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Lakoff And Johnson Metaphors We
Live By

Lakoff and Johnson Metaphors We Live By Metaphors are an integral part of human
cognition, shaping how we perceive, think, and communicate about the world around us.
Among the most influential works in cognitive linguistics is George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson’s seminal book, Metaphors We Live By, published in 1980. This groundbreaking text
revolutionized the way scholars understand the relationship between language, thought, and
experience. By exploring the pervasive role of metaphor in everyday language, Lakoff and
Johnson demonstrated that metaphors are not just literary devices but fundamental to our
conceptual system. In this article, we will delve into the core ideas of Lakoff and Johnson’s
Metaphors We Live By, examine their significance in understanding human cognition,
analyze key examples of conceptual metaphors, and explore their implications across
various fields such as linguistics, psychology, and philosophy. Whether you are a student,
researcher, or simply curious about how language shapes thought, this comprehensive
overview aims to provide a detailed and SEO-optimized understanding of one of the most
influential works in cognitive science.

Understanding the Core Concepts of Metaphors We Live
By

The Nature of Metaphor in Human Thought

Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors are not merely decorative language or poetic
devices; instead, they are fundamental mechanisms through which we understand abstract
concepts. For example, complex ideas like time, emotion, or morality are often grasped
through more concrete experiences. This leads to the notion that our conceptual system is
largely metaphorical, meaning that much of our thinking is structured by underlying
metaphors. Key points about how metaphors influence thought: - They shape our
perceptions and actions. - They structure our understanding of abstract concepts based on
concrete experiences. - They are deeply embedded in everyday language, often
unconsciously.

Conceptual Metaphors: The Foundation of Our Thinking

Lakoff and Johnson introduce the idea of conceptual metaphors, which are systematic



mappings from a source domain (concrete, physical experience) to a target domain
(abstract concept). These mappings are the foundation for much of our language and
thought. For example: - The ARGUMENT IS WAR metaphor: "He attacked every weak point in
my argument" or "I defended my position." - The TIME IS MONEY metaphor: "You're wasting
my time" or "This project costs a lot of money." These metaphors are not just linguistic
expressions but reflect how we think about these concepts internally.

Major Types of Conceptual Metaphors Identified by Lakoff
and Johnson

Lakoff and Johnson identified numerous conceptual metaphors that underpin everyday
language. Here are some of the most common types:

1. The METAPHOR OF UP AND DOWN

- Source domain: Physical experience of vertical movement. - Target domain: Emotional
states or moral evaluation. - Examples: Feeling "down" or "depressed", "high" spirits, "falling
into" despair.

2. The TIME IS MONEY Metaphor

- Source domain: Economic transactions. - Target domain: Experience of time. - Examples:
"Budget your time," "spend time," "waste time."

3. The ARGUMENT IS WAR Metaphor

- Source domain: Combat and warfare. - Target domain: Debates and disagreements. -
Examples: "Counterattack," "defend your position," "winning an argument."

4. THE LIFE IS A JOURNEY Metaphor

- Source domain: Traveling and navigation. - Target domain: Personal development and life
experiences. - Examples: "You're at a crossroads," "He's moving up in life," "The road to
success."

Implications of Lakoff and Johnson’s Theory

Language Reflects Thought

One of the core implications is that language does not merely mirror thought but actively
shapes it. Because metaphors are deeply embedded in our linguistic expressions, they
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influence how we interpret and respond to the world.

Metaphors Can Limit or Expand Our Perspectives

Understanding that our conceptual system is metaphorical allows us to recognize biases and
limitations in our thinking. For example, viewing life as a "battle" might foster a combative
attitude, while seeing it as a "journey" might promote resilience and exploration.

Cross-Cultural Differences in Metaphors

Different cultures may have distinct sets of metaphors, leading to varied ways of perceiving
and discussing the world. Recognizing these differences can improve intercultural
communication and understanding.

Applications of the Metaphors We Live By Framework

In Linguistics and Semantics

Linguists use Lakoff and Johnson’s work to analyze how metaphors influence language
structure and semantics. It helps in understanding idiomatic expressions, proverbs, and
everyday speech patterns.

