
Metaphor in Culture

Universality and Variation

To what extent and in what ways is metaphorical thought relevant to
an understanding of culture and society? More specifically, can the
cognitive linguistic view of metaphor simultaneously explain both
universality and diversity in metaphorical thought? Cognitive lin-
guists have done important work on universal aspects of metaphor,
but they have paid much less attention to why metaphors vary both
interculturally and intraculturally as extensively as they do. In this
book, Zoltán Kövecses proposes a new theory of metaphor variation.
First, he identifies themajor dimensions ofmetaphor variation, that is,
those social and cultural boundaries that signal discontinuities in hu-
man experience. Second, he describes which components, or aspects,
of conceptual metaphor are involved in metaphor variation and how
they are involved. Third, he isolates themain causes ofmetaphor vari-
ation. Fourth, Professor Kövecses addresses the issue of the degree of
cultural coherence in the interplay among conceptual metaphors, em-
bodiment, and causes of metaphor variation.

Zoltán Kövecses is Professor of Linguistics in the Department of
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The general question that I will be concerned with in this book is
the following: To what extent and in what ways is metaphorical thought
relevant to an understanding of culture and society?

Clearly, any answer to this question forces us to consider issues
typically discussed in two broad ranges of disciplines: cognitive sci-
ence and the social sciences. Typical representatives of the former
include contemporary cognitive psychology and cognitive linguis-
tics, whereas a chief representative of the latter is anthropology in its
several forms (symbolic, cultural, semantic, etc.). Metaphor has been
of great interest to many anthropologists since the very beginnings
of the field (see, for example, Fernandez, 1986, 1991). The general
difference between the two ranges of disciplines in the handling of
metaphor seems to be a slightly different focus on what they find
most important in the study of metaphor. Whereas scholars in cogni-
tive science tend to ask, “What ismetaphor?” and “Howdoes it work
in themind?” scholars in the social sciences tend to focus on the issue
of “What does metaphor do in particular social-cultural contexts?”

Many anthropologists working on issues related to metaphor had
found new inspiration for their work in the cognitive linguistic the-
ory ofmetaphor that was first developed byGeorge Lakoff andMark
Johnson in their widely read bookMetaphors We Live By (Lakoff and
Johnson, 1980). But it soon became clear that, although in many
ways inspirational, this book (and much of the research that grew
out of it; see Kövecses, 2002) does not in every way meet the needs

xi
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xii Preface and Acknowledgments

of anthropologists. One major reason for this was that, as a general
tendency, cognitive linguists have overemphasized the universality
of some of the metaphorical structures that they found and ignored
themany cases of nonuniversality inmetaphorical conceptualization
(Fernandez, 1991).

This situation presents cognitive scientists and linguists work-
ing on metaphor with a challenge: Can the cognitive linguistic view
of metaphor simultaneously explain both universality and diversity in
metaphorical thought? I wish to take up this challenge and argue on
the basis of a wide range of data that the cognitive linguistic view of
metaphor can successfully perform this job. To be sure, in order for it
to accomplish the task, it needs to be modified, revised, and supple-
mented in severalways.Mymajor goal in thiswork is todevelop such
an “updated” and relatively comprehensive theory of metaphor that
makes the theory more readily useful to people working on issues in
the social sciences.

However, this apparently straightforward enterprise involves
working through a large number of issues that often concern an-
thropologists who have an interest in metaphor (see, for example,
Fernandez, 1986, 1991; Foley, 1997; Kimmel, 2001, in press; Shore,
1996). Such issues include (but are not limited to) the following:

� Do metaphors interact with other tropes, and if they do, how?
� Is there a “master trope,” or are all tropes “equal”?
� How does the body provide for universality in metaphor, or does
it do so at all?

� What’s the best methodology to get metaphorical data?
� Doesmetaphor create certain kinds of experience, or does it simply
reflect a preexisting literally understood experience?

� Do “conceptual metaphors” vary from culture to culture, and if
they do, how?

� How does metaphor contribute to the understanding of specific
situated speech events in culture?

� How does metaphor create coherence or incoherence in culture?
� How can the study of metaphor provide a link between cognitive
science and anthropology, and what kind of link can it provide?

I do not claim that I will deal with every one of these issues, or that I
will dealwith them in the samedepth.However, Iwill discussmost of
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Preface and Acknowledgments xiii

them in some detail, as well as some additional ones. The additional
issues include the following:

� How do metaphors vary within (not just across) a culture?
� Do metaphors vary from person to person, and if they do, how?
� What are the causes of metaphor variation?
� What is the relationship between cross-cultural metaphor varia-
tion and translation?

� Are particular cultures characterized, or can they be characterized
at all, by particular metaphors that “dominate,” or are character-
istic of, a particular culture? That is to say, are there any cultural
“master” metaphors?

The attempt to answer these questions in a coherent way promises,
I feel, to lead to a fairly good basis for a theory that can account for
both universality and variation in metaphor.

