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“Metaphor” is a hot topic in the humanities and increasingly so in the social sciences as well. 
The revival of this age-old trope of tropes is usually, and justifiably, attributed to two books: 
Metaphor and Thought, edited by Andrew Ortony (1979, 1993), and George Lakoff and Mark 
Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980). Particularly the latter has spawned numerous books 
and articles. Kövecses’ book (dedicated to “George & Mark”) is an introduction to the 
Lakoffian paradigm. Briefly, the tenets underlying this paradigm include insights which, if 
correct, have significant implications for work in a wide range of scholarly disciplines. They 
include claims such as that 

-- metaphor is primarily a conceptual issue and only derivatively a matter of language, 
and hence verbal metaphor can teach us much about the operations of the mind; 
-- most metaphors can be clustered at a more general level (both “our marriage is on 
the rocks” and “my wife and I are always on the same track” exemplify the metaphor 
A RELATIONSHIP IS A JOURNEY); 
-- metaphors structure the more abstract in terms of the more concrete, specifically the 
body – summed up in the arch-metaphor MIND IS BODY; 
-- human conceptualising is to a large extent a matter of metaphorising, much of it of a 
language and culture transcending kind. 

To be sure, “metaphor,” in this tradition, has become a shorthand word for a number of 
related notions that are all instrumental in construing blueprints (more technically: “Idealized 
Cognitive Models” or “Folk models”) of the way the mind is organised. Other notions and 
concepts that are nowadays treated together with metaphor are metonymy, categorization, 
idioms, and proverbs. Moreover, while earlier studies strongly focused on what, supposedly, 
happens in the mind, more recent work takes into account culture-specific parameters as well. 
Yu (1998), for instance, demonstrates not only that many of the English metaphors discussed 
within the cognitivist paradigm are dominant in Chinese as well, but also shows how 
differences between the use of these metaphors in English and Chinese can be attributed to 
cultural influences. Other languages (Japanese, Hungarian, Chagga) have been investigated, 
with similar results, thus helping to forge links with bordering disciplines such as 
anthropology and sociology. Among other things, that is, this paradigm has helped (re-
?)position linguistics as a central scholarly pursuit within academia. An attractive aspect of 
the paradigm, moreover, is that it is increasingly subjected to empirical testing, both by 
linguists and psychologists (see Gibbs 1994 for an overview; and many articles in the journal 
Metaphor and Symbol). And, lastly, there is burgeoning work on the interface between 
concepts developed in cognitive linguistics and the realm of the non-verbal (e.g., Kennedy 
1982, 1993, McNeill 1992, Forceville 1996, Cienki 1998). 
 Given the wide-ranging research in the area as well as its far-reaching claims, it was 
high time for a good introductory book. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) remains a first exploration 
that students find exciting but (too) difficult, and no single work published since then takes 
into account all the various strands of research developed over the past twenty years. 
Kövecses’ work admirably fills this gap. In seventeen lucid chapters he provides a crash 
course in cognitive linguistics/semantics. He persuasively demonstrates why the study of 



metaphor is a worthwhile pursuit, buttresses claims via many examples analysed by experts in 
the field, discusses various types of metaphor and related tropes, and devotes a chapter to the 
latest flower on the metaphor tree, the “blending theory” associated with the work by 
Fauconnier and Turner (see Fauconnier and Turner 2000 for a recent overview). 

It is clear from the provenance of his examples and the confident manner in which he 
covers the myriad issues connected to his topic that Kövecses knows it very well indeed. The 
style and intellectual level of the book strike a healthy balance between accessibility and 
provoking the budding scholarly minds of the advanced students who are the book’s primary 
audience. The latter is also ensured by the fact that Kövecses is himself a respected metaphor 
scholar; along with the work of other experts, he here summarizes, and continues, his own 
earlier investigations of metaphor’s role in the conceptualisation of emotions (Kövecses 1986, 
2000). 
 But the author never loses sight of his didactic duties. Each chapter has a short 
summary and a section “further reading,” the latter showing the way to pertinent sources. A 
glossary, too, has been included. No less important, each chapter contains a number of 
“exercises” and their keys, compiled by the author in collaboration with junior colleagues. 
These exercises are genuinely useful. However simple, perhaps even self-evident, the theory 
may seem to be on a first reading, it turns out that students need to spend time and energy on 
practising it. Only then they will be able to internalise the theory in such a way as to result in 
(novel) “applications” in their own papers. 
 All this sounds perfect, and it is – almost. The one big “but” pertains to the place 
which the cognitive linguistics paradigm reserves for metaphor: that of the royal road to 
Idealized Cognitive Models. The whole project of the cognitive linguists is geared to 
formulating what people share in their conceptual mindsets. The demonstration of the shared 
and systematic character of metaphors in human thinking was and is an enormously important 
contribution of  Lakoffian type of research. It  would almost make us forget that until a mere 
twenty years ago metaphor was primarily seen as belonging to the domain of rhetoric and 
literature, specifically poetry, and the trope par excellence associated with creativity and 
novel insights. As Aristotle put it in a chapter on diction and style, 
 

the most important thing to master is the use of metaphor. This is the one thing that 
cannot be learnt from anyone else, and it is the mark of great natural ability, for the 
ability to use metaphor well implies a perception of resemblances (Aristotle 1965, 65) 

