Lakoff Johnson Metaphors We Live
By

lakoff johnson metaphors we live by The phrase "Metaphors We Live By,"
popularized by cognitive linguists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their
groundbreaking 1980 book of the same name, marks a pivotal shift in understanding
how language shapes thought, perception, and human experience. Their work
challenges the traditional view that metaphors are merely rhetorical devices or
decorative language; instead, they argue that metaphors are fundamental to our
cognition. They serve as cognitive tools that structure how we conceptualize abstract
ideas and organize our daily experiences. This article explores the core concepts from
Lakoff and Johnson’s "Metaphors We Live By," examining how metaphors influence
language, thought, and culture, and illustrating their significance in understanding
human cognition.

Understanding the Concept of Metaphors in Cognitive
Science

What Are Metaphors Beyond Language?

Traditionally, metaphors have been viewed as figures of speech—linguistic expressions
used to create vivid imagery or emphasize certain ideas. For example, saying "time is
money" or "argument is war" are metaphors that enrich language but are often
considered stylistic devices. Lakoff and Johnson revolutionized this perspective by
proposing that metaphors are more than linguistic ornaments; they are foundational to
our way of understanding the world. In their view, metaphors are conceptual mappings
that link familiar, concrete concepts to more abstract or complex ideas. These mappings
help us navigate abstract domains by leveraging our embodied experience—our physical
interactions, sensory perceptions, and everyday actions.

The Cognitive Role of Metaphors

According to Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors: - Shape our perceptions and actions. -
Influence our reasoning and decision-making. - Form the basis of our cultural and
personal narratives. For example, understanding "anger is fire" influences how we
interpret emotional responses, leading us to think of anger as something that can be
"fanned," "doused," or "raging." This metaphor affects not only language but also how
individuals perceive and respond to emotional states.
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Core Principles of Lakoff and Johnson’s Theory

Conceptual Metaphors as Fundamental Structures

Lakoff and Johnson argue that our cognition is fundamentally metaphorical. They
identify numerous conceptual metaphors that pervade our thinking, such as: -
ARGUMENT IS WAR: viewing arguments as battles to be won or lost. - TIME IS MONEY:
perceiving time as a valuable resource that can be saved, spent, or wasted. - LIFE IS A
JOURNEY: conceptualizing life as a path with obstacles, goals, and destinations. These
metaphors are not superficial; they are deeply embedded in our language and thought
processes, influencing how we interpret experiences and communicate ideas.

Embodiment and Experiential Bases

A key insight from Lakoff and Johnson is that metaphors are grounded in embodied
experience. Our physical interactions with the environment—such as moving through
space, manipulating objects, and experiencing sensations—form the basis for many
metaphors. For example, our understanding of "up" and "down" is rooted in physical
orientation and gravity, which then extend metaphorically to concepts like "happy" (up)
and "sad" (down).

Major Types of Conceptual Metaphors

Ontological Metaphors

These metaphors involve understanding abstract entities as concrete objects or
substances. Examples include: - The mind is a container ("He has a lot of ideas in his
mind"). - The mind is a person ("He can't get his mind to focus"). Ontological metaphors
help us attribute agency and substance to abstract phenomena, making them easier to
conceptualize.

Orientational Metaphors

These organize ideas in terms of spatial orientation. Examples include: - UP is good;
DOWN is bad ("I'm feeling up today" vs. "I'm feeling down"). - IN is contained; OUT is
external ("He is in trouble" vs. "He came out of the situation"). Such metaphors shape
our moral and emotional judgments.

Structural Metaphors

These involve mapping the structure of one concept onto another. For example: -
ARGUMENT IS WAR ("He shot down all my arguments"). - TIME IS MONEY (“You're
wasting my time"). Structural metaphors often underpin entire systems of thought and



discourse.

Implications of Lakoff and Johnson’s Theory

Language Reflects and Shapes Thought

One of the fundamental implications is that language is not just a mirror of thought but
an active participant in shaping our cognition. The metaphors we use influence how we
interpret reality and make decisions.

