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Over the past twenty-five years empirical research on human
conceptualization and reasoning has revealed that conceptual
metaphor lies at the heart of all our abstract thought. Humans are
metaphorical animals--large parts of our conceptual system are
structured by systems of metaphors that operate mostly automatically
and beneath the level of our conscious awareness. Consequently, even
though we are seldom aware of it, the metaphors that arise in our
bodily encounters with our environments and those that we inherit
from our culture shape both what we think and how we think about it.
Without metaphor 'we would not have an adequate way to express our
philosophical, ethical, political, or religious ideas. In short, much of
our cultural understanding is defined by metaphor.

When we wrote Metaphors We Live By, we claimed that
conceptual metaphors are grounded in our bodily experience, but we
did not understand fully how this actually worked. Subsequent to the
publication of the book, a large number of studies have confirmed that
metaphors are typically based on sensory-motor source domains, in
terms of which we structure abstract concepts and draw inferences
about them. It now appears that children acquire a large set of shared
metaphors simply through their bodily interaction with aspects of
their environment. These findings suggest that there should be several
universal metaphors across all cultures, given our shared bodily
capacities for perception and motor control and given the common

features of the environments we inhabit.
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At the same time, however, it is now well known that there are
substantial cultural differences that determine which metaphors are
prominent within a culture and how they are elaborated in language,
ritual, and symbol interactions. Consequently, the question of whether
there are any truly universal metaphors is an empirical question that
can only be settled by cross-cultural studies. Some very fine studies
have already been done on conceptual metaphors underlying Chinese
thought and language. For example, there are excellent case studies of
metaphors in Chinese that are based on bodily source domains such as
the mouth, tongue, teeth, lips, face, and other body parts. There are
studies of metaphoric conceptions of mind in classical Chinese
philosophy and religion. Some research shows that, even in cases
where both English and Chinese share a basic metaphor, there are
instances where Chinese has a far more extensive set of submappings
for the metaphor than we find in English. This more elaborate
mapping results in a richer and more nuanced metaphoric
conceptualization in some cases of Chinese concepts than we find in
English.

The only way to explore these issues of universal metaphors
versus cultural differences is by detailed case studies. That is why it is
so pleasing to have this new Chinese translation. It is our hope that the
availability of Metaphors We Live By in Chinese will stimulate an
even larger number of explorations of the metaphors that shape

Chinese thought and language. We believe that such research will
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show both how we are alike across cultures and throughout history,
but it will also reveal our cultural differences that make a difference
for the world we live in. In the face of so much global turmoil and
tragedy today, we need to understand both what we share as humans
and also how our cultures differ in important ways. Cultural
knowledge of this sort is essential if we are to have any hope of
understanding each others’ beliefs, values, institutions, and practices.

Metaphor is an important key to such an understanding.

Mark Johnson
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