In Cognitive Psychology

Psychologists explore how metaphors shape cognition and behavior, especially in areas like
decision-making, problem-solving, and emotional regulation.

In Philosophy and Ethics

Philosophers consider how metaphors influence moral judgments and ethical reasoning,
shaping societal norms and individual beliefs.

In Education and Communication

Educators utilize metaphorical frameworks to enhance understanding of complex subjects,
making abstract ideas more accessible.

Critiques and Limitations of the Conceptual Metaphor
Theory

While Lakoff and Johnson’s theory has been influential, it also faces critiques: -



Overgeneralization: Some critics argue that not all language or thought is metaphorical. -
Cultural Bias: The universality of certain metaphors is questioned; some may be culture-
specific. - Empirical Challenges: Measuring the influence of metaphors on cognition can be
complex. Despite these critiques, their work remains a foundational pillar in understanding
human cognition.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Metaphors We
Live By

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By has profoundly impacted multiple
disciplines by highlighting the central role of metaphor in shaping human thought and
language. Recognizing that our conceptual system is fundamentally metaphorical allows us
to better understand ourselves, communicate more effectively, and critically examine the
ways language influences perception. By exploring the various types of metaphors—such as
TIME IS MONEY, ARGUMENT IS WAR, and LIFE IS A JOURNEY—we gain insight into the
underlying structures that govern our worldview. This awareness can foster more nuanced
thinking, intercultural sensitivity, and innovative approaches in fields ranging from linguistics
to psychology. Whether used to analyze literary texts, improve communication strategies, or
understand cognitive biases, Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By continues to be a
vital resource for anyone interested in the intricate relationship between language, thought,
and experience. Embracing the metaphorical nature of our thinking opens new avenues for
personal growth, academic inquiry, and societal progress.

Lakoff and Johnson Metaphors We Live By: An Investigative Exploration into Conceptual
Metaphor Theory In the landscape of cognitive linguistics, few works have had as profound
an impact as Lakoff and Johnson’s “Metaphors We Live By.” Published in 1980, this seminal
text challenged traditional notions of metaphor as merely a literary or rhetorical device,
positioning it instead as a fundamental mechanism through which humans understand and
navigate their world. This investigation delves into the core concepts introduced by George
Lakoff and Mark Johnson, explores the theoretical underpinnings of their claim, examines
their influence across disciplines, and evaluates ongoing debates and critiques surrounding
their work.

Foundations of Conceptual Metaphor Theory

Historical Context and Intellectual Background

Before Lakoff and Johnson’s groundbreaking work, the prevailing view of metaphor in
Western thought was largely confined to the realm of language and literature. Aristotle
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regarded metaphor as a stylistic device for embellishing speech, while philosophers like
Frege and Russell treated it as a linguistic anomaly or a deviation from literal meaning. The
dominant perspective held that metaphor was primarily decorative, with little bearing on
cognition or perception. However, in the mid-20th century, developments in philosophy,
psychology, and linguistics began to hint at a more integral role for metaphor. Researchers
such as Max Black, I.A. Richards, and later, the burgeoning field of cognitive science, started
to recognize that metaphors might be more than poetic flourishes—they could be integral to
how humans conceptualize abstract ideas. Lakoff and Johnson’s contribution was to
formalize this intuition into a comprehensive theory: the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT).
They argued that metaphors are not merely linguistic expressions but are rooted in our
cognitive processes.

Core Principles of Conceptual Metaphor Theory

At the heart of Lakoff and Johnson’s thesis are several foundational ideas: - Metaphors are
Conceptual, Not Merely Linguistic: They operate at the level of thought, shaping our
understanding of abstract concepts through familiar, concrete experiences. - Systematic and
Cross-Cultural: Many metaphors are universal or widespread across cultures, signaling
shared cognitive structures. - Metaphors are Embodied: They originate from bodily
experiences and interactions with the physical environment. - Metaphors Organize
Experience: They influence not just language but perception, reasoning, and action. Key
Components of CMT include: - Source Domain: The concrete, familiar concept we draw upon
(e.g., “journey,” “container,” “balance”). - Target Domain: The abstract concept being
understood (e.g., “life,” “identity,” “emotion”). - Mapping: The set of systematic
correspondences between source and target domains. This structure allows us to
understand complex, abstract ideas through simpler, tangible experiences.