Metaphors as Cultural Constructs

Different cultures may have unique sets of metaphors that influence their worldview.
For example, some cultures conceptualize "time" as a river rather than a commodity,
leading to different attitudes toward punctuality and planning.

Metaphor in Politics and Media

Political rhetoric often relies heavily on metaphors. For example, framing "immigration"
as a "flood" or "invasion" influences public perception and policy debates.
Understanding these metaphors reveals their power to shape societal attitudes.

Applications of Metaphor Theory in Various Fields

Linguistics and Literary Analysis

Analyzing metaphors helps uncover underlying themes and cultural values embedded in
language and literature.

Psychology and Cognitive Science

Researchers study how metaphors affect emotional regulation, decision-making, and
problem-solving.

Education and Communication

Effective teaching often involves framing complex concepts through familiar metaphors
to facilitate understanding.

Marketing and Advertising

Advertisers craft metaphors to evoke desired emotional responses and associations with
products or brands.
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Critiques and Developments in the Theory

Limitations and Challenges

While Lakoff and Johnson's work has been influential, some critique it for
overgeneralizing the universality of metaphors and underestimating individual or
cultural differences.

Evolution of Metaphor Research

Subsequent studies have expanded on their work, exploring cross-cultural differences,
neurocognitive mechanisms, and the role of metaphors in technological and digital
contexts.

Conclusion: The Significance of "Metaphors We Live By'

The insights offered by Lakoff and Johnson have transformed our understanding of
language and thought. Recognizing that metaphors are not mere rhetorical devices but
fundamental to cognition allows us to appreciate how deeply our perceptions, emotions,
and actions are intertwined with the language we use. By examining the metaphors that
pervade our daily lives, we gain a richer understanding of human culture, psychology,
and communication. Their work underscores the importance of being conscious of the
metaphors we employ, as they shape not only how we speak but also how we think, feel,
and live. In essence, "Metaphors We Live By" reveals that humans are inherently
metaphorical beings—our entire worldview constructed through a web of conceptual
mappings rooted in embodied experience. This realization invites us to critically examine
the language and metaphors we accept as natural, opening pathways toward more
conscious and reflective communication and thought.

Metaphors We Live By: An In-Depth Exploration of Lakoff and Johnson’s Seminal Work
Introduction

In the realm of cognitive linguistics and philosophical inquiry, George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson’s "Metaphors We Live By" stands as a foundational text that fundamentally
reshaped our understanding of language, thought, and experience. Published in 1980,
the book challenges traditional notions that metaphors are merely rhetorical devices or
poetic embellishments, proposing instead that metaphors are integral to the way
humans conceptualize and navigate the world. This work bridges linguistics, philosophy,
psychology, and cognitive science, offering profound insights into how language
influences thought and vice versa.

The Central Thesis: Metaphor as a Cognitive Tool

Metaphors as Conceptual Frameworks



Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors are not just linguistic expressions but are
deeply embedded in our cognitive processes. They posit that:

1. Our understanding of abstract concepts is rooted in concrete experiences.
2. Metaphors shape our perceptions, actions, and reasoning.
3. Language reflects these underlying conceptual metaphors.

For instance, when we say "ARGUMENT IS WAR," we are not merely describing
arguments through battlefield language; we are conceptualizing argumentation itself as
a form of combat, influencing how we approach and conduct debates.

Embodied Cognition

A cornerstone of their thesis is the idea of embodied cognition, which suggests that:

1. Human cognition is grounded in bodily experiences.
2. Our physical interactions with the world inform the metaphors we develop.

This perspective shifts the view of metaphors from arbitrary or decorative language to
fundamental aspects of human thought rooted in sensory-motor experiences.