 
What happened to the study of metaphor in literature? Or, for that matter, what happened to 
the study of metaphor as paradigm-shifter in science and problem-solving contexts? As to the 
former, Kövecses devotes one chapter to metaphor and literature, drawing on Lakoff and 
Turner (1989).  The idea of Lakoff and Turner’s book is that ultimately all, or almost all, 
creative metaphors can be derived from existing, deep-rooted, structural metaphors. This is 
fine work, and the plethora of examples goes to show that many literary metaphors are indeed 
variations on, or elaborations of, existing metaphors and exemplify the cultural models in 
which they are embedded. But I am not convinced that the examples are entirely 
representative; the fact that they so neatly fit the theory makes me suspicious. Kövecses is 
more careful, admitting that literature is rich in unconventional metaphors “created by the 
author in order to offer a new and different perspective on an aspect of reality” (p. 43).  He 
goes on, however, to analyse examples in the line of Lakoff and Turner (1989).  At the root of 
the cognitivist linguist view that many (most?) literary metaphors can be traced to 
conventional ones is the “invariance principle,” which holds that “conceptual projection from a 
source to a target is not arbitrary: it is guided by the principle of avoiding an image-schematic 
clash in the target … [The invariance principle] does not require that the image schema projected 



from the source already exist in the target before the projection, but instead that the result of the 
projection not include a contradiction of image schemas” (Turner 1996, 31). But this 
requirement of non-contradiction between the structures of source (vehicle) and target (tenor) 
domains is problematic. The point is that creativity, although it may be more rule-governed 
than we care to admit, can never be completely organised and systematised. Great metaphoric 
insights, both poetic and scientific ones, create similarities between targets and sources, and 
hence break the moulds of existing structures. While the cognitivist linguists’ programme 
favours the idea of  literary metaphor as fitting Alexander Pope’s dictum of “what oft was 
thought, but ne’er so well express’d,” this cannot be the whole picture. Max Black (1962, 
1979), one of the true, but nowadays insufficiently acknowledged pioneers of modern 
metaphor theory, already argued in favour of the idea that metaphors could be “’cognitive 
instruments,’ indispensable for perceiving connections that, once perceived, are then truly 
present” (Black 1979, 39, emphasis in original).  Indurkhya, working in a Blackian tradition, 
analyses so-called “projective metaphors,” in which a source domain is used to re-structure a 
domain that had hitherto been incorrectly understood because of a faulty idea of its structure 
(1991, 20), and follows up this idea in developing the notion of the “emergent structure” that 
may arise from the coupling of targets and sources (Gineste et al. 2000). That is, innovative 
metaphors can completely overthrow the structure existing in a target domain. This 
exploration of creativity is largely absent from Kövecses’ book; it only surfaces in his 
discussion of blending theory, whose proponents claim that it is better capable of dealing with 
novel metaphoric similarity than the cognitive metaphor paradigm. Whatever blending 
theory’s merits eventually turn out to be, I disagree about this claim: in my view analyses in 
the vein advocated by Black  and Indurkhya can perfectly deal with creative metaphor. 
 To recapitulate: Kövecses’ is an excellent introduction to a book that should have been 
called Cognitive Metaphor: A Practical Introduction – just as Lakoff’s (1993) programmatic 
article in the Ortony collection should have been called “the contemporary theory of cognitive 
metaphor” instead of “the contemporary theory of metaphor.” As it stands, therefore, the book 
will be of undisputed relevance to linguists, psycholinguists, communication scholars, and 
anthropologists, and less so to students of literature and others concerned with creative 
metaphor. Literature scholars and teachers should certainly take cognisance of Kövecses’ 
book, but need to complement their reading with a book like Semino and Culpeper 
(forthcoming), which marries insights from stylistics with those from cognitivist 
metaphorology. Cognitivist linguists, incidentally, can also benefit from the Semino and 
Culpeper collection, which emphasizes that metaphors should always be investigated in 
context, and that context includes such good old aspects as narrative voice and textual surface 
patterns -- rhyme and rhythm and visual presentation. 
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