The Major Metaphors Explored in “Metaphors We Live
By”

Lakoff and Johnson identify numerous metaphors embedded in everyday language, many of
which underpin fundamental aspects of human cognition and social interaction.

Common Conceptual Metaphors

Some of the most pervasive include: - ARGUMENT IS WAR: “He attacked every weak point in
my argument,” “She defended her position.” - TIME IS MONEY: “Spending time,” “saving
time,” “investing time.” - HAPPY IS UP / SAD IS DOWN: “I’m feeling up,” “He’s down in the
dumps.” - LOVE IS A JOURNEY: “We’ve come to a crossroads,” “Our relationship is on the



rocks.” - LIFE IS A CONTAINER: “She’s in love,” “He’s out of sorts.” - CONTROL IS HOT/COLD:
“He’s got a hot temper,” “She’s cold toward him.” Each of these metaphors structures
thought and speech, shaping perceptions and behaviors.

Implications of These Metaphors

By analyzing these metaphors, Lakoff and Johnson reveal that: - Our understanding of
complex, intangible phenomena often depends on metaphorical mappings from physical
experience. - These metaphors are not arbitrary but are grounded in embodied, everyday
experiences. - They influence not only language but also reasoning, emotion, and social
practices.

Deep Dive into Embodiment and Cognitive Structures

Embodiment as the Foundation of Metaphor

One of Lakoff and Johnson’s pivotal claims is that metaphors are rooted in bodily experience.
For example, our understanding of anger as hot may relate to physiological sensations such
as increased heart rate and flushed skin. Similarly, our perception of more is up correlates
with physical actions such as stacking or elevating objects. This embodiment suggests that
cognition is not abstract or disembodied but intertwined with sensory-motor experiences.
Consequently, metaphors are not merely linguistic devices but reflect the organization of
thought grounded in bodily states.

Mapping Structures and Systematicity

The systematic nature of metaphors implies that once a source domain is linked to a target
domain, a set of mappings extends across various expressions and thought patterns. For
instance, in the ARGUMENT IS WAR metaphor: - “He shot down all her arguments.” - “She
attacked every weak point.” - “His defenses were impenetrable.” These mappings influence
how individuals approach conflicts, negotiations, and debates, often fostering combative or
competitive attitudes.

Role in Cognitive Processes

Lakoff and Johnson posit that metaphors shape: - Perception: How we interpret sensory data.
- Reasoning: The structure of logical thought. - Emotion: How feelings are experienced and
expressed. - Action: Behavioral tendencies influenced by metaphorical framing. This
comprehensive influence underscores metaphor’s centrality in human cognition.
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The Impact and Applications of “Metaphors We Live By”

Influence in Linguistics and Cognitive Science

The publication of “Metaphors We Live By” revolutionized cognitive linguistics, leading to: -
Development of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT): A framework for analyzing how
language reflects thought. - Cross-disciplinary Research: Insights applied in psychology,
philosophy, anthropology, and artificial intelligence. - Empirical Investigations: Experimental
studies confirming that metaphorical mappings influence cognition and behavior.

Influence in Philosophy and Social Sciences

Philosophers and social scientists adopt Lakoff and Johnson’s insights to critique and
analyze: - Political discourse, where metaphors shape ideologies (e.g., THE STATE IS A
FAMILY). - Moral reasoning, often structured through metaphors of GOOD IS UP and EVIL IS
DOWN. - Cultural narratives and myths, which rely on metaphorical constructs for meaning-
making.

Practical Applications

Understanding metaphors can: - Improve communication strategies in education, therapy,
and marketing. - Assist in designing more effective policies by recognizing underlying
metaphorical frames. - Enhance cross-cultural understanding by analyzing divergent
metaphor systems.

Critiques, Limitations, and Ongoing Debates

While Lakoff and Johnson’s work has been influential, it has also faced rigorous critique.