The Structure of "Metaphors We Live By"
The Methodology

Lakoff and Johnson employ a combination of:

1. Linguistic analysis
2. Philosophical argumentation
3. Psychological insights

to demonstrate how metaphors function in everyday language and thought.
Key Concepts Explored

1. Primary metaphors: Basic, universal metaphors derived from physical experiences
(e.g., "more is up," "happy is up").

2. Complex metaphors: Elaborations built upon primary metaphors, shaping complex
conceptual domains like time, emotion, morality, etc.

Major Themes and Insights
1. The Embodiment of Metaphor

One of the most revolutionary ideas in the book is that metaphors are rooted in bodily
experiences. For example:

1. The experience of spatial orientation (up/down) influences our understanding of
emotional states (e.g., "feeling down" or "feeling up").
2. The physical act of moving through space informs our metaphoric understanding of
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progress, control, and effort.

This embodiment explains why certain metaphors are nearly universal across languages

and cultures, reflecting shared human experiences.

1. Metaphors as Cognitive Mappings

Lakoff and Johnson introduce the concept of cognitive mappings—the systematic
associations between two conceptual domains. They argue that:

1. These mappings are systematic and predictable.
2. They form the basis of how we understand complex or abstract concepts.

For example:

| Conceptual Domain | Metaphorical Mapping | Example Phrase |

| Time | Is money | "Spending time," "saving time" |

| Morality | Up/down (Good is up, bad is down) | "He is feeling down," "She is on the

rise" |

1. The Role of Metaphor in Shaping Reality

Rather than viewing metaphors as mere linguistic ornaments, Lakoff and Johnson
contend that metaphors actively shape our perception of reality. This influence

manifests in:

1. Cultural norms

2. Moral values

3.

Personal attitudes

For example, the metaphor "ARGUMENT IS WAR" influences strategies in debates,
emphasizing attack, defense, and victory rather than cooperation or understanding.

Deep Dive Into Key Metaphors

1.

The Ontological Metaphors

These metaphors conceptualize abstract phenomena as entities or substances.

Examples include:

"The mind is a container" (thoughts are stored in the mind)
"The mind is a machine" (mental processes as mechanical operations)

. Implications:

These metaphors influence how we think about mental health, cognition, and agency.

They also impact how we approach therapies and psychological models.



. The Structural Metaphors

. These determine how we structure our understanding of one domain in terms of

another.

. Examples:

. "Time is a resource" (we "spend" or "save" time)

2. "Love is a journey" (relationships progress through stages)

. Impact:

. They shape our language and expectations about life events.
. They influence decision-making and goal-setting.

. The Orientational Metaphors

. These organize experiences spatially and influence our perceptions of stability,

control, and emotion.
Examples:

"Happiness is up" and "Sadness is down"
"Control is up" (power and dominance)

. Significance:

. These metaphors underpin moral judgments and social hierarchies.
. They are often culturally conditioned but also exhibit universality due to embodied

experience.

Implications of Lakoff and Johnson’s Theory

1.

1.

Language and Thought Are Intertwined

Language is not merely a tool for communication but a reflection of our cognitive
structures.

. The way we speak reveals how we think and perceive the world.
. Challenging the View of Metaphors as Decorative

. Traditional views saw metaphors as rhetorical devices used for poetic or persuasive

effect.

. Lakoff and Johnson demonstrate that metaphors are integral to cognition, influencing

reasoning, perception, and behavior.

. Cultural and Political Impacts

. Political rhetoric often relies on metaphors to shape public perception.

2. For example:
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1. "Tax cuts are a shot in the arm" (stimulating growth)
2. "The war on drugs" (conflict and combat imagery)

1. Understanding metaphors enables critical analysis of political language and ideology.
Broader Applications and Influence
1. Cognitive Science and Psychology

1. The work has influenced research on embodied cognition, mental models, and
conceptual frameworks.
2. It has implications for therapy, education, and artificial intelligence.

1. Literary and Cultural Studies

1. Literary critics analyze metaphors to interpret texts.
2. Cultural analysis considers how metaphors shape societal narratives.

