standard 
version of it. If we did an analysis of it, it would look something like this. We 
would have to set up a source domain and a target domain. The source domain 
would be butchery; the target domain would be surgery. Then we would 
have to set up a set of mappings where you find that the butcher corresponds 
to the surgeon; the tool used, the cleaver, in butchery corresponds to the tool 
used in surgery that is a scalpel; the animal corresponds to the human being, 
the commodity to the patient, the abattoir to the operating room, the goal of 
severing meat corresponds to the goal of healing, the means of butchery to 
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the means of surgery, and finally, and this is the tricky part, the sloppiness or 
carelessness of the butcher corresponds to the sloppiness and the carelessness 
of the surgeon.

There is one extremely significant difference between the last mapping and 
all the other mappings. The difference is that all the other mappings have cor-
responding entities in the two domains. The butcher corresponds to the sur-
geon; the cleaver corresponds to the scalpel and so on and so forth. However, 
in a way it would be difficult to say that the sloppiness and the carelessness 
of the butcher corresponds to the existing sloppiness and the carelessness of 
the surgeon. We would have to say in the Standard Metaphor Theory is that 
the sloppiness and the carelessness of the butcher is mapped onto the sur-
geon. The problem is that we do not consider butchers as inherently sloppy 
and careless and incompetent. So whereas in the previous cases the means of 
butchery and the means of surgery are in correspondence, they both exist in 
their respective domains. The sloppiness and the carelessness of the butcher 
should be carried over to the surgery domain, but even before we do that, the 
problem is that butchers are not inherently sloppy and careless. As a matter of 
fact, many butchers are very clever and they are very good at their jobs. This is 
a problem and probably why no one really tried to do an analysis of this par-
ticular example by means of the conceptual standard version of Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory.

Blending theory then came along—Fauconnier and Turner and several 
other people suggested that they know what the solution is. The solution is 
the following. You have the usual set-up of blending theory where you have 
all the mappings that we have seen in the hypothetical analysis of Standard 
Metaphor Theory. You have the source domain and the target domain, now 
called input 1 and input 2, the “butchery” input and the “surgery” input. There 
is a generic space where a person employs a sharp tool to a body, which is the 
commonality between the surgery and the butchery domains.

However, in a very clever way what blending theorists do is that they say 
that, ok, in the butchery domain you have the means of butchery; in the  
surgery domain, you have the purpose of surgery. If you project the property  
from the butchery domain, the means of surgery, to the blend at the bottom, 
and if you project the purpose of surgery from the surgery domain to the  
right, then you get a conflict. The conflict is that if you try to use the means  
of butchery for the purpose of healing a patient, then you run into trouble.  
The problem is that you can’t operate on a patient and restore the health  
of the person if you use the means of butchery. So a surgeon who attempts this 
can only be incompetent. So this is the standard Blending Theory solution to 
this problem.
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There is a huge amount of competition between Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory and Conceptual Integration Theory. If you look at the Cambridge 
Handbook of Metaphor (2008), what you find is that Fauconnier and Turner 
have a paper in which they argue at length that Conceptual Integration Theory 
is superior to Conceptual Metaphor Theory. In the same volume, you will find 
Lakoff ’s Extended Metaphor Theory, in which he argues that basically his ver-
sion of metaphor theory is superior to Conceptual Integration Theory. So there 
is a great deal of competition between these two theories and also the other 
theories that I have mentioned.

So what Lakoff is doing based on his new neural theory of language and 
his neural theory of metaphor, he comes up with what I term as the Extended 
Theory of Conceptual Metaphors by Lakoff. In that view, Lakoff also analyzes 
this particular sentence and what he gets is the following metaphor: A person 
who performs actions with certain characteristics is a mem-
ber of a profession known for those characteristics. So, in other 
words, if the surgeon performs actions with the carelessness and the sloppi-
ness of a butcher, this kind of surgeon will be understood as a butcher. He will 
be considered as a member of the profession known for those characteristics. 
The characteristics of the butcher are sloppiness and carelessness, so these 
properties will also apply to the surgeon. This is Lakoff ’s most recent statement 
about this particular example.

Now I would like to propose a somewhat different theory of metaphor 
along the lines of Conceptual Metaphor Theory, which I dub the Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory as Based on the idea of the Main Meaning Focus. Now you 
can find a definition of what I mean by the Main Meaning Focus. It says each 
source is associated with a particular meaning focus that is mapped onto the 
target. This meaning focus is constituted by the central knowledge that per-
tains to a particular entity or event within a speech community. The target 
inherits the main meaning focus of the source.