Critiques and Challenges

- Empirical Verifiability: Critics argue that the causal link between metaphor and cognition is
difficult to empirically establish, raising questions about the universality and primacy of the
proposed mappings. - Cultural Variability: Some metaphors are culture-specific; thus, the
universality claim is contested. For example, different cultures may conceptualize time
differently. - Overgeneralization: Critics suggest that not all abstract reasoning is metaphor-
driven, and some cognitive processes may be more direct or innate. - Neglect of Context:
Some argue that the meaning and influence of metaphors depend heavily on context, which
is under-theorized in CMT.



Contemporary Developments and Refinements

Recent scholarship seeks to: - Integrate neuroscientific evidence for embodied cognition. -
Explore metaphor as a dynamic, context-dependent process rather than a fixed system. -
Examine metaphor in digital and virtual environments, where traditional bodily experiences
may differ. - Investigate individual differences in metaphor comprehension and usage.

Future Directions

Researchers continue to explore: - The extent to which metaphors shape moral judgments,
political opinions, and social identities. - The role of metaphor in artificial intelligence and
human-computer interaction. - Cross-cultural studies to delineate universal versus culture-
specific metaphors.

Conclusion: The Continuing Legacy of Lakoff and Johnson

“Metaphors We Live By” stands as a landmark in understanding human cognition. By
revealing that metaphors are not mere linguistic ornaments but fundamental to how we
conceptualize and act in the world, Lakoff and Johnson have provided a lens through which
to examine language, thought, and culture. Their work underscores the embodied nature of
cognition, the systematicity of metaphorical mappings, and the pervasive influence of
metaphor on our perceptions and behaviors. While debates about universality and empirical
validation continue, the core insight remains compelling: the metaphors we live by shape
our reality. As cognitive science advances, integrating neurobiological data and cross-
cultural analyses, the foundational ideas of Lakoff and Johnson will likely be refined,
expanded, and applied in new domains. Their work not only reshaped academic disciplines

Questions & Answers About lakoff and johnson metaphors
we live by

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main thesis of
Lakoff and Johnson's
'Metaphors We Live By'?

The main thesis is that metaphors are fundamental to
human thought and shape our understanding of
abstract concepts through concrete, embodied
experiences.

2 How do Lakoff and Johnson
define conceptual metaphors?

They define conceptual metaphors as cognitive
structures that map understanding from a familiar
source domain onto an abstract target domain,
influencing our perception and reasoning.
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3 Why are metaphors
considered central to
language and thought
according to Lakoff and
Johnson?

Because metaphors are not just linguistic expressions
but are integral to how we conceptualize and
experience the world, shaping our beliefs, behaviors,
and communication.

4 Can you give an example of a
common conceptual metaphor
discussed by Lakoff and
Johnson?

A common example is the 'ARGUMENT IS WAR'
metaphor, where we talk about winning, losing,
attacking, or defending an argument, framing
argument as a battle.

5 How do Lakoff and Johnson's
ideas influence cognitive
science and linguistics?

Their work highlights the embodied nature of
cognition and language, influencing research on how
metaphors shape thought processes across various
disciplines.

6 In what ways do Lakoff and
Johnson argue metaphors
impact everyday
communication?

They argue that metaphors underpin many everyday
expressions and thoughts, affecting how we interpret
social interactions, emotional states, and moral
judgments.

7 What is the significance of
embodied experience in Lakoff
and Johnson's theory?

Embodied experience is crucial because it provides
the physical and sensory foundation for the
metaphors that structure our conceptual system.

8 How did Lakoff and Johnson's
work challenge traditional
views of language and
meaning?

Their work challenged the idea that metaphors are
mere linguistic expressions, instead emphasizing
their role in shaping cognition and reality.

9 Are Lakoff and Johnson's ideas
about metaphors relevant to
understanding political
discourse?

Yes, their ideas help explain how metaphors influence
political rhetoric and public perception by framing
issues in specific conceptual terms.

10 What are some practical
applications of Lakoff and
Johnson's 'Metaphors We Live
By' in fields like education or
therapy?

Their insights are used to develop more effective
communication strategies, improve teaching methods
by aligning with embodied metaphors, and assist in
cognitive-behavioral therapies by addressing
metaphorical thought patterns.

metaphor theory, cognitive linguistics, conceptual metaphors, meaning transfer, embodied
cognition, framing, metaphorical mapping, conceptual blending, language and thought,
metaphor analysis
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