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Conceptual metaphors in language and thought: 

a view from 2012 

Conceptual metaphors have played a major role in the description of 

language ever since they were made famous in Lakoff and Johnson’s 

Metaphors We Live By (1980). Rather than being only a “rhetorical 

flourish” – part of poetic language – Lakoff and Johnson see 

metaphors as being pervasive “in language and thought” (Lakoff and 

Johnson 1980:3). This means that they should be seen as 

“conceptual” – i.e. part of the human conceptual system. For instance, 

there are many examples where UNDERSTANDING is conceptualized in 

terms of LIGHT (e.g. we say, for instance, I see what you mean; light 

dawned ‘begin to understand’; we use a picture of a light bulb to 

show that someone has an idea). In this presentation I will explore 

four crucial issues of the conceptual metaphor theory: (1) Why are 

there conceptual metaphors?; (2) What is the importance of 

conceptual metaphor?; (3) Can any two domains be connected by 

means of conceptual metaphors?; and (4) What is the role of 

creativity in conceptual metaphors? These issues will be illustrated 

on everyday examples from English, and the theoretical discussions 

will be based on recent advances in the conceptual metaphor theory 

(e.g. Steen 2011;  Kövecses 2011; Stanojević 2009). 
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