Although I make reference here to Langacker, I am not at all convinced that 
this is the same idea that Langacker has in mind. What I have in mind in con-
nection with the Main Meaning Focus is that if you look at the standard major 
example of Conceptual Metaphor Theory, like the metaphors with the build-
ing source domain, the metaphors with the fire source domain, metaphors 
with the plant source domain, metaphors with the machine source domain, 
what I see in all these cases is that they all have a particular meaning profile 
and that meaning profile can be gathered from the series of expressions or the 
particular metaphorical expressions that are most commonly used in connec-
tion with each of these source domains.
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So what are the meaning profiles that are captured by these particular  
metaphors? For example, if you take the machine metaphor, things like you 
have to oil the wheels of society, and democracy isn’t functioning in this or 
that country, or millions of other cases, what you find is that all of these ex-
amples have to do with the functioning of a complex abstract system, in this 
case society. But it can be the human mind, for example, “I feel rusty today”, 
“my mind isn’t working today”. These and other examples suggest that when 
we use the machine metaphor, we use that because we want to express a par-
ticular meaning profile, a meaning focus as I call it, which is that of appropriate 
functioning.

In the case of fire, for example, the meaning focus would be what has to 
do with intensity. I just went through a large number of examples to show this 
earlier. When we look at the different conceptual metaphors that have fire  
as their source domain, 90% of the examples indicate some kind of intensity 
in them.

Ok in the same way, the building metaphor is all about creating a strong 
structure. And so this is what I mean by the meaning profile or the main 
meaning focus of a particular conceptual metaphor, and I am not suggesting 
that there is only a single meaning profile or there is only one meaning focus  
associated with a particular source domain. I think in many cases, there can  
be several.

Now there is a problem with this view. The problem is that you have to fix in 
advance what the meaning focus is or what the meaning profile of a particular 
source domain is. What I would like to suggest now is that in addition to the 
original definition, we should make this more flexible and think of the mean-
ing profile or the meaning focus in more flexible ways, by for example, saying 
that a particular meaning focus can emerge in particular contexts. One of the 
contexts in which it can emerge is when you place two concepts in contrast 
with each other. I would like to suggest that that is exactly the case, happening 
in the case of “this surgeon is a butcher”.

Now one of the big issues about the interpretation of this particular met-
aphor in the literature is whether the particular meaning of incompetence, 
or, as a dictionary says “a bumbling botching kind of worker” is a pre-existing 
kind of meaning, is a conventional meaning of butchers or not. According to 
Webster’s dictionary, it is one of the meanings, so it seems to be a convention-
alized sense of butcher. It is the third sense. Another sense of it is one that  
kills ruthlessly or brutally and I think this could be considered as another  
meaning focus of the same metaphor. It seems that different people can con-
strue the meaning of this sentence depending on which sense they have in 



120 Lecture 10

mind. So some people can think of “the surgeon is a butcher” probably as 
someone who is such a bad surgeon that he has killed several people during 
his operations.

The crucial question is how this conventionalized sense emerges and now 
that’s what I would like to turn to. I would like to suggest that there is, a con-
ceptual metonymy present here and a particular metonymy that explains the 
emergence of this meaning as a category for its property. That is, when-
ever you have a conceptual category that is characterized by particular fea-
tures or properties, you can have the whole category stand for the properties of  
that category.

So you can use, for example, butcher to stand for one of its properties, 
namely that the butcher is bumbling or incompetent or sloppy or careless and 
so on. Now this kind of metonymy can be found in a large number of other 
cases, not only in butcher.

For example, pig or bull can be used in exactly the same ways metaphori-
cally. When you say that someone is a pig, what you probably mean is that 
the person leaves a mess and is not very tidy and so on and so forth. It seems 
that there are many conceptual categories like surgeon, like pig, like bull, and 
a large number of others that can be used metaphorically, given the particular 
conceptual metonymy a category standing for a property of that 
category.

A further question, however, is why do we see the movements of the butcher 
as careless, sloppy, and imprecise, and eventually why do we see the butcher as 
incompetent? I would like to suggest here that we do that because we interpret 
the butcher’s actions in reference to the surgeon’s work. So when these two cat-
egories are brought together—and it is another interesting issue why they are 
brought together; my simple explanation is that they are brought together be-
cause they share so much and it is very easy to set up a metaphorical relation-
ship between the two of them—we interpret the butcher’s actions in terms of 
the surgeon’s actions. The surgeon’s actions are inherently considered to be 
precise and refined and very careful. Notice that independently of any meta-
phorical usage in relation to butcher, we can use surgeon in such an expression 
as a surgical operation, where the idea is that something is done extremely 
carefully with a great deal of precision.

Now given these properties, like precision and carefulness and so on, of this 
surgeon, in light of the surgeon, we can see the movements, the actions of the 
butcher as very sloppy, very imprecise. So what is going on here is that we make 
use of the surgeon as a background to build up the features or the properties 
of the butcher.
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It is when we bring the butcher and the surgeon into some kind of a con-
trast, in a contrastive situation like this, that we build particular properties for 
the butcher, which is that the butcher is careless and sloppy and eventually 
incompetent. Now as a further part of the suggestion, what happens is that 
the theorized meaning, this theorized property of the butcher can now be 
mapped onto the surgeon. Because the butcher is seen as careless and impre-
cise and sloppy and so on in light of the surgeon’s work, you can map the newly 
emerging feature onto the surgeon, and so the “Standard” Metaphor Theory 
can be saved with this, given this solution. You can see this in the diagram in 
the handout.