The enterprise that I am about to embark on is very much in the
spirit of several recent book-length publications on similar or related
issues concerning metaphor and figurative language in general –
both by cognitive scientists and by anthropologists (see, for exam-
ple, Gibbs, 1994; Holyoak and Thagard, 1996; Kimmel, 2001; Palmer,
1996; Shore, 1996). Mark Turner’s (2001) work is also important in
this context; he examines the relevance of conceptual integration, or
blending, to the study of social sciences. My goal is to do the same
for metaphor. The present book, although sharing much of the back-
ground with these other works, has a unique focus in that it explores
the issue of how and why conceptual metaphors are both universal
and culture-specific, together with many of the concomitant ques-
tions mentioned previously.

In otherwords, this book is an attempt byme tomake one possible
version of the cognitive linguistic theory ofmetaphormore accessible
to thosewhohave an interest in studying the role ofmetaphor in com-
plex social–cultural phenomena, such as emotions, politics, thought,
and morality, as well as highly abstract cultural processes and enti-
ties such as time, life, and personhood. This way, I hope to continue
the “debate” or dialog between cognitive linguists and anthropolo-
gists that was called for by James Fernandez more than 10 years ago
(Fernandez, 1991: 8). I do not intend to do this by surveying the huge
anthropological literature on metaphor; that would be a huge task
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xiv Preface and Acknowledgments

in itself. Instead, I try to offer a reasonably comprehensive metaphor
theory ofwhat I take to be issues relevant to social scientists on the ba-
sis of the data that I have collected or that have been accumulated by
other cognitive linguists interested in the issue ofmetaphor variation.
Anthropologists and other social scientists can then judge whether
the theory I arrive at is validwhen comparedwith their theories based
on their own data. This way we can begin to work together toward
building a better account of the role of metaphor in understanding
our own cultures and those of “others.”

In trying to accomplish my goals, I use certain concepts, such as
culture, that can divide entire schools of anthropologists in a much
less sophisticatedway thanmany anthropologistswould. After read-
ing certain chapters of the book inmanuscript form, my friend Susan
Gal gently reminded me that my use of the term culture suggests
that I think of culture as a “bounded entity,” a notion that is not re-
ally acceptable to many anthropologists today. My response to this is
twofold: First, she is obviously right, but I find it verydifficult towrite
aboutmany of the issues discussed in the bookwithout using phrases
such as “this culture,” “a culture,” or “cultures.” My excuse then in
this case is an entirely practical one. Second, and on second thought
inspired by her comment, it seems to me that given my account of
the data it is possible for me to maintain a position of culture that is
closer to her views than she thinks. If some metaphors are universal,
as I think some are, then we cannot neatly divide the human world
into “bounded entity–like” cultures that exclude each other because
the universal metaphors point to an “overarching,” or “underlying,”
layer of cultural experience – over and above themetaphors thatmay
be culture-specific. In addition, I will argue that metaphorical con-
cepts are often embodied, and hence cultural understandings based
on them are also embodied. This embodiment makes meaningful not
only language but also a wider range of cultural practices. The con-
ception of culture as embodied practice (see Foley, 1997) also goes
against any “thinglike” interpretation of culture by me.

On this note, I want to thank all the friends, colleagues, and students
who have helpedmewith their comments and ideas and volunteered
many examples that are mentioned, described, and analyzed in this
book. They are, in alphabetical order: Réka Benczes, Enikő Bollobás,
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Eugene Casad, Mike Casey, Seana Coulson, Szilvia Csábi, Jerry Feld-
man, Axel Fleisch, Tibor Frank, Susan Gal, Virág Harmath, Barbara
Higdon,Orsolya Izsó, IstvánKecskés,MichaelKimmel,HeleneKnox,
Bálint Koller, Niki Köves, George Lakoff, Ronald Langacker, Zouhair
Maalej, Andreas Mussolff, Seyda Özcaliskan, Ted Sablay, Orsolya
Sági, Rudolf Sárdi, Kazuko Shinohara, Maity Siqueira, Cristina
Soriano, Eve Sweetser, Josephine Tudor, Mark Turner, Robin Turner,
Gabi Várhelyi, Phyllis and ShermanWilcox, andNing Yu. I am grate-
ful to them all for their generous help with this project.

I am especially indebted toGeorge Lakoff, Eve Sweetser, andMark
Turner for our conversations about many of the issues discussed in
this work. Mark also generously provided me with several of the
diagrams I have used. Réka Benczes kindly reworked many of the
diagrams and gave them a more unified appearance.

My special thanks go to Axel Fleisch for his careful reading of and
detailed comments on each chapter in manuscript form.

The Kellner Foundation was instrumental in this project, and be-
yond it. My heartfelt appreciation goes to Paul and George Kellner
for their continued support over the years.

I thank Jerry Feldman and the International Computer Science In-
stitute for providingmewith office space duringmy stay in Berkeley.

I amgrateful toLizFilmer,my landlady, andher familyand friends,
who restored my faith in an America that I find easy to identify with.

Finally, I thank the Hungarian Fulbright Commission and the
Council for the International Exchange of Scholars (CIES) for a grant
that made it possible to complete my research for this project at UC
Berkeley in 2003. The grant also enabledme to prepare a draft version
of the book while in Berkeley. Without their support this would have
been unthinkable.

January 2004
Budapest

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521844479 - Metaphor in Culture: Universality and Variation
Zoltan Kovecses
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521844479
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Metaphor in Culture

Universality and Variation

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521844479 - Metaphor in Culture: Universality and Variation
Zoltan Kovecses
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521844479
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