1. Communication and Rhetoric
1. Recognizing the power of metaphors enhances persuasive strategies and messaging.

Criticisms and Debates

While highly influential, Lakoff and Johnson’s work has faced critiques:

1. Empirical challenges: Some argue that their claims about universality lack sufficient
cross-cultural evidence.

2. Oversimplification: Critics suggest they may overstate the role of metaphors,
neglecting other cognitive processes.

3. Methodological issues: The interpretative nature of linguistic analysis leaves room for
subjective bias.

Despite these debates, the core insight—that metaphors are central to thought—remains
influential.

Conclusion

"Metaphors We Live By" is a transformative work that invites us to reconsider the
fundamental ways language, thought, and experience intersect. By illustrating that
metaphors are not superficial but foundational to human cognition, Lakoff and Johnson
have provided tools for critical thinking about language, politics, culture, and personal
understanding. Their emphasis on embodied cognition and systematic metaphorical
mappings continues to resonate across disciplines, fostering a more nuanced
appreciation of how we conceptualize our world—and ourselves.

Understanding the metaphors we live by empowers us to recognize the invisible
frameworks shaping our perceptions and actions, opening pathways to more conscious
communication, innovative thinking, and cultural awareness. The book remains a



landmark in cognitive linguistics, inspiring ongoing research and dialogue about the

profound relationship between language and thought.

Questions & Answers About lakoff johnson metaphors

we live by
N Question Answer
o

1 | What is the main thesis of The main thesis is that metaphors are fundamental
Lakoff and Johnson's to human thought and language, shaping our
'‘Metaphors We Live By'? perceptions, actions, and understanding of the

world through conceptual mappings.

2 | How do Lakoff and Johnson | They define conceptual metaphors as underlying
define conceptual mappings that structure how we think about one
metaphors? idea in terms of another, influencing our language

and reasoning processes.

3 | Why are metaphors Because most of our daily speech relies on
considered central to metaphors to communicate complex ideas,
everyday language according | emotions, and experiences, often unconsciously
to Lakoff and Johnson? linking abstract concepts to concrete experiences.

4 | Can you give an example of a | A common example is 'ARGUMENT IS WAR,' where
conceptual metaphor we speak of 'defending positions,' 'attacking
discussed in the book? arguments,' or 'winning' debates, framing

argument as a combat or conflict.

5 | How has 'Metaphors We Live | It has shifted perspectives by highlighting the
By' influenced cognitive importance of metaphor in cognition, leading to
science and linguistics? new research on how language reflects and shapes

thought processes across disciplines.

6 | What role do metaphors play | Metaphors influence societal values and behaviors
in shaping cultural and social | by framing how individuals interpret social reality,
norms according to Lakoff moral issues, and political discourse.
and Johnson?

7 | How can understanding By recognizing underlying metaphors, we can
metaphors from 'Metaphors | clarify meanings, identify biases, and communicate
We Live By' improve more effectively across different contexts and
communication? audiences.

8 | What is the significance of They argue that our bodily experiences
embodied cognition in Lakoff | fundamentally shape our conceptual system,
and Johnson's analysis? making metaphors grounded in physical

experiences crucial to understanding abstract
ideas.

9 | Are the metaphors discussed | While some metaphors are widespread across
in 'Metaphors We Live By' cultures, many are culturally specific, reflecting
culturally universal? particular social experiences and linguistic

traditions.

© gr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com

Lakoff Johnson Metaphors We Live By

9




10

How has 'Metaphors We Live
By' impacted contemporary
political discourse?

It has revealed how metaphors frame political
debates, influence public opinion, and shape policy
discussions through metaphorical language such as
'tax relief,' 'war on drugs,' or '‘economic growth.'

metaphor theory, conceptual metaphor, cognitive linguistics, embodied cognition,
language and thought, metaphorical mapping, conceptual system, metaphor analysis,

meaning construction, cognitive science
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