So what we see is that basically this is a diagram that is a blend. As a  
matter of fact, we have the option of simply carrying over the newly emerg-
ing feature of sloppy and careless to the target domain of surgery as in the 
usual procedure of the conceptual metaphor theory or we can think of this as 
a blend and now I have done this as a blend. What is going on here is that you 
have the usual mappings between butchery and surgery.

You have a generic space, which is the basis of the comparison. Then you 
interpret the actions, the movement of the butcher in light of how the surgeon 
works, and given that comparison, given that interpretation of the butcher’s 
work, the newly emerging feature of careless and sloppy and so on will create a 
new source domain. Given that new source domain, we can project the feature 
of careless and sloppy into the blend. You now have in the blend the surgeon 
with all the elements in the surgery domain, except one, which is sloppy and 
the careless work. So this would be my way of characterizing what happens in 
this particular case using what I call the Conceptual Metaphor Theory as Based 
on the idea of Main Meaning Focus.

Now we can ask the inevitable question. The inevitable question is how do 
these analyses fit together and what are the cognitive mechanisms that are 
actually needed to make sense of the meaning of this particular sentence? 
Eventually there is the question of what is the best theory given the ones that 
I have discussed. Well, here are some of the most important cognitive mecha-
nisms needed to construct the meaning of this sentence. We have the sur-
gery is butchery metaphor. We have the Lakoffian metaphor, A person 
who performs actions with certain characteristics is a member 
of a profession known for those characteristics.

Now notice that I did not make use of this particular metaphor in my way 
of working out the meaning of the sentence. Given the Lakoffian metaphor, 
you can think in the following way. You can say that the surgeon has certain 
characteristics, he performs work with particular characteristics and those 
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characteristics project him into the butchery frame and because he is now a 
value in the butcher role—the surgeon is a butcher—you have him as a value 
projected into the butchery frame as a value, and because he is now in the 
butchery frame in the role of the butcher, it will adopt the features of a butcher 
which is that the butcher is careless, sloppy, and so on.

So this is the Lakoffian solution—this is a possibility. However, this is not 
the way I did the analysis. The way I did the analysis was that there is the 
butcher who is seen in light of the surgeon, as being categorized by particular 
negative features like sloppiness and carelessness and so on, and this feature is 
projected into a blended space where it will categorize a particular surgeon. So 
I think basically the mechanism is the same, except that in Lakoff ’s case, the 
surgeon becomes a value in the butchery frame, whereas in my solution the 
sloppy careless characteristic of the surgeon becomes a part of the character-
ization of the surgeon in the blend.

Another thing, another conceptual mechanism that is needed, as I have 
shown, is the whole category for a characteristic property of 
the category, and this is metonymy. I used this when I said that the butcher 
is a conceptual category characterized by certain properties and it can stand 
for those properties. Also there was the generic space of surgery and butch-
ery. This is clear. This is what they share. Then there is surgery as a concep-
tual background to the interpretation of butchery. Notice that the surgeon in 
the surgery frame is characterized inherently by such features as precise and 
careful, and when you bring this concept of surgeon into correspondence with 
butchers, the contrastive situation results in the butcher being seen as the op-
posite: careless and sloppy.

These are the cognitive mechanisms that are absolutely needed to get the 
meaning of this particular sentence. We have seen a number of interpretations 
and a number of theories that make use of such mechanisms. Now Sperber 
and Wilson in their relevance theory, however, go a completely a different way. 
They suggest that in relevance theory, given a relevance theoretical framework, 
you don’t need any of these. You don’t need metaphor. You don’t need meton-
ymy. You don’t need anything. Consider the following quote from their paper:

The inferential path to an adequate understanding of the sentence  
“this surgeon is a butcher” involves an evocation of the way butchers treat 
flesh and the construction on that basis of an ad hoc concept butcher*, 
denoting people who treat flesh in the way butchers do.… For a butcher, 
being a butcher* is a quasi-pleonastic property. For a surgeon, on the 
other hand, it does imply gross incompetence …”
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So Sperber and Wilson suggest that, they can easily derive the particular 
meaning of the sentence without any reliance on blending, metaphor, metony-
my, or anything. However, I would suggest that what they call inferential mech-
anism is very heavily based on a particular metonymy and the metonymy can 
be given as a category with A property for all individuals with 
that property. So if you have a surgeon with the properties of a butcher, 
then that will stand for all the individuals that will have that property. I think 
there is a metonymy there, and it is not the case in my mind that you can ig-
nore the conceptual mechanisms of metaphor, metonymy, blending, and so on 
in your account of the sentence.

So what is the final conclusion that I can draw from this? It seems to me that 
no single theory explains everything about the process of meaning construc-
tion required for the sentence. In this sense, the different theories fit together 
and complement each other in a natural way. In a way it seems to me that all 
these competing views in Cognitive Linguistics should naturally happen be-
cause we need all of these processes that I have talked about.
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